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      “Give it up for Dalkaar!” It’s around the thirteenth time I’ve heard my entourage spit the praise out the window of my Porsche.

      Half of me wishes they’d start hollering something else to the pedestrians gathered around the main street. But still, I can’t get enough praise and motion for the sea of faces on either side of me to make some more noise. I’m here to win their small-beans football team a championship, not run for mayor.

      “Who all wants to see the Ripper rip?” Conrad, a troll in my entourage, hollers through a megaphone.

      I honk the horn and wave a thick arm out the window, even to the passing citizens too busy window shopping to notice me.

      “Ladies, looking good!” I call to a few purple and pink-haired sirens. They all smile and wave back. I grace them with a wink, something I know drives the fans wild.

      For a sunny afternoon in the middle of the day, Rose Creek has a lot of foot traffic, and the slow, two-lane main road is intimate enough that everyone can get a good look at me. Maybe living here won’t be the minor to major bore-fest I’ve been assuming it will be.

      I’m too busy looking for the radio station to stop at the red light. I cruise through as Felix, my right-hand man and fellow orc, leans forward to blast the music currently blaring through the speakers.

      “Good idea!” I call back, then catch sight of a few crying children, spellcasters by the look of their grouchy, black-clad parents.

      “What?” Felix calls, just as Theron, a tattooed werewolf with more red in his hair than I have muscles, points through the windshield.

      I turn just in time to see a few cheerleaders in the intersection. I slam on my brakes as the ringleader, a brunette with a major scowl, motions for me to turn the music down. I do so, mostly because I like the way she’s keeping one hand on her hip while shaking her head slowly in my direction. I feel like a kid who just got caught reading comic books in class. Except by the cutest teacher’s aide in all of the tenth grade.

      “I’m here,” I say as soon as she graces me with an up-close look at her generous curves. “We’re just looking for the radio station.”

      “The interview is over,” she says. I take in a good whiff of her as she leans in to turn off the music.

      “Thank you, Alyssa!” an angry voice behind her says.

      I move my head to look at the oldest satyr in existence standing behind her. Even his hobbled footsteps sound ancient as he steps forward. Like his hooves are covered in cobwebs and barely hanging on. I look down just to make sure I haven’t totally nailed the monster’s problem and notice his press badge.

      “You must be the droid I’m looking for.”

      “You’re late,” both the satyr and cheerleader say in unison, the one he called Alyssa.

      “Just wanted to make sure the parade’s a smash,” I offer casually with a shrug. In my experience, women love shrugs. This goes double for human women.

      “You mean the farmer’s market?” Her voice is all irritation and disbelief. I look in my rearview and notice the myriad booths and pedestrians with new eyes. All this hubbub wasn’t for me?

      “We’ve been waiting for you for two –”

      I cut the satyr off, feeling bad he’s already wasted enough of his time waiting for me to get through this poorly timed farmer’s market. Who plans an event like this when the town’s newest star is set to arrive on the scene? It’s not my fault I mistook the roadblocks for semi-personal directions. Excuse me for thinking the people of Rose Creek care about a warm welcome.

      “Beastly sorry,” I begin. “But here’s a quote I think you’ll really love. This bush league isn’t ready for my throwing arm. And I know the competition ain’t prepared for my fast feet. You let Rose Creek know their hero is home.”

      I promised myself I wouldn’t plop my shades on for effect, having polled the entourage earlier. They all agreed my eyes are too bright to hide behind a set of shades, even custom-made ones. At least not during an important interview. I hang my arm out the window and let Alyssa size me up. Lucky girl. She must be in heaven and too embarrassed to admit it.

      That scowl doesn’t fool me, babe. You’ll be eating out of the palm of my hand any minute now.

      “Practice starts at the time on the itinerary, not whenever you feel like it. And the light’s green.” Her tone is ice, and before I know it, both Old Man Satyr and Alyssa are walking back to the radio station. I clock the balloons and banners outside the station and scoff. Those definitely say Welcome, Dalkaar, making my confusion about the crowd totally warranted.

      “So?” I call out, then roll through the light anyway.

      By the time I park and get the entourage together, the station doors are locked and the cheerleaders are nowhere in sight.

      “They did say you were late,” Conrad offers. “Guess that means they’ll see us at practice?”

      “Their loss,” I say, shrugging as I turn on my heel and head back to the Porsche. If they don’t want to see me till practice, I’m not going to force them.

      The rest of the evening is spent unpacking and rabble-rousing, one of my favorite pastimes. And the following day’s practice starts exactly how I expect it to, with teammate after out-of-practice teammate sullying the game of football with their lack of enthusiasm. Is this really the best of what Rose Creek has to offer the town? And me, as their star player?

      “I’m glad I showed up when I did,” I say as the rest of the team runs drills. I refuse on principle, needing to gauge each teammate’s skill before participating myself. Couch Behold Cantone isn’t happy when I explain this, which leaves me no choice but to explain again.

      “It’s just how I do things,” I say to the stalky elf.

      “And how I do things is as follows,” he snaps, pointing to the bench without breaking eye contact with me. What about gauging my teammates and their skills does this guy not get? “You sit till you run. End of discussion.”

      He’s walking away, and I’m suddenly glad Conrad, Felix, and Theron are out picking up food for fuel and getting the lay of the land. They don’t need to see such a piss-poor excuse for a coach dressing down his one and only chance at success. The Ogres are a throwaway team. He knows it and so do I.

      As I pass the remaining practice time on the bench, I can’t help but notice the cheerleaders practicing in the distance. Their high-pitched and affected voices tell me how determined they are to do their jobs, unlike the actual team.

      I scan the collection of scantily clad women, all looking good in their red, black, and blue ensembles. Then I see Alyssa. I’m almost positive she’s been watching me, despite the fact her eyes are currently somewhere else. I wonder if she’s rethought her behavior from yesterday and wants to apologize.

      I fight the urge to get to my feet. I can’t imagine Coach Cantone being pleased, but then again, I’m not sure if the man can be.

      “Give me one good reason to put you back in.” His hands are on his hips as he hovers next to me. When did he get over here?

      “I can give you ten,” I say, looking him dead in the eye.

      “Well, that answers my question,” he huffs, crossing his thick arms and walking off as if I’m somehow in the wrong.

      “I like benches,” I mumble, grateful the coach hadn’t heard. Not because an altercation would be any kind of problem to me, but the practice is almost over. I’m not trying to stick around any longer than I have to.

      Even if that means you get to watch Alyssa more?

      I’m too busy appreciating her enthusiasm to answer the question. Plus, that’s a given. My attraction to her, that is. It means nothing more than that I’m an orc in his prime. Possibly even the orc in his prime. Definitely in this town. I could get her if I wanted.

      Practice finally over, I unlock my car just as Alyssa and a few other cheerleaders enter the parking lot. I wave but don’t know if she needs glasses or something. I start the car and decide to roll the window down. Everyone deserves a second chance, right?

      I wave again as a gluttonous cacophony of what some would call music strikes my ears. No, assaults my ears. La Cucaracha blares from my own speakers, and I’m speechless. How? Who?

      This is when Alyssa and every other cheerleader with her burst out into laughter. I smile because I know how to take a joke. I catch Alyssa’s stare as she points to a blonde next to her waving a wand.

      Witches. They think they’re so clever.

      “Knock it off! You know how foolish you look?”

      “Huh?” Alyssa says, motioning to her ear. Who does this woman think she is?

      I drive off admittedly in a huff, reserving my smile for after I’m miles away from the field. That was… different. Maybe even impressive.
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      “Marty said that Dalkaar guy gave Coach Cantone the hard time we were expecting,” Dee Dee says while staring into her phone. I chew my lower lip and wonder if it’s okay to be impressed by the newbie’s reaction to her prank. Well, mine and Dee Dee’s.

      But he isn’t a newbie, is he? Just a new transplant. I shrug in response to my own thought as the red-headed witch finally pulls her eyes away from the screen in her manicured hand.

      It gives the orc no excuse to be rude. And who confuses a farmer’s market for their own personal welcome parade? The road was blocked off so that people could walk, not dodge his ridiculous car while crossing the street. True, there was more than one team banner around town, but still.

      It was the least I could do to drum up some team spirit among the squad, who eventually had a good time making the red, black, and blue banners shine despite the team’s lack of fandom. Soon, those signs will be collectors’ items. Well, maybe not that but something of note.

      The town of Rose Creek, North Carolina could use a boost in morale, something to turn our B-rated football team into something more than a collection of monsters scrambling to keep the ball away from even each other.

      “Where’d you go?” Dee Dee asks, and I realize I’ve been zoning out.

      “Is that all the text says?” I tilt my head and lean both elbows on my kitchen table. I know Marty, one of the linemen on the team, has been dying to take Dee Dee out. Even after she turned him down for the second time only today.

      “Marty is asking me to congratulate you on our prank. Even though Dalkaar didn’t respond quite as petulantly as we’d hoped. He has it on good authority that it probably upset him.”

      “Whose authority?” I ask, remembering how his minor response was nothing like what I’d expected. Sure, some would say what I did was childish but so? He’s childish. And children need to be spoken to at a certain level and with a certain confidence.

      I’m smiling a little and notice Dee Dee waving a hand in front of my face. “I’m telling Marty we lost you. I know when someone’s reminiscing and that’s you all the way.”

      “Can you believe he thought the farmer’s market was for him?”

      “Yes, just like the last time you asked.” I feel the smile on my face fall at the comment. I don’t mean to be over the top. She seemed more than happy to accommodate me when I’d broached the subject before practice.

      “You and your team spirit,” she continues, smiling at me, then looking back down to her phone. “And it was Coach Cantone, by the way.”

      “Coach Cantone?” I’m too busy wondering how long Dee Dee’s car enchantment lasted once Dalkaar left practice to grasp her comment.

      “Who said he must be angry. He was pretty open about the guy’s bad attitude with the guys.”

      “Including Marty?” I move my shoulders up and down in the world's worst attempt at being flirty. “Is this an admission of interest?”

      Though I’m not pleased to hear she’s fraternizing with the team, Dee Dee stays focused and would never let a relationship get in the way of a stellar performance. At least I’d like to think so. It’s hard to gauge sometimes whether she’s humoring my genuine pep and team spirit or if it’s coming from her own well of hometown appreciation.

      Besides, it’s not like there’s a real rule against it or anything. Dee Dee can get involved with whomever she likes.

      “It’s an admission that it is indeed who I’m texting,” she replies, not bothering to look up.

      “Same thing,” I quip and roll my eyes as she frowns at me. “What are the chances that dude’s car is still blasting La Cucaracha?” I ask, hoping the answer is somewhere between one hundred and ninety-nine percent.

      She smirks and puts her phone down. “Very little, but I can guarantee you it’s still ringing in his ears. Did you hear how loud it was even down the block?”

      “Me and everyone else in Rose Creek,” I say. “Or just about. Hey, what do you think we should do next? You know, just in case he didn’t learn his lesson the first time?”

      I’m leaning in more than I mean to and take note of the inquisitive look in her eye. “Let’s see how he acts at tomorrow’s practice.”

      “Smart, smart,” I offer, then get up to check the time on the pizza I have cooking in the oven. The savory aroma fills the air, and I have half a mind to reach in and grab the pie without a glove.

      “Was that you?” Dee Dee asks, whipping her head around to look at me.

      “Yeah,” I admit, feeling another growl in my stomach. Maybe I’m more hungry than I thought, what with all the energy I put into practice. I don’t care if I’m not cheering for the world’s greatest team. Just so long as I’m cheering for Rose Creek’s greatest team.

      Which can only happen if everyone plays like the band of brothers they should be, I think as the timer on the oven blares, much to my delight.

      “Yay!” Dee Dee hops up out of her seat to help, and in no time at all, we’re both well into our second slice and first bubble water.

      “I can’t believe Dalkaar doesn’t care if we know he thinks this place is bush league,” Dee Dee says, wiping her lips free of pizza sauce with a soft paper towel.

      “I know. Talk about rude.” Would it kill the orc to pretend like he has feelings for anyone but himself? What are we all supposed to think other than he’s stuck up?

      His reaction to the prank wasn’t what you expected. Maybe he’s got the hint. I take a bite and think back to what Mike the DJ and owner of ARG radio and broadcast said.

      Maybe he just needs to be reminded that Rose Creek isn’t the big city.

      I didn’t agree with him then, but maybe I do now. Besides, would it kill me to give him a chance? Especially when I’m the one preaching teamwork?

      “You’re think-chewing,” Dee Dee observes, pointing at me with the remainder of her crust.

      “What do the guys say about his skills?”

      “That they’ve only heard of them or seen them on TV. They’re just as confused about his antics. Why wouldn’t he want to practice?” Her phone vibrates, and I take note of how quickly she picks it up. “It’s Mom,” she offers, and I’m entirely unconvinced that it’s Dee Dee’s mother, Shannon.

      “Does he know your pet name for him yet?” I ask.

      That gets me a smile. “Why? Do you like it?”

      We share a giggle that turns into a laugh. Over time, many of us on the squad have grown closer, if not attached at the hip, as a result of football season. Marty and another player, Otto, just bought a business together, and before they each joined, the two could barely stand each other.

      I let the example fill me with a sense of optimism as I let Dee Dee type a response to her ‘mom’ in peace and quiet. Maybe I could give Dalkaar a break and chalk his bad attitude up to this point as nerves.

      After Dee Dee leaves, I get ready for bed and finish my nightly routine of prepping my uniform in record time. I’d be more proud if I knew practice would go well, but there’s something about knowing my hard work won’t be appreciated that spoils my efforts. What if I showed up acting like I was better than everyone else?

      He’d probably be too busy checking himself out to notice, I think, pulling back the sheets of my queen-sized bed to finally climb into it for the night. Resting my head on not one but two pillows, I heave a heavy sigh and hope tomorrow isn’t the clusterfuck I expect it to be. All I want is for the team to be as good as possible, and for that to happen, all the players need to recognize they’re not stars on their own.

      I make a mental note to let tomorrow worry about itself, at least for the night. I might be working myself up over nothing. It’s Coach Cantone’s job to keep the guys in check anyway, which isn’t necessarily a bad thing.

      So why aren’t you letting it go yet?

      I keep quiet and try not to answer myself. Is it because I tried to un-alpha him and he didn’t respond much, making my seemingly foolproof plan moot?

      “Maybe just give him another chance, see if he can keep cool like he did earlier.” I mull the thought over as I get comfortable, knowing it’s really my only option anyway.
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      “And that’s why I say I’d rather be me than him,” I finish, straight into the station’s mic like I’d practiced in the mirror last night. “Plus there's more of me to look at.” I flex, gracing the nerdy-looking tech in the sound booth with a wink. She smirks then looks down as DJ Mike, aka Old Man Satyr, does his best to explain the cannon that is my right bicep.

      “Our new star player is flexing, ladies and gentlemen. Winking at our intern, too. Quite the multitasker.” A pre-recorded round of applause plays over Mike, and I’m struck with the realization I might be embarrassing myself.

      No, Mike’s clapping, too. I observe his smirk and decide to ignore it for now. I’d be upset if I missed an interview with me. That doesn’t mean he has the right to blame me for it, but I’m nothing if not patient.

      “And here all night,” I add, pleased when the fake clapping finally fades out. “Which I can’t say about the competition, including the runts that call themselves the Juggernauts.”

      “Oof,” Mike says, feigning insult at my tame remark about another team. Shit-talking in sports is a national pastime, a tradition even the greats took part in. There’s no way he didn’t see this coming. “Some would call that famous last words.”

      “I’m not insulting the Juggernauts, nor am I insinuating their aunts and uncles would do better in their place, maybe even without all their limbs in some cases. I’m merely describing them. That’s all.” I shrug and push up my sunglasses at the same time.

      Sure, it’s pretty dark in here already, but the extra protection helps me get into character. Nothing brings fans flocking faster than a beef, even a fabricated one.

      “And The Catastrophes?” Mike asks. “I see a post along the lines of them being ‘minor molehills, rather than a mountain you’re scared to climb.’”

      “If I said it, I meant it,” I reply with a shrug. “Don’t expect me to take it back. I’m here to win Rose Creek some games, maybe even all of them. Not to make friends with my rivals.”

      “And what about your teammates? You getting along with them?” I stiffen at Mike’s question, which is offered to me alongside a shrug of his own. The satyr’s furry shoulders drop just as I blink away my frustration. Thank the universe it takes more than a cheap trick question to get me riled.

      “Check out one of the games and find out, you and everyone else in town. You’ll see us versus the weak and inferior. We kick ass together, especially if my cannon arm has something to say about it.”

      I’ve used the sentence before but not in this town, and it isn’t long before my interview is over. All in all, I think I did well. How hard can hyping up Rose Creek be? Not hard, I’d say.

      The place acts like it's Chicago or Tampa or something. They should be happy to see the likes of me putting their backwater trap on the map, which is exactly what I’m trying to do – what I’m going to do before my time here is done.

      I’m not about to let something like monster discrimination get in the way of my NFL dreams. Sure, I’ll have to languish here for a while, maintaining my perfect physique and prowess in front of a small-town audience, but hey, it’ll be worth it. Someday, thanks to the guys like me proving themselves, orcs will finally be welcome in the big pro teams instead of these B-list monster leagues. I’ll make sure of that.

      It’s a little ironic, though, that I would pick the one career where my money can’t really help me. I’m the heir of one of the wealthiest orc families in the country. Believe me, playing for a second-rate football team didn’t pay for that Porsche. I could have done anything with my life, literally, but football has always called to me. I love it, even if it doesn’t seem to love me back.

      I get back home and hop in the shower, too tired from practice and my day of media interviews to eat more than a protein bar. I brush my teeth and pass out. The next morning comes quickly, at least for me, and I’m back at practice before I know it.

      “Hey, clown,” Coach Cantone barks as soon as he sees me trotting up to the water table after practice.

      “Is that how you address your best player?” I ask casually, pointing back out to the field where I just annihilated the defense.

      He scoffs and looks away. I can tell he doesn’t want to agree with me out loud, so he does the next best thing and stays quiet as he steps forward. I smirk as he approaches, his arms crossed like they always seem to be.

      Though I haven’t been here for long, I can already tell the coach is not going to be my biggest fan. But it doesn't matter. My efforts are for fans outside of this bush league. They’re the ones who are going to bring in the cash, which will, in turn, bring in the deals.

      “And that’s how I know you’re a clown,” he continues, obviously having seen my smirk. “You got biceps bigger than your head, but you’ve got this notion you’re good at stuff like interviews.”

      Oh, okay. So that’s what this is about. “I’m good at everything I set my mind to,” I retort, then casually peruse the field like I don’t have a care in the world.

      What does he know about attracting fans and business? He’s over here chastising me for a simple ploy that never fails. Talk about a rookie.

      “Just dial down the trash talk, will ya? A lot of these people around here know each other. It’s not rocket science.” I barely understand his last sentence. What does my being brilliant have to do with any of this?

      “And neither is my plan.” I stay where I am, taking slow sips of my water as other players maneuver around me, no doubt listening in and jealous they hadn’t come up with the ploy.

      “Dial down the bravado. It’s not doing what you think it is,” Coach Cantone snaps. “Do we play for the show or the love of the game?”

      Is he really asking me this? It’s a lose-lose question.

      “Whatever gets me into the NFL, and research shows it’s the squeaky wheel that gets the grease. Or in this case, the killer contract.”

      “You –”

      “Yo, Dalkaar!” It’s Conrad yelling at me from the passenger seat of my whip. They’ve gotten here just in time to keep car privileges. I hate waiting, especially when their job is to literally be around when I need them. For hyping purposes or otherwise.

      I hold my hand up, indicating they’ll be waiting for me. Showers are important for the hard workers.

      “And tell them to stop parking sideways!” Coach Cantone says, gesturing to the three lanes Theron is idling in. He alternates between waving and revving the engine, and Coach Cantone bolts over to my crew.

      I watch Theron back up and zoom out of the lot. He better be here when I get out. That’s all I ask.
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        * * *

      

      “You think you’re better than everyone. Admit it.” I don’t know the burly werewolf’s name, but I know he’s way too naked to be asking me that.

      As I dry off and he does the same, I shrug and leave it at that. What’s with everyone trying to come at me? Do they trust me or not? I’ve got the skills They should let me show them I have the gift of gab, too.

      The other players in the locker room look just as confused as this guy. Do they need me to spell my plan out for them?

      “We show other players and teams respect around here,” the werewolf snaps back, and I fight the urge to ask him his name.

      “You sure about that?” I ask, wondering if he knows the definition of the word respect. “Because no one’s coming to our games begging to get our picture.”

      “Maybe it’s not about the picture,” another teammate yells. I don’t bother to look around in an effort to identify the speaker. Obviously, they don’t know the first thing about professional football, let alone semi-professional.

      “Let’s do the math here,” I begin.

      “Let’s not,” someone else comments.

      “If people know who we are, the reps will follow. Plain and simple.” I hope one, just one of these guys, has enough sense to see where I’m coming from.

      “People don’t want to watch jerks,” the werewolf in front of me says. I fight the urge to take offense. It’s so interesting how often betas confuse the word jerk with alpha.

      “Then explain reality TV. It’s successful because they’re giving people what they came for. We should, too.” I’m proud of this point, which I say as I pull a fresh shirt over my head, as casual as I am handsome and completely right.

      I don’t get the answer I’m looking for, if any. The ride home has me squeezing the steering wheel as I wonder if perhaps I’ve gone too far this time. The atmosphere in the locker room was icy as I left, and despite my hope that it had something to do with introspection rather than annoyance, I know when a group of monsters are ignoring me.

      Felix, Theron, and Conrad blab around me now, but I’m too busy wondering how much I’d be getting paid on a professional team if only I weren’t an orc.

      “I may have gone overboard proving a point today,” I begin, explaining to the crew how I’m destined to dominate immediately. I can feel it in my bones. “But the league can’t fold yet, so I need to rethink my offense.”

      The guys clap me on the back supportively, though I’m hardly sure they know exactly what I’m even talking about.
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      “Ogres fans stand up! Stand and make a scream! Let’s hear you shout for the number one team!” I chant with the other girls. We’re giving it our all out here, pulling every routine we know to try and get the sparse fans in the bleachers to stop staring at their phones. The few people who’ve shown up can’t be bothered to even fake excitement.

      We have a reputation now, and even with a shiny new quarterback on board, everyone here expects us to lose in the saddest way possible.

      “At least if the guys, like, fumbled a lot or made embarrassing plays, people would be posting about it online,” Janet says.

      She tilts her head to the side like she’s trying to shake out a single thought from her brain. I take a swig from my water bottle and try not to acknowledge her statement.

      “You know one of my cousin’s kid’s friends had a video go viral?” she continues. “All she did was fall over while holding a burger. Literally, it got millions of views. Maybe we should try something like that?”

      I sigh as the opposing team’s cheer squad gets to perform their ‘We scored a point’ chant again. For the fifth time in an hour. 

      “Come on, girls,” I state firmly. “Let’s do our job and lift the fans’ spirits.” I pick up my pom poms and lead the squad to the bleachers, arms raised and smiles wide. The fans continue to ignore us, save for one little boy who stands up and mimics our movements. There’s always one, and it’s sweet to see the youth be enthusiastic about the sport.

      “O is for Original! G is for Great! R is for Roar! E is for Excitement! S is for Super! O! G! RES! Gooooo OGRES!”

      A family of four stands up and leaves. A group of teenagers mocks our routine and laughs at us. Everyone else is buried in their phone screens, save that one little kid. He waves at us and sits back down where his mother scolds him for making a scene.

      I’m crestfallen. It seems the harder we try, the worse the response is from the crowd. 

      “Why even bother showing up?” I ask. “Why not just sit at home in the air conditioning if you’re not even going to try to watch?”

      “It’s no use, Alyssa,” Dee Dee says. She drops her poms on the ground and leans awkwardly against the chain link fence. “No one cares anymore.”

      “Oh, plenty of people care!” Janet says with her hands on her hips. “It’s just that they’re all sitting on the other side of the field.” She darts her arms out, pom pom in hand, towards the opposing team’s side of the field. Their bleachers are packed, full of cheering fans who are actually standing and calling back to their cheer squad. 

      I wonder if those women over there know they’re living the dream.

      “Do you think the game will be over soon? If I get home before seven, I can save five bucks on my babysitter,” Janet says.

      “Well, of course, the fans don’t care about the team when even half of the cheer squad can’t be bothered to care!” I yell at the girls, who seem to be staring past me, completely uninvested in the job they’re supposed to be giving their all to. I turn back to the Ogres, hoping they’ll prove them all wrong.

      Just make one good play. Score one point!

      Dalkaar throws the ball down the field to another player, who fumbles it completely and falls on the ground. No one was even anywhere near him! Our shiny new quarterback throws a fit, arguing with the referee. It’s genuinely embarrassing. 

      “Ugh, not even funny. Just sad,” Janet says. I turn to see her recording the scene on her phone. “Maybe we should put burgers in their pockets, so they fly out when they fall. That would be funny.”

      I shake my head. “To whom?”

      Janet shrugs her shoulders. I’m completely demoralized. And that’s the end of that. If even the head cheerleader, the captain, whose entire point is to bolster morale, can’t so much as fake a smile, you know it’s bad. 

      “This is bullshit!” Dalkaar yells at the ref. “Unbelievable! If I had a half-competent team with more than one brain cell between them, we’d be winning by a landslide. But no, I’m stuck with a bunch of losers with the motor skills of a three-year-old pixie! I’m making perfect passes, and you shits can’t even walk in a straight line to save your lives!”

      I start to see red. How can he treat his team that way? I look back at the bleachers where that kid is sitting. This isn’t the right example to be setting for someone like him. 

      Dalkaar needs to know that.

      “Hey!” I yell during halftime. “Dalkaar!”

      He looks me up and down and smirks as he walks up to me. “Yeah?”

      I grab him by the chest pads and pull him down to my level. “Fix your attitude or I’ll fix it for you.”

      “Excuse me?” he asks, shocked and angry.

      “You heard me. You fancy yourself a leader out there? Well, start acting like one. A true leader inspires his team. He doesn’t blame them for every little thing.” I push him back and give him my sternest, most serious expression possible. 

      Dalkaar scoffs and looks down on me with contempt. His eyes flash a warning for me to back off, but I hold my ground. He returns to the field while I return to my squad.

      “Get up,” I tell them. “It’s time to work.”

      We give the fans their halftime show, even if half of them left for the bathroom and concession stand. The Ogre mascot runs around while we dance to fifteen-year-old pop music. That little kid gets up again and dances with us. He makes the effort completely worth it.

      The game starts up again, and I’m back to giving it my all. I’ll show him what leadership looks like. 

      “Let’s do the valkyrie,” I say. The other girls look concerned. The last time we tried this I ended up with a twisted ankle and stitches on my elbow. “It’s a crowd-pleaser. Come on, I know you can do it!”

      I cheer and lead them in the routine. It ends with the rest of the squad lifting me into the air on one foot. They give me a lift, and I jump into the air, landing on them again in a handstand. I do a few kicks in time with the music, and they lift me again. I twirl in the air and land on my side, safely in their arms this time.

      The routine gets a few cheers, if for no other reason than because I look amazing doing it. I look back at the field and see Dalkaar staring at me. He’s not leering or angry. In fact, he looks pretty damn thoughtful.

      The game ends soon after with plenty of time for Janet to get home and stiff her teenage babysitter five dollars. The rest of us stick around for our normal post-game routine of trying to find ways to compliment the sullen players. We didn’t score a single point, but that doesn’t mean they didn’t at least try.

      “Psh, look at him. So full of himself,” Vance, one of the players, says dismissively. I turn to see what he sees, and my mouth drops open.

      Dalkaar is kneeling on the ground in front of that little kid. He’s signing a football used in the game for him, but he’s also chatting and even posing for a photo with him. At no point do I see any money exchanged. He did it for the love of a fan.

      I smile, feeling my cheeks go warm. Maybe he gets it after all and just needs a little push to remember what’s important. I guess I can put aside my anger at him if I can rely on him to help revitalize the team. For now, anyway.

      “That was sweet,” I say as I walk up to him. The mom drags the kid away, but he’s all wide smiles, his hand waving fervently in the air.

      Dalkaar smiles and waves back. “The fans are the whole reason we do this.”

      I blink in surprise. “Shockingly insightful. So you’re only 99 percent ego, then?”

      He smirks down at me. “I wouldn’t go that far. Still, we’re gonna keep bleeding fans unless this team gets whipped into shape.”

      I shake my head. “Win or lose, it doesn’t matter. People want to have fun when they come to watch a game. Losing isn’t fun, but neither is shouting at each other or getting trampled without fighting back. We need to bring back the community spirit. Make it fun for everyone. That’s how we get fans back.”

      Maybe Janet had a point. She was bad about making it, but still. The nugget of wisdom was in there.

      Dalkaar puts his hands on his hips and looks at the empty bleachers for a moment. “You know, you might be right.” He says it like he’s working on full steam to admit it. “I still think winning is the most fun, though. But we could use a little more presentation in our plays.”

      I smile back. Maybe the truth is starting to finally sink into that green head of his.
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      I see red when I throw open the doors to the locker room. The sight of this drove of naked monsters, drying themselves straight out of the shower, makes me want to kill. The ones most resembling humanoid forms keep their heads low, immodest, and hanging low like the beasts they are.

      After everyone has dressed out of their uniforms, I stand in the huddle, frustration boiling within me. Our losing streak has gone on for far too long. I glare at my fellow teammates, their mistakes proven by the scoreboard. "Listen up, you bunch of fuck-brained morons!" I roar, my deep voice reverberating. "If you can't block, I'll be flat on my back like some goblin's bedsheet! Get your heads out of the swamp and do your damn jobs!"

      My sharp tusks jut out, my eyes locked onto the minotaur receiver who dropped a perfectly thrown pass. "And you, Kulgar! If your hands were as strong as your horns, maybe we wouldn't be in this mess! Catch the ball or I'll toss you to the trolls myself!"

      I turn to the goblin running back who fumbled at a crucial moment. "You're lucky you're pint-sized, or I'd toss you out of the stadium! Protect the ball like it's your worthless hide!"

      "I-I'm trying, Captain." I narrow my eyes at him, veins pulsating on my green forehead. "Trying ain't enough! You snap that ball like you're trying to crush a gnome's skull, or I'll make you see stars! We're not just a bunch of beasts, damn it! We're a team, and we play like monsters!"

      “I guess we can go now,” I say, rubbing my right tusk.  The congregation of beasts line up toward the exit and shuffle out into the bleachers.

      “Since when did they appoint you head coach?” a voice from behind chuckles.

      Cantone Behold is a stocky little guy, which he perhaps makes up for with his caustic attitude. He stands more than a head shorter than me, but everybody tends to when you're close to seven feet tall. This discrepancy of stature does not mean the coach can't hold his own. Quite the contrary, Canton could talk a bear out of a meadow full of fresh deer carcasses.

      He squares off against me. “Dalkaar, you son of a bitch. Leave the shit talking up to me.” He takes off his hat and runs his hand through what few strands of hair he has left. “You’re here to make the plays, okay?”

      “Coach, how can I pass with this nonsense going on out there? You know that werewolf guy? Daryn, is it?”

      Cantone nods. “Yes, Daryn. Look, you have to give everybody a chance here. They’re doing their best.”

      “Their best? Coach, we lost! Half the guys out there can't catch a five-yard toss!”

      “They can learn.”

      “For how long? Until we go winless for another season? Coach,” I say. “You’re making a mistake with these guys.”

      Without looking up, I can feel the heat coming off Cantone’s face. “Now you listen to me and you listen to me well,” he says. I can smell his breath of tobacco and winter-fresh gum. “I’m the coach. I call the shots. Maybe when you’re old enough, you can, too.”

      I look up at the goalpost and point. “That’s what dreams are made of,” I say, walking toward the parking lot. “Oh yeah, and Coach?”

      “Shoot.”

      “Next time you shlep a player’s mother, put him on second-string. That werewolf kid was too obvious.”

      Cantone just stands there and shakes his head. “You’re benched, Dalkaar. Indefinitely!”

      I stop in my tracks and turn around. “I’m benched. No. I refuse.” I spit on the ground.

      “I’ll forget your attitude,” he offers. “Just sit it out for now.”

      I walk away without saying anything. Just then, my cell phone dings with a text message. It’s the guys. They want to grab a drink at the tavern. After today’s loss, I could certainly use one.

      I meet them out at the Porsche. muttering that a stop at the bar is fine. Theron drives, while I stare moodily out the window. I try to cheer up a little as we all head inside. Conrad leads us over to a heavy oak table in the corner, while Theron stops at the bar to order drinks. He carries them over almost comically, trying hard not to spill.

      “You better not get hair in my drink,” I mutter to the werewolf, still a little grumpy.

      Felix's laughter is a hearty chorus that rises above the gentle murmur of conversations. His massive hand wraps around a tankard, foam cascading over his fingers as he lifts it high. "To Dalkaar, the orc who could throw a pass through a dragon's scales!"

      Theron smirks, a glint of amusement in his eyes. "Just make sure you're not confusing the tankard for the ball next time, Dalkaar."

      Conrad leans forward, his grin mischievous. "Yeah, imagine scoring for the wrong team because you thought the barstool was the end zone!"

      I settle into the booth and finally laugh, clapping Felix on the back. As the evening progresses, our mugs are refilled and the stories flow freely. Felix's animated tales of his field exploits draw the attention of nearby patrons, Conrad's quick wit ensures a steady stream of laughter, and Theron's dry observations add a layer of wit to our conversations.

      "Hey, guys," I begin, my voice a touch more serious than before. "There's something I need to talk to you about."

      Felix, Conrad, and Theron turn their attention to me, their expressions curious but attentive. Felix's brow furrows, his eyes narrowing. "What's on your mind, Dalkaar?"

      I take a sip of my drink, steadying myself. "The team. You've all noticed, right? We're on a real downward spiral."

      Theron nods, his gaze thoughtful. Conrad leans in, his tone serious. "So, what are you saying, Dalkaar? What do you need from us?"

      I take a deep breath and meet their eyes, the weight of our camaraderie urging me to be honest. "We're at a crossroads, and unless we do something drastic, I'm afraid things might not get better."

      Felix's expression shifts from curiosity to concern. "Drastic how?"

      I lean forward, my voice determined. "We need to find a way to reignite the team's spirit. I know you guys are just there for me, but if the team does well, I do well. I have to make them care about the game as much as I do."

      Theron's gaze doesn't waver, his analytical mind processing the situation. "You're talking about shaking things up, trying new strategies?"

      Conrad's grin returns, a fire kindling in his eyes. "Sounds like a challenge worth taking on."

      Felix thumps his tankard on the table, a determined glint in his eye. "If it means getting you back to winning, bro, I'm all in."

      Theron leans back, his signature smirk forming. "I’m in."

      We all share a nod, a sense of renewed determination filling the air. When I get up to go to the bathroom, right beside the pool table, in short shorts and a hoodie, Alyssa Jessup beams at me. She jumps up in the air as if she is about to cheer.

      “Dalkaar, why the long face?” she says and pouts her lips.

      “None of your business,” I reply warily. Since when is Alyssa this friendly to me? Is she drunk?

      She puts her hands on my shoulders, and I instinctively back away. “Whatever it is, suck it up so we can all get through this.” She gives me a hug. I stiffen but let her, thinking this is more like the Alyssa I know.

      “I’ll see you on the field,” I say and walk away.

      Out in the parking lot, Theron and Conrad head to the Porsche. Felix and I bring up the rear, my mind still distracted by today’s disastrous practice. From behind I get pounded with a sharp, annoying pain on the small of my back.

      “What the hell?” I say, swiveling to look behind me and see who just dared to slap me.

      Felix begins to laugh. “Reach behind you.” He covers his mouth.

      I reach behind me and find a piece of paper taped to my back. Kick Me. It had to be Alyssa in the bar with that hug. How immature can she get?

      The rest are still laughing. Felix and Conrad have doubled over.

      “Not a word of this to the team,” I say with a voice that sounds like gravel. “Or anybody.”

      Both stand on their feet and salute me. “Aye, aye captain,” says Felix.
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      This is exactly what I get for not going grocery shopping when I’d meant to. I glare into my barren fridge and grab a brick of cheese and some hot sauce. Though last night’s trip to the bar was worthwhile in the end, I still wish I didn’t have to jump up and down right now in hopes those tortillas I think are still on top of the fridge haven’t hardened.

      “Ugh!” I hiss as my sore feet hit the cold linoleum of my kitchen floor. I almost had the bag, inconveniently dangling between the far edge of the fridge top and the wall.

      I finally give in and climb up the counter, relishing the cool fake granite top. My knees could use a good ice pack, once my feet have had their turn.

      “How can I jazz this breakfast up?” I tap my chin with the bottle of hot sauce, then remember the sour cream in my crisper. “Yes! Not expired!” I squeal as I turn the stove on to crisp my tortilla up good and proper.

      I shouldn’t be spending so much time and energy on the team and everything that comes with it. Not when it seems as though I’m the only one trying to do my job. Or maybe better put, my elected obligations. Not even the star player on the actual team, who’s benefiting from his position far more than I am mine, can get his tusk out of his ass to show some sportsmanship.

      Well, beyond being kind to a fan. At least Dalkaar wasn’t a child when it came to actual children. Too bad there isn’t a thank you card that said something to that effect, I think, wondering if passive-aggressive pranks, rather than agro ones, would get my point across. Maybe if I got the other players to help set him straight…

      “That could work…” I trail off and admit that my pranks have felt good, even if he hasn’t much responded the way I want.

      His god-awful meltdown to our last unfortunate loss tells me I have a ways to go in making my full point. Luckily for me, but too bad for him, I’m good at doing things over and over to get them right. It’s the only time I stop.

      Beep! Beep! Beep! I jump at the sound of my own smoke alarm. Of course, I’d forget to flip my tortilla.

      “Damn, damn!” I yell, opening the window over the sink after I toss the charred food out. Once the alarm is off, I try again but only after pulling out the largest bottle of hot sauce I own. I find it in the cabinet behind a can of refried black beans. I take the opportunity to slather the protein onto my second quesadilla attempt, which is an absolute success and worth the wait.

      My breakfast tastes that much better now that I know I have something to look forward to. I eat my crispy, crunchy quesadilla as I get into my uniform, careful not to get too much greasy cheese on my top. I need all the fuel I can get to handle Dalkaar, and I want to look good while doing it.

      The drive to practice doesn’t take long. I’m out and stretching with the squad as Dalkaar and the rest of the team huddle up near the coach. I can only imagine the orc rolling his eyes at whatever Coach Cantone has to say and have to stop myself from doing the same.

      Later, I spot the perfect opportunity to make my move when Dalkaar and all three of his entourage pose for selfies during a short water break. Rather than watch his bottle of precious electrolytes, Dalkaar leaves it open and vulnerable to my hot sauce. I smile as I first dump out most of the water, then drain a good portion of the hot sauce into the orc’s drink. Let’s see him roll this off his shoulders.

      I look over at Dalkaar, currently flexing and growling into one camera phone after the other, his entourage all too eager to snap as many as he orders them to.

      “Get both my good sides, Conrad. It’s like it’s your first day or something. Damn.” He says all this through a grin, which makes me curious and disgusted.

      How did he do that? But also, why would he do that? Unless to be a controlling showboat?

      “It’s like I always tell you!” He throws a hand up as he hustles to his drink, which I’ve casually put back in its place. I’m halfway back to the girls when Dee Dee hurries up to me.

      “You didn’t do it, did you?” she whispers in my ear. I’d clued her into my plan as soon as I’d gotten to practice, along with a few others who I knew wouldn’t spill the beans until the prank was over.

      “Ah!” It’s Dalkaar taking his first sip. “Real mature! And you call me –” He chokes up a little, and I realize his uniform is smeared in hot sauce on the front.

      “Oh, dude!” One of Dalkaar’s entourage, I think I heard the orc call him Felix, points to the showboat’s jersey.

      “That’s not the perfect outline of a dick,” Dee Dee chuckles next to me, just as soon as I take note of the curvaceous and oddly thick stain, which droops to the right as it juts out across Dalkaar’s ribs.

      “Dickhead has a dickshirt,” I hear someone say, then realize it’s me.

      Dee Dee cackles, apparently the only one close enough to hear. But all eyes fall on the two of us, including Dalkaar’s, which burn into me despite my efforts to stay cool. I’m struggling to swallow and wonder what my face looks like right now, to everyone but especially the narcissistic footballer.

      Why does he have to be so handsome when he’s irritated? My eyes widen and I bite my lip, not because he’s trudging over but because I’ve just said something ridiculous. Did I just call him handsome? Really? What does that have to do with anything?

      “Uh-oh,” Dee Dee mutters under her breath as I tilt my head up to face Dalkaar’s scowl. All of sudden, I’m wondering what I should say to calm him down.

      “You think you’re funny?” he roars, then chokes on his own laugh. At least, I think it’s a laugh.

      He drops his face, and I swear he chuckles. It makes me smile, but once Dalkaar’s looking at me again, his glower is all I can focus on. Suddenly, my face is still. I slit my eyes and look up at him, hoping the glare I’m working so hard to keep will hide my surprise.

      He’s laughing! I’m over here trying to upset him and he’s laughing!

      “Answer my question!” He’s got his arms out and open, maybe a little intimidating to some, but it’ll take more than that to get my pom poms quaking.

      “Say please.” I shrug and keep my eyes on him. I give him a look that says, it’s not rocket science. Just be cool, dude. “And you’re welcome for the pick me up, by the way. You were looking a little tired.”

      The comment ignites something behind his eyes, a glimmer of intrigue, which in turn sparks a slight smile on my own face. Is everyone watching like I think they are?

      “I’ve been pranked harder by children,” he finally says, his voice low. Almost a growl.

      I scoff and take the opportunity to roll my eyes Dee Dee’s way. My hands are on my hips now, and I keep them there.

      “Why you would admit that fact is beyond me,” I retort. “But good job finally telling us what we already know. Even a child can get the best of you.”

      I get a few chuckles for that, though none of them are from Dalkaar, who steps close but keeps his face expressionless as stone. I do my best to mimic it.

      “Alright, alright, you two.” Coach Cantone is looking at me. My cheeks redden as I realize how still everyone else is. “Don’t make me bench you both.”

      “Sorry, Coach,” I blurt before letting Dee Dee pull me away. I don’t need to look back at Dalkaar to know he's fuming, who I’m sure is still watching me. Well, glaring at me, more like.

      The rest of practice goes by without a hitch, though I do hear Dalkaar hacking up every so often, which leaves me both giddy and curious. He thought my prank was funny. I know it. But was the anger for show alone – or was it, too, a genuine response?

      “Did you see him smile at first?” I ask Dee Dee as we walk to our cars.

      “I saw him choke a lot,” she replies, a little confused at my question. I frown back at her and wonder why I’m even asking. I need to stay grounded and in control, not curious about what makes him laugh.
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      After the hot sauce incident, I am already beginning to imagine a revenge both appropriate and humiliating. I can't let a cheerleader get the best of me. Even if I am kind of impressed that she had the nerve to mess with an orc football player. She’s got brass ones, I'll give her that.

      I consult with my boys on a plan of action. Theron wants to fill her car up with snakes. Although scaring her would be a delicious sight, the danger it would impose could go a little too far. I'm a little proud of the maturity I show in pointing that out – it feels like growth.

      Conrad only wants to convince the other cheerleaders to ceremoniously leave the field, humiliating her during a routine, but I think the fans would rally around her immediately. With both of them disappointingly unimaginative, it is up to Felix to come up with something both embarrassing but safe.

      And he does.

      What he devises is to make a whole bunch of slime, preferably green, and rig the supply to the irrigation system on the field. At the height of their routine, we'll make the sprinklers go off. Bam, green ooze everywhere.

      There are some logistics to go over first.

      We meet at our new favorite hangout, the Red Lodge Diner, and discuss the prank.

      “What we wanna do,” I say and shove a french fry in my mouth. “Is totally surprise her. Remind her that she's never going to get one over on me for long.”

      Conrad looks at Theron, his brows furrowed. “Is that something that you want? Was it that bad what she did?”

      “Sure,” Theron says. “I think it would be funny.”

      Conrad throws up his hands. “Yeah, um… or we could just let bygones be bygones, you know? Won't this keep things going?”

      I stand up. “Look, you guys. This is my revenge, not yours.” I ball my hands into fists. They look at each other intently. “You in or out?”

      Felix starts to laugh. “Of course, we’re in, Dalk.” He slaps me across the back.

      I stare at Conrad and Theron. “So, what’s it gonna be, boys?” I shove a handful of fries in my mouth. “Are you part of the fun or not?”

      While we cross the parking lot after our meal, I pull Conrad aside. “Listen, I see you’re a good guy,” I begin. "But this is my show. Don’t screw it up."

      He looks at me blankly. “Not a chance, Dalk.”

      “Good.” I lean back and punch him in the chest. He winces, his beady eyes tight in his oval, green face.

      In the car, Felix is being his boisterous self, telling some joke about a guy who walks into a bar and hits his head on the toilet. Then he stops and leans forward in my ear. “So, what’s the plan? Get some barrels, some water?” he asks. "What we need, man, is a crap ton of glue.”

      Theron laughs from the passenger seat. “Glue?”

      “Yeah, man,” Felix says.

      I sigh, turning the wheel of the car. “It’s a coagulant. We need something thick. Something sticky.”

      “How much?” Theron asks.

      I breathe through my massive nostrils. “I’d say a fifty-gallon drum would do it.”

      Conrad sighs from the back seat. “There’s no way we can find that much glue. No way. This is ridiculous.”

      “You can get out of this car right now, Conrad. Or I can throw you out.”

      I can feel Conrad throw his weight against the backseat.

      “Good,” I say.

      We ride in silence, each one of us undoubtedly concocting a plan to acquire the necessary ingredients for the slime.

      Conrad sits up straight. “We don’t need glue, necessarily. It says here on Google that we can pour a ton of corn starch, flour, corn syrup, and green jello and mix it all up.”

      “Now you’re thinking,” I say.

      Thankfully, this makes getting the supplies easy. It takes some searching to figure out how to buy the items in bulk, but we find everything we need. When the last item arrives, we go out to the backyard and dump everything ceremoniously in a big metal drum.

      When it is all said and done, we have a viscous liquid that’s rather runny, not as firm as I would have liked, perhaps a little too bonding and sticky when you touch it — but beggars can’t be choosers.

      We have to get the slime to the supply point and activate the pumps for the hoses in time for the big cheer routine. Earlier in the day, Felix greased the maintenance guy to allow us access to the supply point, where the water would normally pump through the big hoses and onto the field.

      Thankfully, the water tanks are in a locked room behind the home bleachers, and Dalton, the maintenance guy, gives us the key.

      “You kids and your crazy antics,” he begins while he searches for the master key. “In my day –”

      I just grab the whole set of keys and thank him, walking as fast as I can toward the shed.

      By the time I get the shed door open, the home song is starting. It’s a remix to a turn-of-the-century rallying cry, but I have no time to be annoyed at this point. We need to carry in the drum, rig the hoses, and turn on all the pumps before we have to head into the field.

      Conrad, as timid as he is, serves as the lookout against the bleachers. Theron and I hustle inside the shed with the drum. Normally, it would have slowed us down at least a little, but the adrenaline is pumping so fast that there is no stopping us.

      Once we set it in place, Felix takes the hoses out of the water tanks and places them in the slime.

      Outside, the fight song is reaching the first chorus. We’ll have to run out at any second.

      “Felix, turn on the pump and carry the hoses out with you so you can point them at the squad.” My voice sounds choked, almost desperate, but I’m confident that the prank will work.

      “Aye, captain,” he says, saluting me.

      As the electric crescendo to our entrance music pounds away at the loudspeakers, I lead the pack by running through the ceremonious banner used for home games. I break through and soak up the crowd noise. My heart is racing and my adrenaline is through the roof.

      We take the sidelines as the cheerleaders congregate on the fifty-yard line for their routine. Felix comes running up, winded.

      “Are the hoses in place?” I ask, almost pleading.

      He nods. “They’re pointed right there. I set the pressure to full max. I saw the grounds crew and they’re just expecting to wet the field after the game.” He rubs his chin.

      A wave of relief chills my back. Now I’m giddy, anticipating an epic humiliation at the expense of one stuck-up cheerleader.

      They get into formation, pigtails and braids bouncing in rhythm to the sparkling pom poms. The music changes and they move their bodies all around the field, doing kicks and claps, praising the offense of our amazing team.

      But we all know who’s responsible for that. Alyssa takes the front of the formation. Now is the time.

      Alyssa, in her loudest voice, rallies the fans while jumping and clapping her hands. Felix is ready with his arm up, alerting Dalton to turn on the pump at the signal.

      When she does the splits, Felix slams his hand down, and as if he single-handedly erupted a geyser, the thick green liquid squirts with such pressure through the hose and onto the field that a referee gets knocked down.

      Chaos ensues. Cheerleaders flee with their arms protecting their faces from the forceful blast. Alyssa, however, stands there stunned, her arms out as if accepting a sticky, messy stare of existence. The look on her face is solemn but brave, determined to ignore, perhaps, the torrent of sticky slime that is covering her entire body.

      And then she does something that I hadn’t expected. She opens her mouth, letting the slime in and licking it off the side of her mouth.

      I feel myself fall forward as Felix tackles me in a hug, laughing in his high-pitched guffaw. “Did you see that? I mean, really? Did you?”

      “We sure got them,” I say, saving face. “Thanks for your help.”

      “Anytime, Dalk. Anytime. Especially when it involves a mess we don’t have to clean up.”

      I look over at Alyssa. Her initial shocked gasp has now turned into a full-blown git of hysteria. She laughs so boisterously she has to kneel down on the grass.

      She looks up, and we lock eyes. I shrug. She just winks at me, gets up, and hollers at the girls to get back into formation.

      At the half, Coach takes me in the back office and lays into me hard.

      “You need to get your priorities straight and quit messing around." He sticks a crooked finger at my chest. “Your future depends on these last few months. You’re gonna waste it trying to be a comedian? Is that what you want to be?”

      “No.”

      “Then don’t act like a goddamn clown.”

      As I leave the office and his fury, I can’t help but think of how ineffective the whole prank was in the long run. I underestimated Alyssa.

      She can take a joke and a pretty elaborate one at that. Maybe I went too far with the slime, but nobody one-ups me. I dish it out, and the world just has to take it.

      But Alyssa. She’s cut from a different cloth.
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      I shake my pom poms in the air, but the enthusiasm is completely gone. Just like our last game, where Dalkaar managed to punk me pretty hard, the Ogres have lost. Hard.

      Not only did they not score a single point during the game, they didn’t even come close. It was like watching the opposing team drive a steamroller over us. We didn’t even have a chance.

      Sometimes I wonder if the Ogres are just playing way above their league. But on a day like this, I have to imagine even the kid’s football league could wipe the field with them.

      This is, to put it lightly, completely demoralizing. And of course, there’s Dalkaar, pointing fingers and assigning blame to everyone but himself. I have to wonder if he’s wearing a second helmet under his skull. Nothing seems to get through to him. One moment, it seems like he’s finally understanding what teamwork means, and the next, he’s back to criticizing everyone but himself.

      It’s embarrassing, and the fans know it. Most of them left long before the final countdown.

      The ones still remaining don’t even pretend to be good sports about it. One guy is even throwing popcorn on the field in an attempt to knock a kernel or two on an Ogre player’s helmet. I suppose if concession stand snacks are the only weapon you have, you use it.

      The two teams line up and do the obligatory ‘good game’ handshake. Dalkaar can’t even muster the decency to show some sportsmanlike behavior. He’s shaking hands with the opposing team while loudly stating expletives and accusations of cheating. 

      I can’t believe Coach Cantone thought this guy would bring our team back around. If anything, he’s making it worse. At least before he showed up, we could lose with a little grace and dignity. Now we’re losing and acting like crybabies about it.

      It’s a shame. I was almost starting to come around on him. But not if he’s going to continue behaving like a toddler who wants chocolate cake for supper.

      Coach calls the team in for a talk. Everyone drags their cleats across the field, knowing he's going to lay into all of them. Certainly, that will work wonders for team morale! I linger nearby, curious about how bad he’s about to rip them to shreds.

      “That was horrendous! What the hell happened out there? You were running and falling all over the place like there was mud on the ground, and it ain’t rained in two weeks! Hey, what’s that nod for, Dalkaar? You’re not getting out of this smelling like daisies either. Your attitude is pathetic.”

      “I’d have a better attitude if I had a better team!” Dalkaar yells back. A couple of other players roll their eyes. They must be so done with him by now.

      “You need to stop playing like you’re on a different team. You understand? I thought you were good enough to adapt to your circumstances, but instead, you whine and cry like a little girl getting her pigtails tugged. Unbelievable. And as for you, Randall!”

      Coach turns away from Dalkaar to start laying into the next guy. Dalkaar sneers at the coach’s back then sticks his fingers in his mouth to pull the corners down in an exaggerated grimace, making his tusks protrude even more than usual. He rolls his eyes back and sticks his tongue out.

      And I can’t help but giggle at the scene. I hide it behind my pom poms. I don’t need the coach or Dalkaar to know I find his hijinks funny. But he does make eye contact with me, and he seems to know I’m enjoying the immature display.

      So, he continues on, contorting his features in different ways to create ridiculous faces, all while quietly mimicking what Coach is saying. A few other players have noticed and don’t even try to hide their amusement. Coach notices this and spins around to look at the offender.

      Dalkaar, though, quickly goes back to his resting asshole face. This only makes the rest of the team laugh harder. And I have to admit, I’m barely keeping myself from bursting out laughing, too.

      He looks at me again, searching my face for approval. I can’t really tell why he wants it. Is he trying to come on to me? Or maybe prove to me there’s another side of him? He’s not just the big brutish asshole orc. He can also laugh and relax. Even when times are at their worst.

      If that’s the case, then I have to appreciate the effort.

      Dalkaar takes off his helmet and shakes out his shaggy, dark hair. His tusks are obviously well cared for, they’re polished and free of any chips or dents. That’s pretty impressive in this sport. He obviously has some pride in his appearance, but it supposedly starts and ends there. He could really use a shave. The patchy stubble along his chin isn’t doing him any favors.

      He smiles at me. And suddenly, I realize the flirtatious tunnel I’m walking down. I was checking Dalkaar out! Not good. I turn around and walk stiffly back to the other girls.

      “Are we done here? Can we go now?” Janet asks. “My kid’s weekend with her dad is almost over, and I need to pick her up.”

      I sigh at the inability of anyone here to try to care.

      “You know, your ex-husband could take your daughter to the games sometimes. See her mom perform? Wouldn’t that be fun?” I offer. It seems strange that no one here ever invites their families to watch. It would at least fill the stands in a little bit more. Make them look like less of a ghost town.

      But Janet laughs, way too hard. “Please. Raymond watching me cheer is how I ended up with Mikayla in the first place. See you guys!”

      “Bye.” I wave and watch the remnants of my high school cheer squad get into their cars and leave. Sometimes I wonder what it is I’m still doing here. All the other girls went off to colleges all over the place. They joined sororities and collegiate cheer squads, found boyfriends… hell, some of them even got degrees and started careers! Far, far away from Rose Creek.

      And here I am, a withering southern belle, trying desperately to cling to my prom queen glory days. 

      I shake my head. I won’t get anywhere thinking like that! I love what I do, even if no one else here appreciates it. I’ve always loved inspiring people, getting them energized and ready to push forward. I just wish I had a team to cheer for that could pull themselves together long enough to be inspired. 

      Well, I’ve always tried to look on the bright side. Staying positive is always the way to go. And there are certainly some people who could stand to learn that themselves!

      I glance behind my shoulder to see Dalkaar, fresh out of a lecture and back to his usual peacocking. He’s giving his own unsolicited feedback to his teammates now that Coach is gone, and it’s worse than useless. 

      Those fleeting thoughts of attraction for him are long gone now. I feel so ridiculous for getting sucked in with his charisma. As long as he refuses to be a team player and still treats football like a big ego show, we’re nothing more than colleagues.

      Maybe one day he’ll figure out how to roll up his sleeves and put in the work to actually change. And help develop this team into something amazing.

      Until then, I’ll keep digging at his pride with little pranks here and there. I smile thinking about the look on his face when he drank the spicy sports drink. That was a blast! How can I top it?

      I consider my options, even digging back into my old portfolio of childhood pranks against friends and family members. It’s the only bright spot I have left right now. And it helps to know that despite Dalkaar’s inflated ego, he can laugh at a well-timed prank at his expense.

      So what can I do next? Maybe I can sneak into the locker room during the game, find his pants, and sew the leg holes shut! That’ll get a laugh out of the whole team!

      Ooh, or I could fill his shoes with shaving cream. Even better, his helmet! I bet he doesn’t look inside before he puts it on! Oh, my brain is buzzing with excitement. 

      I also wonder how he’ll strike back again. He seems to understand how this game is played, at least. Spectacle, frustration, but nothing too harmful or mean-spirited. He hasn’t crossed any lines into harassment yet, and I should give him the same courtesy.

      Oh! Maybe I could use plastic wrap to make an invisible barrier in his locker? Or even wrap everything in his car! I could get the other girls involved and turn it into a team-building exercise. Goodness knows we really need one. I think something like that could really bring us together and blow off some harmless steam over our main offender.

      Yes, I think a couple of little tricks are precisely what we need to raise the spirits around here.
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      Whether it is out of boredom or unadulterated spite that I now sit in front of the computer firing up Photoshop, I don’t know. But as I peruse the special folder I made dedicated to pictures of Alyssa, I feel a smile curl across my lips.

      The key to being a good prankster, one who seeks both revenge and glory, is always thinking ahead. Everybody knows that I have a genius hindsight and that I prepare for the future better than anyone I’ve ever met.

      Lots of these photos I’ve cultivated from old yearbooks. It's a small town here, and it didn't take long to find what I needed. Since Alyssa was once the most popular cheerleader in school, I have no shortage of pictures to use.

      For more candid shots, ones with her friends in private social situations, and also ones with her family, I’ve relied on Theron. He and Dee Dee have a thing going, and at this point in their relationship, she would probably do anything for him.

      The first shot I work on is one in which her full profile is in view. She is kissing her dog, but you can still make out all the distinguishing marks of her profile – the full lips, rosy cheeks, and arched eyebrows.

      The other picture I open is one of Uzgut, the town-drunk ogre. We saw him the other day shirtless behind the movie theater and drinking a bottle of who knows what. With Felix’s Canon Mark V – I don’t know why he has such a good camera – I had Uzgut pose while slouching on a milk crate. He put on a blank but seductive face and placed a hand on his pectoral near a giant gray nipple. I took the shot before he had time to move his position.

      Ey, whas did fore den? he’d said, taking another slug from whatever was in the brown bag.

      It’s for my portfolio, I’d said. I’m thinking of being a fashion photographer if football doesn’t work out. A regular Richard Avedon, yep. You know, handsome men modeling all the latest trends. I turned my head around so he couldn’t see me smile.

      He gave me a knowing look and nodded his head, as if he is routinely asked to represent the sexual allure of all ogres.

      I chuckle and attempt to find another picture, something like a pinup model, Dita Von Teese or something, and cut it out so it looks like she is sitting on old Uzgut’s lap. But I can’t really get the contour right, and when I put it on the lap of the drunken Uzgut, it looks like an elementary school kid’s deranged art project.

      So I call Conrad into the room. Not only is he an expert in everything Adobe, but he’s also a great visual artist.

      “Dalk, I don’t feel good about this,” he says, running his hand through his thick troll hair.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “What is it exactly we’re doing here?”

      I sigh and tap the edge of the doorframe. “Like I said, I’m just gonna make some deep fakes of Alyssa and post them on the internet. Just as a joke.”

      Conrad glares at me inquisitively. “Okay, but make sure this is just between us,” he says. “I’ve had it with getting roped into this prank war, or whatever it is.”

      “Thanks,” I say. “I owe you.” Although I regret saying that immediately. I could never see myself doing anything for anybody.

      After Conrad sits down at the computer and drags and clicks for what only seems like thirty seconds, he presents to me the perfect picture. Alyssa in a scantily clad outfit, legs exposed, sitting on the lap of a half-naked ogre, giving him a kiss on the cheek.

      “Oh, that’s brilliant,” I say.

      “Like I said, don’t do anything you’ll regret with this.”

      “Well, can you do more?”

      Conrad looks up at the ceiling. “It’ll cost you.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Fine. But don’t say I’ve never done anything for you.”

      On the day of the game, about an hour before kickoff, I head into the AV booth, where they do visual projections on the big screen on the field. The kid that runs the whole thing, Marcus, is a little timid but he does his job well. I had let him into a party hosted by the Ogres because I felt sorry for him. Just a little.

      He does his job diligently and without restraint, queuing up highlight streams from the field and synching music to little animations. Songs to get the crowd fired up.

      He owes me big time. He, in fact, kissed a girl at that party.

      “Now when do you want me to project this PowerPoint?” he says above his drooping glasses. “Because I’ve got limited time.” He looks at a binder and then at a large monitor in front of him. “It’s going to have to be the half-time dance. But the cheerleaders won’t like it.”

      “So be it,” I say. I hand him the flash drive.

      “This better be the real deal,” he says. “I hate Google Slides.”

      “Oh yeah, it’s from a licensed version and everything.”

      He nods as if this is the best news he’s heard all day. “How many are we talking here?”

      “Twelve slides.”

      “Music?”

      “Yeah,” I say tentatively. “It has music.”

      Marcus rolls his eyes. “I hope this is worth it. Hey, man. It’s your gig.”

      “You better believe it.”

      As half-time rolls around, the cheerleaders take the field in their circular formation. They move with deliberate caution, settling in rows and standing in place like toy soldiers. The smiles plastered on their faces are drawn on and unwavering.

      They don't know what will hit them.

      The front group strikes a pose with their arms out, and in the back, the others take on a twerking stance.

      Everybody waits. The silence is thick and palpable.

      Marcus, don’t fail me now, you egghead.

      And then it begins. The bass note and chord alternating in time signals the beginning of the song. The cheerleaders look around, confused. By the time the singer's voice has started, everyone turns their attention to the screen.

      There for everybody to see on the big screen, lit up by LED, is a picture of Alyssa sitting on the toilet as Ariana Grande, her favorite artist, looks on.

      The reaction isn’t quite what I expected. There is a general hush about the crowd. Some people whisper and gasp.

      Alyssa herself stands viewing the composite image with her mouth wide open. After a few seconds, Dee Dee hugs her as Alyssa buries her head on her shoulder.

      But she looks back up at the screen for the next picture. Conrad had also superimposed Alyssa’s face over the body of a grave robber. There is Alyssa, busy with a shovel, holding a skull in her right hand.

      Now the crowd starts to chuckle. Alyssa herself doesn’t look quite amused, but at least she is viewing the show.

      The next is a before and after shot. It is supposed to resemble a makeover spread in a magazine, but the after picture to the right depicts Alyssa smiling without any teeth, rocking a droopy eye. Now the crowd erupts in laughter, boisterous and friendly.

      Alyssa breaks free of Dee Dee and puts her hands on her shoulders. She shakes her head as if she doesn’t approve, but she’s smiling from ear to ear.

      By the time the picture of her with Uzgut sparkles on the screen, Alyssa is doubled over laughing. She even sings along to the final bridge and chorus of the song with the rest of her cheer team, pumping her fists along with the words.

      I have to admit, I like seeing her have fun with the prank rather than be hurt by it.

      Besides, this song is catchy, and I almost start to sing along.

      Outside the showers in the locker room, Felix, the werewolf running back, nearly pins me up against the wall.

      “So I heard that it was you that pulled that little show out there.” His breath smells like something dying in the sun.

      “Yeah, so what?”

      “You’re a pompous prick, you know. You never play with the team. It’s all about you.” He takes a claw and scrapes against a locker. “Stuff like this could cost us games.”

      I smile at his effort. “Well, it hasn’t. Come back and talk to me when you’ve rushed more than ten yards, and we’ll talk.”

      He growls in my face, turns around, and goes along his way. On any other day, upsetting Felix like that would have brought me down as a player. But seeing the fun Alyssa was having at her own expense made it all worth it.

      But maybe it's time to take a page from her book. Maybe it's time to lead the team with a better attitude. Alyssa has shown me that. There are more people competing than myself, and we all want a chance to win.
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      “Just ask him and get it over with already!” It isn’t Dee Dee’s tone that bothers me but the truth of her statement. Why is it so hard to just dial the number? Dalkaar’s digits were conveniently located on the online roster, which the cheer squad has access to. This next step should be easy.

      Am I just too worried he’ll say no or something? It’s not like I’m calling to ask him out on a date. Our calling a truce will be for charity, something to get the team’s name out there while doing some real good.

      I can’t say I’m one hundred percent sure giving is one of Dalkaar’s strong suits, but I know showboating is. And lots of charity these days is about grabbing attention while giving back.

      “Do you want me to do it? Maybe I can just call Theron and see where they’re all at.”

      “Oh, so it’s all of them now?” I ask, glad to be changing the subject to something other than me. She blushes but shrugs at the same time. So she isn’t ready to admit it?

      Or you’re just projecting, a small voice in my head whispers. I gulp and dial the first three digits because I’m grown and entirely capable of ringing a person up.

      “It’s ringing,” I whisper.

      “I’m proud of you,” Dee Dee whispers back, silently clapping as I hear a voice on the other end.

      “You’ve got Dalkaar’s phone, speak and maybe he’ll hear you.”

      I have to pull the phone from my ear and study it. Who answers like that? And why?

      “What’s going on?” Dee Dee points to the phone, and I realize she hadn’t heard what I’m assuming is a ridiculous voicemail message.

      “A horrible recording,” I answer, just about to hang up.

      “Hello? You’ve got Dalkaar’s phone.” This time, the voice is equal parts confused and put out, as if our honest confusion is both an enigma and a total waste of his time.

      “Who is this?” I snap. I feel like saying more but realize my irritation might be a touch too intense at the moment.

      “Who is this?” The voice snaps back. I scoff into the phone as Dee Dee’s eyes light up.

      “Theron?” She smiles and grabs the phone.

      “Dee Dee?” Theron says. “It’s me, Theron.”

      “Yeah, I know!”

      I’m suddenly having to follow Dee Dee out of my kitchen and into the living room. When did this conversation become a game of catch-up?

      “What’s he saying?” I whisper, since she’s taken my cell off speaker and put it up to her ear.

      “Uh-huh, yeah… that’s great,” Dee Dee offers. I wave my hands in front of her, but she’s too busy grinning into the carpet to notice or care. “I’ll let her know.”

      I freeze as she finally covers the phone with a hand to grin my way. “It’s Dalkaar’s phone. I’m talking to Theron.”

      “May I?” It takes everything in me to say this while reaching out for the phone, rather than doing what I want, which is to snatch the thing without warning. “This is for charity! It isn’t a flirt fest at the O.K. Corral.”

      “Oh, right!” Dee Dee rolls her eyes. “We need to talk to Dalkaar. Should I speak super loud so he can hear?” I wait with a frown as Dee Dee nods along to whatever answer Theron is giving her. “Sounds good.”

      She hands the phone to me, and I give her a thin-lipped smile in thanks. “Theron, it’s Alyssa. I need your friend or boss or cult leader or whatever you call Dalkaar.”

      “I call him talking to you right now.” I know immediately it’s Dalkaar, given my face is red-hot and the tone is a spicy timber, one I’m beginning to equate with his voice alone.

      “Oh… cool. I mean good. Hi.” I pinch the bridge of my nose as he offers me a series of his own greetings, all of which mean about the same thing.

      I’m glad to hear he’s not the only one thrown off by Theron’s strange phone-answering skills. I wonder how the conversation looked to Dalkaar on the other end. Honestly, it serves him right for letting other monsters besides him answer his phone. He’s not the president of the league or anything, though I’m sure he’d all but kill to get a chance at the title.

      “Hello? You there, Alyssa?” Dalkaar’s question pulls me out of my thoughts.

      “Huh? I mean, yes. I am.” I clear my throat and stand up straight, even though he can’t see me. It gives me the composure I need to get the words out. “The squad and I were hoping you’d contribute your time to a little fundraiser for the team. I was thinking of our own booth at the farmer’s market.”

      There’s silence on the other end. I wonder if it’s my turn to ask if he’s still there.

      “Right. That farmer’s market.” If I had to guess, I'd say he sounds like he’s grinning at the moment. I take it as a good sign and continue.

      “The very same. As I’m sure you saw, a lot of people frequent the place.”

      “You thinking of a bake sale?” he asks.

      “Among other things,” I reply.

      A few of the girls were gracious enough to donate some things from their closet, all of which would go for a nice price if we added a rack of like-new ensembles. I tell him our plan to hawk clothing and hand-made jewelry to start, with the potential for a second booth dedicated to food and drink. Maybe with a football theme.

      “I don’t hate the idea,” he finally offers. At this point, I’ve put the phone back on speaker and both me and Dee Dee are smirking.

      “High praise,” I try, unsure if I’m offended or not. Dalkaar sounds interested, if not eager, to participate by more than making an appearance. Clearly, he wants to help plan.

      “How do you feel about a dunking booth?”

      “For you or me?” I tease. I didn’t expect that. I thought he was about to offer autographs for auction or something.

      “Me of course,” he replies, and I’m stunned he’s making the suggestion.
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        * * *

      

      By the following farmer’s market, we’ve managed to get a booth and enough donated clothes and other pieces to make a good chunk of change for the team. We don’t need to have a bake sale and instead auction off a few gift baskets of homemade fudge, jerky, jellies, and cheese, complete with artisan bread and even a vegetable spread.

      I never knew some of the squad and team were such gifted bakers and cooks. But my biggest shock is the sheer size of Dalkaar’s contribution to the team fund, not monetarily but in terms of effort.

      I think about our success as I brush my teeth and get ready for bed. All day, Dalkaar sat in the dunking booth fully prepared to fall again and again into a tank of water for not only a good cause but to a sea of laughter, too. Even more impressive, Dalkaar’s contribution brought in nearly as much as the ensembles and baubles did.

      Whenever the interest in either booth seemed to die down, it was Dalkaar who would do the most to drum up more business. His insults worked for the most part to lure in passersby, especially those particularly turned off by his arrogant demeanor.

      Throw one at him for me! I yelled to DJ Mike from the clothing booth. I add more toothpaste to my brush now and giggle as the memory replays.

      I’ll take two, he’d told Theron, who wished the disc jockey good luck in taking Dalkaar down. While the first missed the giant silver button by a lot, the second ball connected.

      Lucky sh – Dalkaar’s words were cut off as he plopped into the water, much to the delight of those in the crowd.

      While I still don’t trust the orc, beneath all his swagger and showboating there just might be a good heart. Stranger things have happened, including a dunking booth in the middle of the farmer’s market.

      I smile and rinse my brush out, then scrub my face as I continue to beam. Growth takes time, after all, even for adults.

      “Especially for adults,” I actually say out loud, getting a little soap in my mouth for my efforts.

      I know I’m in good spirits because the taste doesn’t sour my mood. So what if Dalkaar and everyone else got off on the wrong foot, including me? He’s here doing what he needs to do in order to see the team on better ground. While I may not agree with all his methods, I can certainly appreciate his efforts.

      “Fine, I’ll be more patient,” I promise myself in the mirror. I can definitely be more patient. Piece of cake.

      Piece of ice cream cake cut with a hot knife.

      “He deserves it, and it won’t kill me, either.” I decide this is enough talking to myself and climb into bed. Thoughts of the team and our recent endeavors lull me to sleep.
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      “Damn it! Damn it! Damn it!” I know I sound like a broken record, but I don’t care. Flipping the snack table I had set up in the locker room, an assortment of crackers, cheeses, and meats tumble to the ground, followed by the mostly ignored fruit tray. “We had them! We were so close. What was everyone doing out there?”

      “You mean besides babysitting you?” a player asks, and I scoff in response.

      “More like trying to catch up to me. I’m sick of carrying this shit show!” I punt a few sliced kiwis with my foot and watch them smack against a locker before sticking to the floor.

      “And we’re sick of your outbursts,” another player chimes in, and it takes everything I have not glower at the ugly orc.

      “Then follow my lead. It’s not like I haven’t shown you guys how to win. Get a fucking clue.”

      I snatch my bag and leave, still in my uniform. To hell with this team and whatever they have to say to me. If they aren’t going to take this seriously, then I won’t take them seriously. “And maybe some initiative.”

      “What’d you say to him?” It’s Coach Cantone, currently motioning for my ugly teammate to settle down. Good.

      “I told him what he needed to hear. We just lost against an inferior team. You know it. I know it.” I’m too livid to scan the group to see which players agree with me. Surely, they have to be just as humiliated as I am. “We’re better than this.”

      “No, they’re better than this,” Coach Cantone barks. “Now get back in here and clean this mess up.”

      I grit my teeth but keep walking. No way I’m going back there to fix something else for them. I shoot a quick text to the guys, who should be warming up the car by now.

      Come to the locker room ASAP. There’s been a situation. Bring a garbage bag.

      I frown at the last request. Sometimes, even a simple task can confuse my entourage.

      On it. I read Theron’s text and turn on my heels right into Coach Cantone.

      “Don’t even try telling me you didn’t hear that.” His hands are on his hips as usual.

      I want to tell him he looks like a tired soccer mom tapping his foot the way he is. But what’s the point? Coach Cantone is no more open to feedback than the rest of the guys. I can tell by the way his face reddens.

      “If you’re not in there in two seconds picking up your little mess –”

      “Yo! Dalkaar!” It’s Felix followed by Conrad. “Conny’s mom packed his clothes in a garbage bag! Lucksville, am I right?” he hollers, waving a black trash bag as they approach.

      I’m taken aback by Coach Cantone’s glare. “You’re testing me, big guy!” he growls, pointing to the sky as if chastising some god or deity in the heavens. No wonder the team can’t get along, even with me cheering them on.

      Coach Cantone can’t keep his anger in check. He should be directing his ire on the lazy bastards who call themselves sportsmen.

      “Guys, give us a second,” I say, gesturing to the locker room. “We’ll get you some luggage, big guy.” I clap Conrad on the shoulder as the embarrassed orc looks off. “Look, I think we both know it's not like me to blow up like this –”

      “You living in the same world as the rest of us are?” Coach Cantone begins his question fiery-eyed, though I’m not offended till he starts laughing. What did I just say? “After you’re done here, and you will be done here if you keep this up… no threat, just a fact, you’ll be rethinking your attitude. People want to see winners only when they’re humble.”

      Winners? Why is he talking about winners right now? We lost! “I completely agree, which is why –”

      “I don’t have nine hours to explain to you the flaw in your logic.”

      His finger is almost on my chest. For some reason, I get the sense the elf is about to scream, possibly before or after stabbing me right in the collarbone with a sharp finger. I take a step back rather than do the same to him. He needs to check his anger and aim it at someone else for a change – like himself.

      “Who’s getting asses in the stands, huh?” I hold my hands out and look around as if the answer is hard. He shakes his head as a few players trickle out and around us. “Who’s raising money for this team, hmm?”

      “All of us. Even your lackeys.” He points a thumb behind him to the locker room door. “Have you ever had to clean up one of your own messes? Because the one you’re making of your career right now is a damn big one. You need to control your attitude off and on the field.”

      He goes from pointing to the locker room to directing my attention outside. I fight the urge to roll my eyes and think back on how far I threw my helmet in the third quarter. I’d just missed the band’s tuba player, which hadn’t been my finest moment. But can the coach really blame me when I’d thrown such a perfect ball that only an idiot would miss the catch? Or in this case, a gorgon running back?

      “I said I was sorry.”

      “To everyone who saw or just the tuba player?”

      His face is redder than I’ve ever seen him. Technically, I didn’t apologize to the tuba player at all, just the band leader.

      “I think you and I both know it’s impossible to apologize to everyone.” I say this in my most level-headed voice, hoping Coach Cantone will pick up what I’m putting down.

      “I think you and I both know a lot of people saw what you did and hated it.” He keeps chastising me until the guys finish cleaning up the locker room.

      “It’s like they expect a win without working for it,” I say as soon as we’re driving back home. I’ve got the window rolled down and can’t help but notice the lack of enthusiasm on each pedestrian’s face I see.

      “That’s what I noticed,” Felix says through a mouthful of cheese and crackers. He’s clutching the garbage bag like it’s a treat and not trash. “I’m only eating the food that didn’t touch the floor.”

      His mouth is full, so it takes me a second to grasp what he says. I nod, then roll up the window. The night’s a little too warm anyway to have my arm hanging out.

      I’m not home for longer than thirty minutes when I get a call from Coach Cantone.

      “You’ve got your star player,” I say, wondering if he’s calling to apologize.

      “You sure about that?” he barks on the other end, and I can practically see him gritting his teeth and pacing as he spits into the phone. This guy’s gonna have a heart attack any day now if he doesn’t try relaxing for a change.

      “Ask me how many sponsors threatened to pull out tonight. I’ll give you three guesses.”

      “Why?” My skin grows hot at his question.

      “I’m counting that as a guess.”

      “Are you bothering anyone else with this news tonight?”

      “Nope, just the orc responsible. And by the way, it’s all of them. Every last sponsor, back to back, called or left me an email. Do I have your attention now?”

      “Did they mention our lack of enthusiasm out there tonight?”

      “Nope, just your behavior. Jim from Big Jim’s Gym saw what you nearly did to that tuba player.”

      “Give me his email. I’ll send an apology,” I say in my most sorrow-filled voice. This might actually be serious.

      “Not a chance,” he snaps. “Jim wants nothing to do with you, and Sam no doubt feels the same way.”

      I frown. “Who’s Sam?”

      “The kid whose face you almost broke with your helmet!”

      I’m happy he can’t see me rolling my eyes right now. Is he lying about the sponsors? Probably not… I heard the gasps from the crowd when my helmet bounced off the ground rather than his chin.

      “I said I’m sorry.”

      “Not to everyone!” he tells me again, and I take pains to convince him that I’m willing to rethink things. Without any sponsors, there won’t be a team. Without a team, my throwing arm will just be an attractive attribute, rather than my well-deserved call to fame.

      “If you want my advice, and I’m giving it to you and calling it an order,” Coach Cantone says. “I’d work real hard with Alyssa sans the outbursts. God knows how you managed before, but that’s all I and anyone else want to see from you now. Got it?”

      “I didn’t mean to piss off Jim.”

      “I’m hanging up now.” I hear the click on the other end and sigh. If I want to see my career take off like I know it should, maybe Coach Cantone has a point. No one can rally the crowds like Alyssa. It’s time I make an ally out of her.
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      “Hey.” The sight of Dalkaar at my front door is enough to put a smirk on my face, but only because he looks so genuinely pathetic right now. I’m wondering if his locker room blowout is the reason he’s here, or possibly what he almost did to Sam’s face, but I want those words to come from Dalkaar’s green lips.

      His full green lips, I think as he shifts his massive weight from one leg to the other on my porch. More like stupid green lips, always flapping and moving but saying the same thing over and over in a hundred different ways. Hi, I’m Dalkaar, and I’m better than you.

      “Hey,” I manage, cocking an eyebrow his way because I can. I lean against the doorframe and say no more. He’s kind of cute when he’s nervous. In a brutish, selfish showboater kind of way. Not my type at all.

      “So…” he begins, then looks up at the sky as if to study the tiny flecks of cloud in the sky. He swallows hard, and I watch his throat constrict. It takes everything in me not to smirk.

      He wants something. It’s the only reason he’d show up, my mind whispers. Tell him you’re busy so he really has to work for your time.

      A plane soars overhead, and we both stand still as the massive airliner rumbles over our heads.

      “Is this place always so noisy?” He frowns and gestures to the plane in the sky. What’s with him and changing the subject?

      “Not all of us notice every little distraction,” I retort over the sound of a distant ambulance screaming down the street. “Life happens and whatnot.”

      I can still taste the salty green slime in my mouth and fight the urge to call his earlier prank a lame joke. Slime? Really? And in front of everyone? Our meager fans included? Sure, it was funny, but it was also rude. And if he’s not going to be a team player, neither am I!

      I thought when he helped with the fundraiser, he was coming around. But the second a game starts, he regresses!

      “Speaking of life happening and whatnot…” He trails off again, this time furiously distracted by the space between his feet and a potted plant nearby.

      I wait for a few anxious breaths in hopes he’ll continue his sentence. I’m not a mind reader and have no idea what kind of crap insults might come out of his mouth, once he musters up the courage to speak.

      The courage? I narrow my eyes at him as he rubs a giant palm across his chiseled features. Was he dared to be here? Did Coach Cantone force him to show up and apologize?

      “If this is about the slime incident or the helmet throw, you can forget whatever forced apology you’re trying to muster up. The snowy screen channel on my TV has more consideration than you.”

      “And more fans, too,” he offers. I’m taken aback by how quickly he replies. Did he just… say something negative about himself?

      “Probably.” I shrug and cross my arms, not because I’m irritated but because I think it’ll do him good. If Dalkaar’s trying to be the hotshot he thinks this town wants, he’ll need to realize showboating isn't the one and only trick to get him there.

      “Okay, I deserved that.”

      “So, what are you here to apologize about?” I just want to get this exchange over with. If I have to help him broach the subject, so be it. He needs help doing just about everything else. His entourage is enough to tell me this.

      I look past him to his sports car, suspiciously empty of his three lackeys. Was he actually trying to say sorry with nothing but good intentions?

      Or they’re around here somewhere waiting. I realize I could be pelted, doused, or struck – or worse – at any moment. What are the chances Felix or either of the other two are clutching some mud-water-filled balloon and just waiting for a good shot?

      “Yes and no. I mean… ” His answer takes me aback, and it shows. He scoffs and starts again. “Not all the way, not completely.”

      “You’re half apologizing?” I’m too confused to ask this question and worry about a surprise attack at the same time.

      “Whole apologizing,” he corrects, and I can’t tell if the expression on his face is some new level of smugness I haven’t yet seen or sheer humiliation.  He looks away and clenches his jaw, smirking a little at the same time. What does that mean?

      “And hopefully more.”

      Okay, that I know must have hurt to say. “Is this you asking me on a date? Because I don’t date assholes.”

      “I deserve that.”

      “I know.” I don’t need to say it but I do. And it feels good, almost as good as the cool air rushing out of my foyer. I open the door wider and gesture for him to get inside.

      I steer him to the kitchen, where he taps a tune I’ve never heard before while running his eyes along my cabinets. He’s quiet. He’s actually quiet.

      “You were saying something about deserving to be called an asshole?”

      “That’s in the past.” He looks at me, takes a deep breath, then speaks as fast as I’ve ever heard the orc speak. “But I’m looking to the future now, and you should, too. We need to win some games, and that’s gonna take more than just me. You in or you out?”

      He’s stopped his drumming and leans against my island counter as if his short burst of words both made sense and dripped in genius.

      “Um…” I study the cabinets. If I had to guess, I’d say this is Dalkaar’s attempt at making a truce. His white-flag-raising skills suck. “Is this you asking for a parlay or something?”

      “Yes. And no.”

      “Okay, stop saying that. Rule number one of parlay starting now.” I need something to do with my hands, so I spin on my heel and shoot him a quick look. “Coffee?”

      “Two sugars, light cream.”

      “How about, ‘where are your cups?’” I offer, filling up the coffee pot with distilled water. “You don’t know how to pour and stir?” I look back at him and deflate at his lost posture. “Don’t tell me that one got you.”

      “What’s getting me is how bad my behavior’s been. People don’t like me.” His last sentence is low, almost a growl. I open my mouth to speak but he continues. “And since they don’t like me, they don’t like the team.”

      I think back to the dunk booth, which raked in not only a lot of money but some goodwill for Dalkaar. Goodwill he trampled all over as soon as he got it.

      “Look, I know I’m not the easiest guy to get along with, but there’s one thing we both care about and that’s the team. What do you say? Maybe we can drum up support by working together.” He shrugs. “Again.”

      I want to pretend the decision is hard for me but I don’t. As soon as I nod my head, Dalkaar and I are brainstorming ways to drum up support and cash.

      The next few weeks are better than I expected. Maybe even a lot better. I don’t want to say I misjudged Dalkaar, especially when I know I haven’t, but the coupon book we’ve managed to put together has really raked in the dough. Enough for a clever commercial on the radio, even.

      The team and squad were more than happy to work on something creative, especially when the first week of its airing saw the most spectators, and vendors, we’ve had so far. We’ve won every game, too, which took more than an extra practice to accomplish.

      The fans in the bleachers cheering their hearts out are more important to me than remembering the exact score of every game. Still, needless to say, it feels good to be congratulated around town for a job well done.

      By week five, my cheeks hurt from smiling, even though most of my time is spent with the orc himself. Who could have imagined Dalkaar would be the one to inspire the town, the team, and even me?

      Dalkaar, my mind answers during one game. I’m waving my pom poms, tossing them in the air before spinning back around to clutch them in the opposite hand. It’s a simple move but one that looks hard. I manage to catch each pompom despite my attention wandering over to the bench, where Dalkaar sits playing peek-a-boo with a toddler in the bleacher directly behind him.

      I laugh out loud at the ridiculousness of his upturned face, which he covers and then uncovers with his helmet.

      “Doesn’t he know he’s being watched right now?” I holler to Dee Dee, who’s already looking at me with a strange expression. “What?” I ask over the cheers.

      “Seeing a side of him you like?” she asks way too loud for my tastes.

      I’m grateful when a ref’s whistle blows behind us, drawing Dee Dee’s attention away from me. I take the opportunity to engage myself with the crowd, though I can’t help my eyes from wandering over to Dalkaar. As he takes the field, I hide a full-on grin behind a pom pom.

      This is a new side to him I haven’t seen before. Is it too much to hope that this Dalkaar sticks around?
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      Something inside of me has shifted. It’s a strange feeling. All of my life, I’ve only ever thought about how to take care of myself. So long as I focused on my own survival and success, I always came out on top.

      I’ve never needed anything else. I also never needed anyone else’s approval. I knew I was amazing, and if someone couldn’t see that, it was their problem.

      And then Alyssa showed up. Now, I’m not so sure of myself anymore. I’m no longer chasing my own glory with complete tunnel vision. She makes me want to consider the scope of the situation beyond how it can service my own standing. 

      She’s made me consider that I have a responsibility to someone other than myself. That, as a member of a team, I’m obligated to consider their growth and success to be just as important as my own. 

      I’m trying. It hasn’t been an easy adjustment. Every time I make a great pass and a teammate fumbles it, my instinct is to berate and belittle him. That’s how I was raised. Failure was met with severe punishment. It made me stronger.

      Or, so I thought. Alyssa has pointed out that my pass wasn’t as perfect as I’d imagined it to be, and I shouldn’t have passed it at such a wide angle when a lower one would have been easier to catch.

      She has given me much to think about. And that’s why I’m now online, running the team’s name through a search engine and researching the history of this team.

      It isn’t good.

      I’ve found a message board from a few years ago where fans discuss the team’s performance that season.

      They were so close this year! Then Fandore screwed it all up by trying to chase the MVP title. If he hadn’t tried to make every play about himself, they might have won. Disappointing!

      I find another conversation thread where fans agree they’re done trying to support the Ogres if they keep playing like egotistical jerks. Another post claims their kid asked to meet the one player who actually scored a point. He tried to charge them fifty dollars for the honor.

      Even I gasp in shock at this. No matter how great you are, even if you’re the best player in the world, you have to show a little gratitude to the kids. They’re the future of the sport. One day, every player will end up in the bleachers again. And if the kids stop caring, then who will carry on the sport?

      A dawning understanding sinks into me. It’s all connected to what Alyssa was talking about. If I keep behaving like an ass, then the kid who wants my signature will grow to despise me. Just like these commenters who probably haven’t thought about the team all season! 

      I think about how much football means to me. How the sport was there for me as a troubled teenager when no one else was. I can’t take that away from these kids. Or my teammates! Or the cheer squad!

      I have to do better. Who will support a team that won’t even support themselves? We’re a fractured mess.

      Someone has to step up, take a leadership role, and rally everyone into one cohesive unit. Without the use of expletives and violent threats. For once. It may as well be me.

      I grab my things and head to practice. It’s a perfect opportunity to get started. All the guys are in the locker room, changing into their uniforms. Some of them look dirty and unkempt like they haven’t been properly caring for their gear. 

      “Hey,” I start. “Why haven’t you washed your uniform since the last game?” 

      One of the guys rolls his eyes and makes a dismissive sound. “It’s none of your business.”

      “Yes, actually, it is my business. It’s the entire team's business! That uniform is a symbol of our team. Our cohesion and unity! Your lack of care for it shows your lack of care for the game. You need to start showing yourself and your team a little more respect.”

      I do my best to keep my tone firm but not mean. Alyssa was pretty clear that being abrasive just makes people do the opposite of what you want from them.

      Which isn’t my experience, but she seemed pretty sure of it. So it’s at least worth a shot.

      “Heh. Oh, okay. Hey guys, look who suddenly cares about respect and team unity. What a load,” Kulgar says. “Come on, man, we all know you don’t actually care.”

      I frown. He isn’t wrong to judge me that way, but I need to correct this image immediately.

      “It’s true, I’ve been an uncaring asshole since I’ve gotten here. I’ve berated and insulted every one of you, and I acted like I was above this team. Today, I realized I’m only one in a long line of Ogre team members who behaved this way.”

      And every single one of them was the reason the team was left in the ditch. I’ve decided that the cycle ends now.

      “From this day forward, the only thing I care about is this team acting like one. If that means our winning streak ends and we start losing again, so be it. The town has already seen us lose like a bunch of clowns. Why don’t we start losing like a team with a little dignity for once?”

      Kulgar’s eyebrows fly up his forehead. Daryn crosses his arms and smirks.

      Gnan shrugs his shoulders. “It’s better than what we’ve been doing so far. You’re actually serious about this?”

      I nod. “It isn't going to be easy. Every one of us has bad habits to work on. Kulgar, for instance, needs to keep his eye on the ball and not Janet’s pom poms.”

      Kulgar’s face goes a deep shade of red while the rest of the team laughs.

      “And I need to learn to work as part of a team, instead of some lone wolf jackass. When we go out there for practice today, I want everyone to think of one area where they’re lacking and find a way to improve it. If you’re having trouble, just ask me.”

      One of the younger guys laughs. “Yeah, I’ll ask our resident asshole orc how I can improve. That’ll do wonders for my self-esteem.”

      “Alright, fair. I’ll try to give my feedback in a… less violent way. Or you can ask another guy. Or Coach Cantone. Whatever it takes. Just find a way to improve, other than just running and throwing harder. We have to start playing with our heads, too.”

      I look around the room and see a few contemplative expressions. Some of them still seem skeptical of my sudden personality change. But everyone agrees to my plan, and we hit the field with a renewed sense of purpose. Coach Cantone is left speechless as he sees Tiny, our smallest teammate, catch the ball and compliment me on my arc. 

      “I realized since your legs are shorter than most, you probably can’t run as fast as an orc or werewolf. So I needed to adjust my angle.” 

      Coach Cantone pinches himself and then checks his pulse. Practice carries on like this, with each player giving good, honest feedback to the other. At one point, Kulgar trips and falls while fumbling a pass. I and two other guys help him back up and mention his shoes were untied.

      “Guess I need to work on the really elementary principles,” he mutters while kneeling down.

      “The good news is, that’s a simple issue to fix,” I state. 

      “Well, well.” I hear Alyssa’s voice from the fence line. She and the other girls paused their own practice to watch us. “Is that genuine, empathetic leadership I just heard? My stars and garters, I do think it was.”

      The girls laugh, but I just smile back at Alyssa.

      “Like what you see?” I ask her.

      She throws her head back and laughs. But when she looks back at me, she’s smiling sweetly.

      “I do indeed like to see honest teamwork. You have any other plans for improvement rattling around in that helmet?”

      “I do, but you sound like you have a couple as well.”

      Alyssa smirks. “You read me like a sports page headline. Why don’t we meet after practice and go over some of them?”

      I agree, and after wrapping up practice and meeting her outside the facility, she lets me know in no uncertain terms that this isn’t a date.

      “Just business,” she states.

      “Football business,” I reply in agreement.

      But as we’re sharing cold beers at her kitchen table, trading sketches of plays and jokes about Coach Cantone, I can’t help but wish it was more. Alyssa is easy to talk to. She’s a completely open book when you know what it is you’re reading. She’s kind and smart, and I have to wonder what it is she’s still doing in a place like this.

      In fact, I can easily imagine her in a big city, cheering for a major professional team. And then she comes home to a loving family that supports her passions and cheers her on as well. I blink away the fantasy when I realize I’m the one I imagined her coming home to.

      How interesting. I’ve never thought of a woman being so ingrained in my own future that way before. But Alyssa seems to fit so easily in there. I can only hope there’s something here for us beyond just the game. If we can just get through this first.
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      “I think that’s a fantastic idea.” Dalkaar’s face lights up at my endorsement of his suggestion. While brainstorming ways to bolster the Ogres’ reputation in the eyes of the community, he came up with a brilliant plan to do educational outreach at the local middle school.

      “Getting kids interested in the sport at that age might encourage them to join their high school team. We should also consider attending the local high school games.” Dalkaar writes that down.

      “Oh… I’m not sure they have the funds for an appearance fee,” I say. I can see the ego inflation coming a mile away. Dalkaar will be expecting a hero’s reception, complete with theme music, I’m sure.

      “Huh? Oh, no. I meant as fans. We’d be paying for tickets like everyone else. The point is to cheer them on, not take the spotlight from the kids.” 

      I blink, shock evident on my face. “You’re kidding.”

      “Do I look like I’m pranking you right now?” he asks with a smirk.

      “You want to go support someone else’s playing.” I point my finger at his chest for emphasis.

      “I want to support those kids working hard out there. They’re the future of football. Without their interest and enthusiasm, we’ll dwindle down to nothing. I’ve said this before.”

      I continue to stare at him, dumbfounded.

      Dalkaar rolls his eyes. “I can think in the long term, okay?”

      “Right, I’m just… surprised. In a good way.” I smile at Dalkaar, who quickly looks back down to his paper. “I think that’s a great idea. We should also find time to come up with fun theme nights.”

      Dalkaar frowns. “I don’t think I understand.”

      “You know, theme nights? Everyone wears their pajamas? Beach party night with beach balls and stuff? Oh, what if we partnered with the local cat shelter and had the team wear pictures of adoptable cats on their jerseys?”

      “Oh. So, like homecoming week back in high school?” Dalkaar asks.

      “Exactly!” Fun memories of having a twin day with my best friend or dressing up as a pumpkin for Halloween fill my mind. “It’s a fun way to get people to care.”

      “I like that,” Dalkaar says as he writes it down. “We… wouldn’t have real cats on the field, right? I’m allergic.”

      The confession makes me giggle. “No, Dalkaar, they stay in the shelter.”

      “Good. Alright, I think we have enough plans to give Coach. This should really jumpstart morale on the team.”

      I can’t help but believe him. We deliver the plan to Coach during evening practice. Turns out, he knows the principal at the local middle school and agrees to set something up. 

      “A field day,” the principal explains when we meet with him. “We let the kids run around, play games, and compete in sports activities. The players can volunteer to monitor and coach the kids.”

      I’m not so sure about the idea, mostly since I can’t see some of these players as having the patience to be around preteens for several hours. But the announcement goes over shockingly well. The cheer squad is also ecstatic. Especially Janet, since her daughter attends that school.

      “I’m going to embarrass her so much!” she squeals. “She’s had so much attitude lately. I can’t wait to support her as loud as I can!” This elicits a round of laughter from the rest of the team, who all buzz excitedly at the idea. 

      The day comes by so quickly that I almost find myself nervous about getting on the field. Sure, I was the popular girl. In high school. Middle school, though, was awful. And judging by the looks on the young girls’ faces, the perils of middle school have not changed.

      The squad and I gather any girls, or boys, who want to learn a cheer or two and take the opportunity to lead them in a chant of self-acceptance. 

      “I’m SMART!” we cheer, holding our pom poms in the air.

      “I’m smart,” the kids reply with varying levels of enthusiasm.

      “I’m FUN!” 

      “I’m fun!” The replies get a little more excited.

      “I’m STRONG!” we yell, with even more force.

      “I’m STRONG!” the kids yell back.

      “I don’t care what people say, I’m still perfect anyway! Gooooo ME!” We applaud the kids who put themselves out there and hope this moment sticks with them. But now it’s my turn to pass the stage over. 

      “Alright everyone, let’s hear it for the mean team with a big dream. It’s the Ogres!” The team, dressed in full football uniform, jogs onto the schoolyard field and makes pretend scary game faces to get the kids pumped up. It works, and some of them even make scary faces back. Everyone settles into position while I hand the microphone over to Dalkaar.

      “Thanks, Alyssa. How is everyone feeling today? Yeah, I bet you’re excited to get out of the classroom all afternoon. My name is Dalkaar, and I’m the quarterback for the Ogres. We play at the local stadium every week. And I recognize some of your faces from the bleachers.” Dalkaar points out a couple of kids, who cheer at the attention. 

      “We’re here today because we want all of you to know how important sports are for your future and your community. Sports aren't just for fun. They’re also great exercise and a way to bring your community together. So we’re going to teach you how to play some of our favorite games. We’ve got flag football, tug of war, a relay race, and an obstacle course! Plus, if you complete a round of every activity, you’ll get a special prize!”

      Dalkaar reveals the special prize that doubles as a great marketing campaign for our team. It’s two tickets to an Ogres game, a free beverage, and a novelty football toy. It should be difficult but still possible to finish every activity in one afternoon. The kids will get a stamp on their hand for each one, along with a sense of accomplishment.

      “Now I want to see even more of your faces out there tomorrow night, so do your best out there! Ready? Three! Two! One! Hike!” Dalkaar yells.

      The smile on his face is wide and genuine. I can see his love for children shining through it.

      The cheer squad jumps in the air and cheers the kids on as they scramble to different stations. Janet makes a point of screaming loudly for her daughter, who looks back at her and sighs dramatically.

      Later, Dalkaar and I run the obstacle course together. We spent a very long night over sports drinks and protein bars planning it together.

      First, they have to run through tires we brought from our own training supply closet. Then, they have to drop to their bellies and crawl under a rainbow of arced pool noodles. Next, try to throw a beanbag into a hole in a wooden plank. Finally, they have to jump over a reasonably sized PVC pipe hurdle followed by a stroll down a balance beam. I’m waiting at the end with a stamp for their hand.

      We spend the afternoon cheering on each kid and giving out high fives and stamps galore. One of the girls reminds us to stay hydrated, and I slip her an extra stamp for having such good knowledge of healthy practices.

      The kids take a break for water and fruit snacks. Dalkaar and I take the opportunity to inspect the course, making sure nothing has become damaged or at risk of breaking. We meet in the middle, and we both linger there awhile. 

      “These kids have a lot of motivation,” Dalkaar observes. “I’m sure one of our future stars is in this group somewhere.”

      “Yeah,” I sigh. “I myself saw a few future cheerleaders back at the start of the day. I think this is going really well. I hope the kids can keep their love of sports as they grow up.”

      Dalkaar and I laugh as we watch Janet fuss over her kid. It’s sweet, even if she’s being a little cheeky about it. 

      I can’t help but feel how natural this feels. Just the two of us, working together and enjoying each other’s company. He’s really come a long way. I only hope it can stay this way. Maybe even forever.

      That would certainly be nice.

      The day comes to an end all too soon. Over thirty kids claim their prizes, and we all breathe a sigh of relief that we didn’t end up running out. Plus, we’re excited to have even more fans in the bleachers next game. We’re sure those kids worked hard enough for the tickets that nothing will stop them from dragging their parents there.

      We arrive back at our field to change and wrap up. But Dalkaar has one more thing to say.

      “What we did today was the most important thing any of us have done in our entire careers.” He looks around to see sunburnt, nodding players and cheerleaders. “We’re not playing for glory or money. Not even for the love of the game. We play to give them something to believe in. And we can never lose sight of that again.”

      My heart flutters at Dalkaar’s speech. It was beautiful, heartfelt, and full of everything I’ve found myself falling for about him. I can’t help myself anymore.

      I take his face in my hands and give him a big kiss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            DALKAAR

          

        

      

    

    
      “Can we just admit how good I look right now?” I ask my reflection, which shoots me a wink he should have saved for Alyssa’s bright blue eyes. Hopefully, between the two of us, we can muster up another one.

      “The kids love you, but more importantly, they love the sport.” I cringe at the smirk I receive in the mirror. Why do I look like I’ve got a nasty secret? Is this always what my signature half-grin looks like? Is this what people see when I smirk?

      “Yo, Dalkaar!” I’m grateful to hear the sound of Conrad’s voice from the other side of the bathroom door.

      “Yeah?” My shaggy black hair shines as I run my hand through it. Several thick tendrils fall lazily into my eyes, and I wonder if Alyssa likes tousled hair.

      She did kiss you, didn’t she? I smile again and catch sight of my reflection one last time. I forgot I have dimples when I actually grin.

      “We’ve got a great idea to blitz our way to the finish line. Like, really knock everyone out of the sand dunes.”

      “But their money stays with us!” I hear Felix add and wonder what kind of harebrained idea they’ve come up with.

      Rude, Dalkaar, Alyssa’s voice rings in my mind. They may mix metaphors that don’t even exist in the real world, but they’re trying. Try back.

      “Fine,” I mutter, wincing as I realize I’ve answered Fictitious Alyssa out loud.

      “It’s real good!” Conrad adds, and I realize how curt I sound.

      I open the door and try to look casual. Maybe the lovely voice in my head is right, and the guys could hold the key to finishing our fundraising blitz successfully, meaning with the remaining cash to meet our quota.

      “You have my undivided attention,” I say, hoping I sound as casual but supportive as possible. Making sure you come across a certain way is hard and probably why I’m leaning against the hallway wall right now, gesturing for Felix to explain.

      “Double dunk booth,” he says, waving his hands around like some magician, a wide and confident grin across his face.

      I don’t have to think hard about what he means. “You want to dunk two people instead of one?” The farmer’s market dunk booth didn’t bring that much cash in. Sure, it was great of me to take one for the team, but do we really need a repeat?

      “Are we thinking about the same farmer’s market dunk booth?” Conrad asks through a mouthful of potato chips.

      “We can think of something better than a repeat.” I cross my arms instead of squeezing my fists like I want to. Is this really all they’ve come up with? Alyssa will be so disappointed.

      I think of texting her the double dunk booth idea as an excuse to pick her brain. Maybe she’ll have some better ideas to work from. Now that I think about it, I’ll be surprised if I don’t already have a message from her, probably about that exact subject. She’s nothing if not smart and resourceful. Plus sexy as hell and a great kisser.

      “Have you guys seen my phone?” I ask, patting my back pockets while trying to come across casual. “We should maybe take some notes or something.”

      I grab my phone from Felix with a nod his way, then open my phone and navigate to the notes app, just so no one realizes how disappointed I am at my empty text message folder.

      “That’s not all we have,” Felix says. “Tell him, Conrad.”

      “Swimsuit calendar.” Conrad nods up and down with a big grin plastered across his face. “Milfs love swimsuit calendars.”

      “And what about their husbands?” I should have kept the question to myself, because Conrad looks way too worried about the answer.

      “Should we get consent first?” he asks. “Possibly something in writing?”

      “Not unless you want to get punched in the face,” I reply, taken aback at the question.

      “Why? Asking if it’s okay to sell their wives pictures of hot guys naked sounds like the decent thing to me.”

      “Nobody’s posing naked, Conrad. We’re a football team, not a gaggle of swimsuit models.”

      “That’s why it’s for charity,” he explains. “The husbands will understand.”

      I don’t have time to explain to him the potential fists connecting with his jaw are swung by our target market themselves, who would no doubt love to see me posing tastefully – sans the proposed permission from their husbands, of course.

      “What about a coloring book?” I counter, writing it down before realizing that might not be the most profitable.

      At least in a short amount of time and all. What if we make too many and end up only breaking even?

      “Adult coloring books are rad,” Theron yells from the kitchen. “I like the ones that swear.”

      “I’m thinking about something for kids rather than adults. Something centered around them, at least.” My eyes widen as a brilliant thought hits me. I don’t know if it’ll be the most profitable venture, but it would bring in more goodwill. And future players, which is a priority for me. “What about free football lessons? We’re just accepting donations, but the amount can be up to the parent.”

      “Like one on one?” Theron yells. I hear him slamming a few cupboards and wonder what he’s cooking up.

      “Something in bulk,” I respond, scrounging my brain for a better way to describe my idea. “Something that gets as many kids involved as possible.” I scratch my nose as another idea hits me. “And the squad can do the same if they’re willing. Cheer camp. Football camp. We can be, like, big brothers and sisters for donations.”

      “With or without a double dunk booth?” Felix asks. I ignore the question and ring up Alyssa, eager for a reason to hear her lovely voice.

      In two week’s time, we have everything we need for a great day camp, including snacks, sunscreen, and enough donated equipment to supply dozens of scores of kids, more than we should ever need. The first day, only about thirty kids show up.

      It sounds small, but really, it’s not bad for the time we had to get things together. It helped that certain community members, including a book club of retired teachers and the current chief of police, provided rides and drinks for the children.

      Day two saw almost twice the turnout of kids, both in the cheer squad and the team. Day three was even better, which ended our small rush to meet our goals, especially after one of the local churches made a donation of their own.

      Nearly all the kids had their parents buy tickets. And coupled with the donations made from the few days of camp and the double dunk booth Alyssa and I were talked into, we made our quota just in the nick of time.

      The late afternoon I hold the season-saving check in my hand, graciously given to me for a picture by Alyssa, is one of the best of my life. Especially when I sweep her up my arms right outside the bank. A squealing giggle in my ear never felt so good, nor had any pair of lips – after I cease spinning her, of course.

      My world seems finally complete at the moment, which strikes me by surprise despite all the time we’ve spent together. Considering how we met, and carried on after our initial encounter, I didn’t think it boded well for our chances at happiness.

      But I’m more confident than ever that something special might be brewing between us by the time we are at our next game. Even more tickets have been sold at the entrance to tonight’s battle, the end of which will mark another win if we keep up the way we’ve been going. It’ll mark a win for me no matter what, because I’ve already asked Alyssa out on our first official date after the game.

      “Gimme a ‘K!’” I hear the entire squad holler at the crowd as I watch the opposing team gather around their coach for what I hope is their last timeout of the night. A few junior cheerleaders that can’t be older than six or seven wave extra pom poms as the adults finish the routine. Though wildly off-count, the addition to the show is a smash.

      As I scan the packed stands riddled with cheering fans and waving flags, I wave to a few of the kids from camp, three young orcs whom Coach couldn’t help but take a shine to. Even now, the coach offers each a bottle of something, no doubt the sports drinks the concession stands are charging for.

      A particularly rambunctious lot in the stands howl with joy as the ref blows the whistle. I check the clock.

      There’s no way the opposition, The Thunder Dragons, whatever that means, can catch up unless I and the rest of the Ogres faint or worse. And since none of us wind up dropping dead any time soon, the mere six minutes left in the game results in two scored points, one of which is ours.

      The town deserves this just as much as the team does, I think as my eyes land on a beaming Alyssa. She spins and kicks before high-fiving a young fan holding her own set of pom poms.
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      “So, you and Ironchest, huh?” Janet questions over my shoulder, shooting a sly grin at the reflection in the mirror.

      My reflection rolls her eyes good-naturedly, while I fight to tamp down a rising blush. The game finished a while ago, and there are only a few of us lingering behind in the cheerleader locker rooms. Dalkaar officially asked me out before the game, after another heart-stopping kiss, so I’m making use of the free facilities to get fixed up for our date.

      “It’s just a very casual meet-up, where we can have some fun and blow off some steam from these past few weeks.” My response is nonchalant, even as I take the extra second to mess with my hair. Again.

      “So it is a date,” Janet confirms smugly. “I knew it. The way you two have been dancing around each other, I’m surprised you two haven’t hooked up already.”

      “Oh, stop,” I banter back with a smile. “Dalkaar and I are still getting to know one another. This is more like a test run to see how we get along without the football between us.”

      “Sure, and I’m the Mata Hari reincarnated,” she laughs. “Good on you, girl. Don’t sweat it. He’s into you, I can tell – or at least, he wants to be.”

      This last declaration is punctuated with an eyebrow waggle that is so ridiculous, I can’t help but laugh. “I think you just want to be the first with juicy gossip,” I reply, gathering the last of my stuff.

      “Hey, I was young once, too, or younger, at any rate. Now I get to live vicariously through you, while Mikayla texts me asking to bring home pizza every other night.”

      “I could draw up a healthy menu for you guys, if you’d like,” I offer easily. Janet is one of the hardest-working women I know, and her optimism is infectious, even if her teasing can be persistent.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got this covered,” she says. “I didn’t get a coffee cup that designates me as ‘World’s Best Mom’ for no reason. That’s why she’s getting a supreme pizza. Protein and veggies, all rolled into one.”

      “Best mom for sure,” I reply with a laugh as I head out to the main doors. “Have a good night.”

      “Wait! You never told me where you’re going on your date!” she protests, even as the doors shut behind me.
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      “Maude’s?” Dalkaar asks, looking skeptically at the sign. The flashing lights and bright colors glare unrepentantly against the backdrop of the setting sun.

      I can understand his hesitation. After all, I’m sure this isn’t exactly what a big-city uproot had in mind for a first date. But Maude and Jim’s Funhouse Emporium is a local hotspot, and it is a tried-and-true gauge to make or break first dates. A confident smile masks my sudden nervousness as I recall Dalkaar’s initial high-handedness and his fancy car.

      Nevertheless, I push forward, shooting him a mischievous look as I do. “Most of the locals give it the shortened name, for obvious reasons. Maude and Jim’s Funhouse Emporium is quite a mouthful, even on the best of days.”

      “At the risk of sounding cliche, I have to ask, who builds a castle in the middle of a swamp?” Dalkaar scratches his head, looking at the building and the lights with some incredulity.

      I laugh outright at that and grab his hand to usher him forward. His grip is both reassuring and gentle, and his firm callouses remind me of the hard work he has put in over these past months. That seems to startle him into action, and he smiles at me as I explain, dimples showing through.

      “Maude and Jim are living legends,” I explain, drawing him up to another brightly colored billboard that lists the Emporium’s various recreation. “Maude is a swamp hag who lived her life mostly barren and isolated. For whatever reason, she managed to rescue a swamp abomination from near death. That’s Jim, and eventually, they fell in love.”

      Reaching into my bag, I dig for money, but Dalkaar beats me first, handing over his shiny credit card to the cashier. “My date, my treat,” he says evenly, and I have to fight down another blush.

      Dalkaar has shown a caring, considerate side to himself that has made my attraction for him hard to resist. Even now, his ego is minimal, and his smile is so genuine that I can’t help but smile back. I hadn’t realized I was actually pretty nervous that my choice of venue would be off-putting, but the orc quarterback is taking everything in stride, revealing a much different man than the braggart that first joined the team.

      “Thanks. So at some point, Jim finds out that Maude can’t have children on her own and decides that if they can’t create a family together, then he’ll bring one to them. He divots the land, converts her old shack into a funhouse castle, and makes the thing so over-the-top and ridiculous that it can’t help but draw in a crowd. Thus, Maude’s was born,” I finish, leading him over the threshold.

      “Clever,” he replies, nodding at a few passing fans. They wave enthusiastically, and we continue on our way. “So I have to admit, it’s been forever since I’ve been to a funhouse. What do you suggest we do first?”

      I point to the castle moat’s entrance, transformed by wood and industrial plastic to resemble the gaping maw of an oversized crocodile. “The Crock Shock, for sure. You’re going to have a blast, I promise.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You know, when you said it was going to be a blast, that should have been my first warning sign,” he grunts, shaking the excess water out of his hair. “Your puns are as terrible as your pranks.”

      “Sure, but you have to admit, it was pretty fun,” I return, wheeling my boat into the docking bay. It’s the end of the course, and we’re both dripping with water. Our jeans and shirts are respectively soggier than when we first entered the Crock Shock.

      “I’ve heard of bumper cars before, but bumper boats are definitely a new experience,” he replies with a deep chuckle. The sound makes my toes curl, and heat spreads through me. It’s impervious to the water and the night air. “Don’t you think we’ve both been dunked in water enough times this week though?”

      “It’s not my fault you ended up under the fake waterfall,” I reply, not even bothering to hide my smile.

      He arches a playful eyebrow at that. “Considering that power-steering maneuver you pulled last minute, I think it’s actually completely your fault.” He’s still smiling though and even holds out a hand to help me out of the plastic gondola.

      Accepting his offer draws a yelp of surprise from me, as his strength propels me forward more than I was expecting. I trip, but he catches me easily at the edge of the makeshift dock.

      Suddenly I’m pressed into his arms, with nothing but warmth and soaked clothes separating our bodies. His arms wrap around me assuredly, and heat flares between us. I can’t help but feel every muscle and pulse of his firm hold.

      “So, you little trickster, how do you suggest we dry off?” he asks, gazing down at me. There is affection and humor in his eyes, as well as something intense that has me thinking about some very adult games, instead. Despite how easygoing I played it earlier, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about how all-consuming the kisses Dalkaar and I have exchanged are.

      My breath stutters as he leans down, then slyly turns his face at the last moment to whisper in my ear. “Because I noticed there was a golf course out back, complete with a windmill,” he adds, winking at me playfully.

      “That putt-putt doubles as an obstacle course,” I return, bantering in our easy exchange. Dalkaar continues to surprise me, and I find myself enjoying him more and more because of it.

      “I’m up for the challenge if you are,” comes his quick reply. In answer, I spin out of his embrace and make a run for the course. He wastes no time catching up to me.

      Coincidentally, there are a few members of the Thunder Dragons present, no doubt licking their wounds from their recent loss. I can ignore their rude cat-calling easily enough, but I worry about a clash of egos when they issue a challenge to Dalkaar. Surprisingly, he turns to consult me rather than take the bait.

      “What do you say to us working together again? You and I make a pretty great team on our own, after all.”

      I look up at him with a small wonder in my eyes. It’s something we’ve acknowledged about our growing relationship recently, but when Dalkaar says it, it becomes more than a compliment and sounds more like a promise.

      “Let’s beat these bozos,” I answer with a grin. Tugging on his shoulder, I issue another playful challenge for the evening. “After that, maybe you can show me some moves off the field…” I offer subtly.

      His grin is wide with understanding. We work together to smoke those stupid dragons, and the evening is perfect. It’s a flawless victory.
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      I’ve lost count of how many times Alyssa and I have kissed now. But this one feels like something completely new. It’s deep and long, and there’s a warmth spreading through my veins with every moan and sigh she breathes against my lips. Here on her front porch steps, I’m finding a completely different part of myself I never knew existed.

      This feeling inside is different from the urgent lust of my youth. There’s no desire to rip her clothes off and relieve my urges as quickly as possible. This is a feeling of building pressure to please. I’m motivated to make her squirm, shout, squeal, and sigh until she’s boneless on her mattress. 

      And then I want to make her feel even better. All thoughts of my own pleasure are now foreign to me. All I want is Alyssa’s happiness and to make her mine completely.

      She finally breaks off our kiss and lowers back down on her own heels. Alyssa looks up at me through half-lidded eyes and tilts her head. Biting her lip, she puts her hands on my arms.

      “I don’t want you to go home tonight,” she admits.

      Those urges rush hotter through my veins. Maybe we’re moving too quickly, but I’m finding it too hard to care. If she wants this then I am more than willing to give it to her. In fact, I insist.

      “Then I won’t.” I take her chin in my hand and tilt her head back. My mouth continues to caress and savor Alyssa’s sweet, cherry-red lips.

      She fishes her keys out of her coat pocket with one hand. I can hear the sound of a door struggling to be unlocked but somehow, without tearing away from me, she manages to open it. 

      Alyssa leads me inside. I happily shut the door behind us before lifting her into my arms. She wraps her legs around me and laughs. 

      “Okay, Mr. Show Off,” she says with a giggle. “You know, cheerleaders have a lot of upper body strength, too.”

      “I don’t doubt it.” In fact, I’ve seen for myself what Alyssa and the other girls are capable of. I’ve long imagined how that athleticism could translate to the bedroom. “I look forward to a demonstration.” 

      Alyssa smirks down at me and flips her hair back. I let a low, playful growl radiate from my throat. Ancient orc instincts are kicking in, telling me to claim this mate while she’s here and ripe for the picking. But I want to take my time and make her melt into my touch. I grip her ass hard to make her gasp, and she delights my ears with a groan of need. 

      Alyssa leans down and kisses me again. She strokes my hair with her hands and moans as I grind my hips against hers. I’m already hard just from hearing her playful little sass, and I want her to know it.

      “Fuck, Dalkaar,” she says. She takes a long gasp of air and grips her legs around me tighter. “I need you right now.”

      My lips quirk at her demand. But I’m not ready for the main event just yet. “Take your top off,” I state plainly.

      She doesn’t hesitate, removing her top and bra as quickly as possible.

      “Someone’s excited,” I tease. Her nipples are hard and inviting me to warm them. I clasp my mouth over one and slide my tongue across the tip. I nip, suck, and do everything I can to give Alyssa a good preview of what’s to come. Then I do the same to her other breast.

      “Dalkaar…” she moans. “Please, holy shit, please.”

      “Hmm?” I ask coyly. Her nipple releases from my mouth with a loud, wet pop. I can tell from the way she looks at me that she’s already teetering on the edge. 

      “Bed. Now.” Alyssa looks at me with red hot cheeks and a glow of desperation.

      “You can talk that way to your cheer squad, but not to me,” I reply. I run my tongue up the skin of her throat, forcing her head to tilt back and making her moan in frustration. I grind against her a little longer, hearing her breathing quicken until I’m satisfied she’s ready. I walk us down the hallway to her bedroom where I drop her onto the mattress.

      She bounces back up immediately, like any real cheerleader would, and grabs hold of my pants. Alyssa makes very quick work of my belt and has me undressed in an instant. Before I have a moment to ask what she wants now in a bid to tease her with it, Alyssa simply takes it.

      Her mouth easily takes the tip of my cock inside, and it feels too good to stop her. Who am I to deny a lady her heart’s desire? She bathes my length with her tongue, stroking and licking with abandon. She cradles my balls with both of her palms so gently that I wonder if she’s trying to make me come already. I feel myself enjoying the attention a little too much and push her head back until my cock dangles in front of her mouth.

      “What did you have in mind now?” she asks. Alyssa takes my hand and rests my palm against her cheek, taking my thumb into her mouth. Such a cheeky little minx I’ve won.

      “I’m interested in how flexible a cheerleader can be.”

      Alyssa’s eyes light up at the challenge, and she squirms out of the remainder of her clothes. Quickly, she climbs up the length of her bed and lays on her back. Her legs fly back and show me what I want. An absolute feast on full display, just for me. 

      I dive in, giving the same attention as I gave to her breasts before. Alyssa doesn’t hold back in her pleasure. She cries and screams loud enough to wake the neighborhood. She’s proven multiple times that she doesn’t need a bullhorn to make a crowd hear her. I hope her neighbors can hear this. I’d love to see their faces in the morning.

      My earlier ministrations pay off, and it’s not long at all before she’s coming wet and hot on my face. It’s a delightful feeling, made only better by the way she screams my name.

      I pull back and give Alyssa a moment to catch her breath. She does and looks up at me with a daring challenge glinting in her eyes.

      “What are you waiting for, MVP?” she asks slyly.

      “That,” I reply. In an instant, I’m on top of her, holding her knees back against her shoulders as I slip inside of her folds. 

      Alyssa quivers and moans. She’s slick and ready, but it’s still a tough fit. I take my time, inch by inch. even as her hips are buckling and begging for all of me immediately. Once I’m satisfied, I finish filling her and lean down to gift her with a sweet, long kiss.

      The urgent and demanding passion slowly begins to give way to something slower. We both lay there, kisses slow and light as I barely move my hips up and down. Alyssa makes tiny sounds of shock and pleasure each time I fill her to the brim. 

      I pull back slightly and balance myself on my hands. She’s looking up at me with wide eyes on the brink of tears. I know she’s feeling the same emotions I am, the awareness that this is real. We are together now, fully fixed within each other. There’s no lingering doubt of a teenage couple, fresh from being crowned prom royalty, fumbling in the backseat of her dad’s station wagon.

      No, this is two people who somehow found each other, knowing they’re meant to be. 

      I sit up on my knees and take her ankles in my hands. Now I have the perfect position to pump into her a little bit faster. Alyssa’s back arches as I do. Her pleasure is building again, ready to explode once more. I match her energy, sliding my cock into her faster and harder as she so loudly requests.

      “Please, Dalkaar, oh my. Please, I need it harder!” Alyssa’s hands are covering her face, pushing her hair back. Her tits are bouncing in time, and it’s a gorgeous display. “I’m getting close,” she breathes. “I’m so close again, Dalk!”

      Her head tilts back, and her mouth opens wide in a quiet scream. Every muscle in her body clenches, and the added friction around my cock makes me groan.

      She grips me tight, and it’s over for me in one deep and husky grunt. 

      I collapse next to Alyssa, sweat pooling on her mattress. She turns to look at me with a lazy smile.

      “I think I need to change the sheets,” she says slowly. I reach my arms out and take her into me, close and tight. 

      “Later,” I reply.
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      “Pinch me! I’m dreaming!” Dee Dee squeals as I tell her the good news. We’re going to the playoffs! How we managed these wins is nothing short of a miracle. I simply don’t know how else to describe it.

      “Not again. Once was enough,” I remind her, then cover my smile with a hand. This is big and just what the town needs, something to celebrate.

      We sip our iced coffees out on my patio and check our phones at the same time since we’ve already discussed my recent sex life to the point of exhaustion. But a good exhaustion. Just like my sex life.

      Our group chat with the rest of the squad is riddled with messages. It seems we’re all just as pleased. Practices will be even more intense now, which is exactly how I like them anyway.

      “Should we jazz up our uniforms, you think?”

      “What do you say to adding some flair to our normal ensemble?”

      We both laugh as practically the same question falls out of our mouths simultaneously. I don’t have any ideas thus far past the initial quick thought, so I gesture for Dee Dee to keep going.

      “Jinx!” she begins, just as her phone pings in her hand. My own buzzes on the table, and we each race to look at our own individual screens, no doubt reading the same text.

      We should come up with something fun to wear in celebration! the text reads. The two of us grin at one another as I raise my cup high. She clinks her own to mine as her eyes go wide.

      “Oh! What about face paint? Maybe like some warrior?” She points to her cheeks before pausing to chew her lower lip. “But, you know, flirty and fun.”

      “I’m into it,” I assure her as I text her great idea into the chat. Of course, everyone’s into it.

      Maybe some punk hair but flirty and fun! It’s the last comment I read before my phone rings. It’s Dalkaar, and I immediately take my drink into the house before answering. Dee Dee will be busy with makeup details for at least the next fifteen minutes.

      “Hello, how’s your celebration coming along?” I ask with a wide grin. I can practically see him pumping his arm in the air while listening to some jock jams on high.

      “What celebration? A babysitter’s job is never done,” he grumbles, then heaves a heavy sigh into the receiver. I flinch and pull the phone away from me. What could he possibly have to complain about now?

      My chest grows tight as I feel my teeth grinding together. I don’t know I’m squeezing my free hand into a fist until I let go.

      Just breathe, Alyssa. If Dalkaar wants to spoil this achievement, that’s on him. The reminder drowns out whatever Dalkaar’s saying. Don’t let the world’s most ungrateful quarterback rain on your parade.

      “So yeah, now they’re fighting about that,” he finishes, and I wonder what he’d said beforehand. Maybe something about fans and the grocery store?

      “Slow down, tell me again.”

      The demand technically puts me in the wrong, but I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing I wasn’t paying attention. He seems particularly riled this morning. Will it go away by the time our next game starts?

      He scoffs. “So Abe, who owns the movie theater, ran into Daryn and told him that Reginald – you know Reginald, one of the refs, right? Well, Reginald told Abe who told Daryn that he’s been getting a lot of people coming up to him about some of the calls he’s made on us.”

      “Oh, no…” I roll my eyes and wonder how long this pissing contest will take. Hell hath no fury like a fan who openly rejects a referee, especially off the field.

      “And it turns out, the more Kulgar and Gnan think about it, they don’t want Reginald anywhere near the rest of our games. He’s gotten on both their cases for bending the rules, and I just don’t have the time to explain to them that he’s doing his job.”

      My shoulders relax at his words. So he thinks this is just as childish as I do. That’s a relief.

      “Well, hopefully they’ll let it go when they realize the alternative is looking unprofessional.” I don’t see Kulgar or Gnan going out of their way to start drama. Then again, neither Kulgar nor Gnan have gotten to the playoffs. None of us have.

      Does this change things?

      “I’m not giving them the time to do that,” he blurts as a shiver runs up my spine. “Conrad did a little shopping downtown this morning, and a few of the guys were headed to have breakfast at Lil Bistro. I’m walking out the door now.”

      “No!” I blurt, startling even myself as I urge him to think more clearly. If he reacts emotionally, just like Kulgar and Gnan are doing, then he’ll be throwing fuel on an already roaring fire. “Let’s have a team meeting at my place.”

      “Why your place?” he asks, and I allow myself a small sigh. Is he really reverting back to his old ways now? At the worst possible time?

      “Because my patio furniture is comfortable and I have coffee,” I reply as Dee Dee enters with her face in her phone, holding her empty cup. “Dee Dee’s already on it. The guys are agreeing.”

      Dee Dee looks at me confused until I point to the phone and mouth ‘Dalkaar.’

      “Oh,” she replies. “Is this about the ‘hate on Reginald fan club’?”

      “Everyone needs to be there,” he barks. “It’s mandatory. Even Coach.”

      “Okay, keep that request to yourself and take a breath! Talk to you soon. Bye!” I hang up and hope Dalkaar stops what he’s doing. We need to weaken the division, not feed its flames.

      “We should call Cantone before Dalkaar does,” she suggests, obviously having heard the orc’s words. “He might want to nip this in the bud on the field.”

      I roll my eyes and hope the elf is his normal grouchy but level-headed self.
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      “Listen up, guys!” Coach Cantone yells over the chatter just as the last player enters my backyard.

      I’m grateful Coach made the meeting mandatory, though Dalkaar’s livid expression isn’t helping friction among the team. Apparently, there are more than a few players who feel the same way I do. The guys are embarrassing us with their complaints.

      Coach Cantone continues berating the handful of players willing to ruin opportunities over petty squabbles.

      “The fans expect us to do something! You don’t know how many people have come up to me –”

      “And I don’t need to.” Coach Cantone turns to face the Cyclops who spoke. Gnan stops mid-sentence but still sports a frown across his wide face. “Spectators are called spectators for a reason. They aren’t on the field with us or the refs. Got it?”

      “No, he doesn’t. That’s the problem,” Dalkaar huffs. I shake my head at him, but it’s no use. He isn’t looking at me, only the teammates he wants to pummel to the ground.

      Ready to start believing this might not work out?

      “That’s not the only problem.” It takes me a second to locate the speaker. I don’t disagree with Kulgar. But I do disagree with his approach.

      “If you don’t like the criticism, stop doing things to get you criticized.” Dalkaar motions to all of us, clearly suggesting this meeting is not because of him.

      It is a little… I can admit Walker's attitude is just as bad, if not worse than Gnan’s at the moment. But how do I get the orc to see this?

      “So we’re just supposed to keep our mouths shut and let the ref make whatever crap decision he wants?” Gnan asks.

      “Not a crap decision. Never a crap decision, not where I was standing.” Dalkaar folds his arms while staring down at the players willing to call out Reginald and long after the fact, too.

      What were they doing even listening to fans when it comes to calls like this? Doesn’t he know to just smile and nod?

      “And it’s always about where you’re standing, huh?” Kulgar asos.

      “Alright, that’s enough. I’m going to make this easy.” Coach Cantone’s words are ice. “Dalkaar, do not force your opinions of people’s behaviors on them. That’s my job.”

      “Thanks, Coach,” Gnan tries, and I see the cyclops stand taller.

      “It’s the least I can do,” Cantone replies. “But your opinions are just that. Opinions. Talk about it all you want, but doing so is gonna get you disqualified. No more of the ref revenge. You’re better than that.”

      And just like that, the tension diffuses. Though Cantone didn’t hold anyone’s hand or let them cry, he did ensure the team knew their mistakes and privileges.

      But is Dalkaar even capable of seeing both sides?
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      I pick up another practice ball and catapult it toward the second-string receiver. He’s a little late on the curve, so he runs right past where the ball lands. He’s half-giant, so he’s usually capable of swiping up passes above and beyond the rest, but sometimes his head is in the clouds and he misses key marks.

      “Hey, Jared. It’s okay, man,” I yell. He looks up and waves. “Just gotta remember to make those turns quick and tight.”

      Usually, I would have blown a gasket and called him everything in the book. But my outlook on things, especially my work ethic, has changed dramatically since Alyssa.

      At this point, I’m more than willing to admit that she was right. After all, we’re winning. Ten in a row. I don’t think the Ogres have had a streak like that in ages. It’s enough to get us to the playoffs, which is a lot better than I expected at the start of the season.

      “Okay, let’s try another one,” I suggest.

      Before I can even draw back, Gnan taps me on the shoulder. “Coach wants you in his office.” His face looks grave.

      Oh, no. The office visit, either the greatest or worst moment for any star player. But how could it be bad? We’re on a winning streak.

      “Did he say why?”

      “No. But he didn’t look happy.”

      “Does he ever?”

      At least that makes Gnan chuckle.

      As I walk away, he has one final message for me. “I hate to be the one to tell you this, Dalk, but he wants to bench you for a while.”

      “Thanks for telling me, man.”

      I turn around and head toward the administration building, my blood heating up.

      I barge into Coach's cramped office, my adrenaline still pumping from the practice. "Coach, we need to talk. I can't believe you're even considering benching me."

      Coach looks up from his notes, his tired eyes meeting mine. "Have a seat." He motions to the chair across from his desk.

      I drop into the seat, frustration and anger coursing through me. "Coach, I've led this team to a ten-game winning streak. I'm the star quarterback, and you want to bench me now?"

      He lets out a sigh, leaning back in his chair. "Look, I'm not blind to your achievements, but we’re ahead enough to give some of the other guys a chance to shine. You know they’re getting good enough."

      I lean forward, my hands gripping the edge of the chair. "Coach, we could win the championship."

      Coach rubs his temples as if battling a headache. "This isn't just about a championship, you know that. And I’m not talking about pulling you from the game completely. I look at it as giving you a chance to breathe during plays."

      I shake my head, disbelief evident in my tone. "I get that we’re a team, but we’re a professional team and –"

      Coach's gaze softens a fraction. "I have to consider what's best for the team as a whole. We're at a critical point in the season, but we can afford a morale boost.  I need to make a decision that can still maximize our chances of winning, and this is it."

      My frustration bubbles over, my voice rising. "So I take us this far and get punished for it?"

      Coach's voice remains steady. "I'm saying we have a capable backup, and it's my job to make tough decisions."

      I slam my fist on the armrest, unable to contain my anger. We’re getting good enough to draw scouts. Doesn’t he understand what that means to me? "I won't accept this. I'll prove you wrong, Coach."

      He stands up, his expression tired but resolute. "I think you’ll see it’s the right move in time. This isn't easy for either of us, but I'm looking at the bigger picture."

      I storm out of his office, my mind racing with a mix of determination and frustration. As I head back to the locker room, I can't shake the feeling of betrayal, the idea that my dedication might be tossed aside now that we’re finally getting somewhere. But one thing's for certain. I'll work twice as hard to show Coach that he's making a mistake.

      After clinching victory after victory, I'm anything but satisfied. The thrill of winning fuels me, but I know that resting now could spell disaster. The early morning sun finds me back on the field the following morning, a determined glint in my eye.

      I decide to train harder the next day. Starting with stretching and a jog, I can feel the tension in my muscles, the remnants of the previous day's game. It's a reminder that success demands constant effort. As dawn breaks, I gear up and get into position.

      The drills commence, each throw precise, each movement intentional. The memory of every touchdown, every pass completion, drives me. But it's the memory of losses, those moments of frustration, that push me even harder during my solo practices.

      I'm in the zone, going through my paces, every action smooth. The sweat beads on my forehead, but I hardly notice. The burn in my muscles is nothing compared to the fire within me. I'm not just maintaining, I'm pushing past boundaries.

      Days turn into nights, and I dedicate extra hours to studying our opponents. I dissect their defensive strategies, memorize their plays, and visualize my responses. Every detail matters. every decision could determine the game's outcome.

      My teammates see my dedication and follow suit. The energy is palpable, a shared commitment to preserving our winning streak. We're not just a team. We're a collective force, each one of us driven by the same purpose.

      One evening, after a particularly grueling workout, I find myself alone under the stadium lights. The field seems like a sacred ground, a testament to our sweat and determination. I pause, sweat-soaked and breathing heavily, and close my eyes.

      In my mind's eye, I replay the upcoming game. I visualize the defense's lineup, anticipate their moves, and plan my plays. The weight of the moment, the challenge of maintaining our streak, propels me forward.

      As the darkness deepens, I leave the field, my body exhausted but my resolve unwavering. The victories taste sweet, but I know they're the result of hard work. The season so far has been a series of conquests, but the journey ahead is uncharted, the path uncertain.

      The wins are more than just numbers. They're proof of our dedication. Every throw, every sprint, every study session – they're building blocks of our success. And under these stadium lights, I find the motivation to push forward, to keep chasing victory.

      As the sun sets and I sit in my quiet house, a cloud of introspection settles over me. Thoughts of Alyssa weave their way into my mind. For a second, it looked like we were about to have something, but lately, our time together has taken a backseat to my intense training and the demands of the game.

      I stare at my phone, which seems to buzz with messages from her more often than usual. I know she's reaching out, wanting to know what's up, but each time I consider responding, something pulls me back. The weight of responsibility, the pressure to perform, it's all become a vortex that's consuming my attention.

      I remember the way we used to laugh together, the late-night conversations that would stretch into the early hours of the morning. But now, those moments feel like distant memories, overshadowed by the relentless pursuit of victory. I can't help but wonder if I'm neglecting her. If I'm losing sight of what truly matters.

      Alyssa deserves better. She's celebrated my triumphs and picked me up during my lowest moments. And now, as our relationship takes a backseat, I can't help but feel a pang of guilt. She's given so much to me, and I fear I'm not giving her the attention she deserves.

      As I scroll through my text messages, I see her name pop up repeatedly. I know I need to respond, to set aside time for her, to show her that she's still a priority in my life.

      I try, but the connection feels strained. It’s like there is a wall there that just gets higher every day. The weight of the upcoming game feels heavier than ever, and I can't afford any distractions.

      With a sigh, I respond to her latest message, apologizing for my distance and suggesting a time for us to spend together. Maybe I should buy her something nice. It’s not like I can’t afford it, and I do appreciate her patience while I focus on my personal goals.

      Jewelry. Women all love jewelry, right? She can’t be too mad at me if I give her a thousand dollar pair of earrings. Then again, Alyssa isn’t like any other woman I’ve ever dated. She doesn’t care about my money. Will fancy earrings even impress her?

      Besides, I can’t help but feel as if I’m lying to her. My success on the field is all that matters to me at this point. We didn’t get this far to lose it all now in the last hour, did we? Alyssa has to understand that.

      But what if she doesn’t wait?
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      “What are you, blind?”

      I hear the words before I see Dalkaar, who stands in the doorway of the locker room with his arm blocking a rookie player’s way. I’m ninety-eight percent sure the wendigo’s name is Mojin. Or Nojin. It’s been so long since we’ve been introduced, and I’m too embarrassed to ask.

      “I know for a fact Mojin’s not blind.” I cross my arms rather than push Dalkaar out of the way, or try at least. Thankfully, Mojin nods my way, and I know I’ve used the right first letter. “Or deaf. Neither am I.”

      My eyes narrow up at the arrogant orc. “Maybe try everything you just did again but better. Completely different, actually.”

      I’m so sick of Dalkaar’s wishy-washy behavior. It’s almost as if he doesn’t want me around. Or anyone… I remind myself of the dressing down I just saw.

      I cross my arms and gesture between Dalkaar and Mojin. I know I just snapped in a way that could be construed as similar to his own meltdown, but am I being openly accusatory? No. Am I calling him a toddler who needs a diaper change? No.

      “Say what’s on your mind, Alyssa. You always do,” Dalkaar growls as my eyes widen.

      Now it’s Mojin’s turn to defend my honor. “Which makes her different from you, how?” I see Dalkaar frown at the wendigo and step back, clearly surprised at the player’s newfound backbone. I’m not, so I nod at Mojin as he continues. “I’ll let you stand here and waste your own time thinking about that one.”

      I step in front of Dalkaar before he can get closer to Mojin, who turns around slowly with a cold expression across his leather-like face.

      “And you wonder why people don’t want to listen to you,” Coach Cantone barks as he exits the locker room. “I’ve got good friends who are blind, and even they know what an asshole looks like. My office. Now.”

      “Coach,” Mojin speaks up, truly looking disappointed as he shoots Dalkaar one last look. “Don’t waste your breath. He doesn’t want to get it. He thinks he’s crystal clear. That’s the problem.”

      I’m silent as Mojin exits along with a slew of other players, leaving Dalkaar no choice but to fume as they ignore him. If I weren’t too busy being impressed with Mojin’s response, whose claws and teeth are both sharper up close, I’d feel for Dalkaar.

      “Have you ever heard the expression, ‘This is why we can’t have nice things’?” Coach Cantone asks as everyone leaves the hall but the three of us. “I’m really asking.”

      “Did you see how he played out there?” Dalkaar gestures to the field outside. “It’s like the day campers rubbed off on him or something. He didn’t catch a single throw!”

      “He didn’t catch a single one of your throws,” Coach and I say at the same time. But nothing about the echoed comment is funny at this moment. Dalkaar is the reason we can’t have nice things. Or better put, why we can’t keep the nice things.

      “Last time I checked, my arm brought us to the playoffs.”

      “And Alyssa’s efforts have plopped asses in seats,” Coach Cantone growls. “Is she picking fights and bragging about it?”

      “A little,” he replies, looking me straight in the eye. I shake my head slowly his way without blinking. I’m not the least bit sorry for anything I’ve done and have no idea why I thought this guy could change.

      “A little is better than a lot,” I reply.

      “Not to real winners, it’s not!” he practically growls as he stomps off. No part of me wants to go after him. Not right now.

      “That kid’s got problems,” Coach Cantone says as soon as the double doors leading outside slam shut.

      “So does everyone else, and we’re not screaming our heads off!” I yell, then roll my eyes at my own hypocrisy. “You know what I mean, Coach Cantone.”

      He nods while keeping his eyes fixed on the double doors. Did he think Dalkaar would come back and scream at us some more?

      “You know how they say some of the strongest people are also some of the weakest?”

      “Not really,” I reply, unsure where the elf is going with the question.

      “Yes, you do,” he admonishes. “The same goes for the most beautiful in the room. They can be more self-conscious than the mangiest werewolf or wart-covered witch.”

      “Say that five times fast,” I blurt.

      “Not until you tell me you catch my drift,” Coach quips back. “For all his hemming and hawing, Dalkaar cares about this team. He just can’t seem to figure out how to show it without losing the respect of half the players.”

      “Well, it’s not our job to hold his hand.” I don’t know when I crossed my arms and began glaring out the double doors, but it feels good, so I keep doing it.

      “It’s not my job to hold his hand,” Coach corrects. “It might be yours, though, if you get my meaning.”

      “I don’t.”

      I’m lying, and I know it. He’s about to tell me that, as the object of Dalkaar’s affections, I should find a way to get him to listen. But what if I don’t want to be the object of those affections anymore? I run my tongue across my teeth as Coach Cantone continues to mansplain Dalkaar’s problem and how my feminine wiles can bend them to my will.

      “Fine,” I say, unable to take any more of his well-meaning but repetitive jargon. “I get your point. If I’m to be seen with a guy like that, he needs to get in line or get lost.”

      “Oof…” Coach Cantone studies the scuffed floor of the hallway before looking up at me, a nonplussed expression on his face. “Didn’t realize you were so angry. I kind of meant the opposite. Let him think apologizing to the guys is his idea.”

      “I like my approach better. It’s more honest.”

      “But too honest? This is Dalkaar we’re talking about. He can’t really take feedback.”

      “He’s going to learn or suffer the consequences,” I answer.

      Coach Cantone throws up his hands, obviously aware he’s out of his depths. “I’ll pray for the QB. But no kicking players off my team. That’s my job.”

      “It’s metaphorical. There’s nothing between us so long as he doesn’t think before he speaks,” I say over my shoulder, eager to get Dalkaar in line or cut him loose.
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      “If you want to be with me,” I begin as soon as he takes a seat on my porch. “Start learning to check yourself. I’m sick of doing it for you.” I stay standing, leaning against the deck railing while he takes up all the space there is on my outdoor loveseat.

      “That’s exactly how I feel about the rest of the team, but you don’t seem to get it. No one does. I’m a broken record, and now I’m a punching bag.”

      His voice is a low growl, and I wonder how many players have called him to individually share their opinion of his latest meltdown. No one likes to be singled out and picked on, which is exactly why Dalkaar should understand why his own approach is so inappropriate.

      “Don’t be so dramatic.” I hope the scowl on my face gets my point across. He shoots me one of his own, and even with just the moonlight illuminating us, I can clearly make out he’s clenching his jaw.

      “Right, causing an uproar and getting everyone involved is your job, huh?” He stands, and I fight the urge to shrink. His voice is low, and there’s no hint of arrogance in his tone. I frown up at him as I process his comment.

      Is that really what he thinks of me? I chew my lower lip and try pushing any answer I might come up with out of my mind. If he thinks I’m the bully here, he’s blind. Plain and simple.

      I take a deep breath and swallow the first response I have waiting on the tip of my tongue. I don’t want to snap back or let him know I’m wounded.

      Don’t make this fight about the two of you. It’s what he wants.

      “Look, I know that you’ve been trying and succeeding every time you do.” I hold a hand up as he tries to butt in. “But there’s this other side of you that ruins all our hard work, and I can’t take it. We’re not in the military. This isn’t an assassin’s league. It’s football, a game.”

      I don’t know if my words irritate him or not as I head to my sliding glass door. I open it and look back, hoping my next words will sound encouraging rather than accusatory.

      “I want the Dalkaar who uplifts the team and town, not the one in front of me. When and if you see him, let him know I’d love to spend more time with him.”

      “Alyssa –”

      “But I can’t do that with your anger unchecked. I hope you understand.” I turn the porch light on as I head inside. There’s no need to gauge his expression. I mean the words no matter the consequences.
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      I’m still reeling from Alyssa’s ultimatum as I collapse onto my bed. Why would she choose now of all times to be difficult again? It doesn’t make sense, and it’s certainly not going to win us any games. Only I can do that. Sure, with help, but no one can deny the glory I’ve brought to the team.

      “Women are impossible…”

      I stare up at the spinning ceiling fan and wonder what else is left to say. Women are impossible, and now I’m paying the consequences. I repress the urge to call Alyssa. I don’t know if she can relax long enough to even make sense to me at this point. I’m a leader leading, and she needs to stay out of my business.

      “Oh, that’s a good one,” I say, a little louder than I expected. The guys must have crashed early, no doubt from all the practices they insist on coming to. Felix’s neck muscle is coming in nicely.

      I stop once her contact information pops up. My thumb hovers over my screen. There is a chance my well-meaning feedback will be misconstrued. Do I really want to take that on at a time like this?

      Yes, you like her. I laugh out loud at the thought. And? That doesn’t make her any more right. As I scratch the skin at the base of my right tusk, I wonder what Coach Cantone might have to say about this. Considering he didn’t kick me off the team after I stormed out, there’s a solid chance I can talk some sense into him. Especially if I come at it head-on.

      “Appreciate you meeting me here, Coach,” I say as soon as I slide into the booth across from the elf. Coach was decent enough to let me pick his brain about the team, so long as I came to him. I wonder, and not for the first time, whether Cantone and Alyssa know each other outside of football.

      Suddenly, it hits me that this might be a setup. Now that I think about it, Alyssa did seem angry enough to prank me. I look around the barren diner and wonder which table she might be hiding under. “Quick question, why Behold?”

      Coach Cantone looks up at me from his steak and potato salad, dabbing the hot sauce from his impressive chin before shaking his head. “You’ve lost the plot if that’s what you’ve come to talk about.” He takes another bite and I let him chew.

      My eyes scan the room once more, and I wonder why Cantone is glowering at me once I meet his stare.

      “You worried about something?”

      I scoff and look away, peeking under the booth behind us as I do. I disguise my paranoia by pretending to stretch my neck, craning and glaring at the same time.

      “Oh, I see what this is about. You’re scared.”

      My eyes go wide at the accusation. What about my behavior screams ‘scared’? If anything, it roars ‘aware.’

      “I graduated out of diapers a long time ago,” I reply and go for a slice of quesadilla from his plate, but I’m not fast enough. Cantone slaps my hand and then points a finger at me.

      “Then act like it,” he barks. “You come in sullying my sanctuary, and I let you because that’s the kind of coach I am. Then you have the gall to pussyfoot around why you’re here? Don’t look at me like that. Pussyfoot’s a word.”

      “It sounds like two words.” I don’t know why I say this.

      “Well, it’s not. Add that to the list of things you don’t have right. Pussyfoot is one word.”

      “Okay!” I throw my hands up.

      “I’m not done,” he says, pointing at me again. At this point, I don’t know why he even put his hand down. It’s the guy’s one move.

      “Ouch!” His boot kicks me under the table as the elf crosses his legs. He gives me a look that says, ‘suck it up,’ before gesturing to the quesadilla slice.

      “Now I’m offering.” He finishes up by pointing at me again, and my eyes narrow.

      “I can get my own,” I growl. Coming here was a mistake. Coach is on her side. I should have realized this as soon as I stepped in the door.

      “No, you can’t,” he replies. “You wonder why you see no waitresses?” I look around and then back at him, nodding. “Because I paid them to stay scarce. I told them you weren’t staying. This heart-to-heart is going to be quick but probably not painless.”

      I roll my eyes and take the quesadilla. Let’s just get this over with.

      “You have a listening problem. Not an ‘I’m surrounded by idiot’s problem.’ That’s my problem. Got it?”

      “I just want to explain myself,” I say as I shove the whole piece in my mouth. “I only got upset at the wendigo because –”

      “He has a name,” Coach mutters as a waitress finally comes out from the back.

      I gesture for a menu, but she ignores me. Coach Cantone heaves a sigh so heavy that it hits my face. “And I had a point. He wasn’t anywhere I needed him to be, and it’s part of his job to fix that.”

      “But what part of your job is to humiliate him into learning it?” Coach Cantone shoots the lone waitress – currently wiping the empty bar down with a dish towel and doing the most to ignore my snapping fingers – a curt nod, and she lifts her light eyes from the counter.

      “He’s not staying, Darla,” Coach Cantone informs her in a much kinder voice than he’s ever used on me. “So just a cup of your oldest coffee.”

      “Black’s just fine, Darla,” I add, not looking away from Coach. “See how easy that is? I’m taking the punishment. Old coffee. Why can’t Mojin do the same, huh?”

      Coach Cantone sips his coffee while studying me with his classic furrowed brow. I wonder what’s taking him so long to reply but decide not to speak first. He’s sizing me up, and if I break the silence now, it’ll be too close to admitting discomfort.

      “So you do know his name,” Coach finally answers, setting his cup back down the moment Darla returns with mine.

      I sip it without giving it a glance. The liquid is searing as it hits my tongue. “Careful,” Darla says as I choke through the pain. “It’s hot.”

      “Just the way I like it.” I shrug my shoulders more as a shock response, but it does the trick. Coach has to understand my anger isn’t me being childish. It’s me getting the job done despite the pain. Isn’t that the definition of strength?

      “You and nobody else, tough guy.” Coach actually shakes his head at me. Is he ashamed? Disappointed? Depressed? Maybe all of the above? “Ask me why I drink coffee.”

      “What does this have to do –”

      “Come on,” he goads, giving me a small, noncommittal shrug. “I dare you.”

      “Why do you drink coffee?” I just want this conversation over with.

      In fact, the whole season. The faster I can find a way off this team as soon as possible, the better. I need to work with people who want to win and apparently, Coach Cantone and the rest of the Ogres aren’t them. If they did, I wouldn’t be spending my night in a diner getting dressed down by a waitress-bribing elf.

      “Because I like it. I enjoy it. Makes me happy,” he says simply and effortlessly. I look around perplexed.

      “We’re not shooting a coffee commercial so what’s with the changed subject?” I tap my hands against the table and pretend to not be counting the seconds until I can leave.

      “Why do you play football? Is it the same reason you drink coffee?” He takes a bite of his food, and for the first time, speaks with a full mouth. “To prove you can take being burned? Where’s the enjoyment in that?”

      It takes me a moment to really get the genius but messy words. I grab a napkin from the dispenser and wipe a few flecks of food from the back of my hand. In a strange way, Coach Cantone is right. He may have a weird way of getting his point across, but he’s right.

      “In this scenario or metaphor or whatever it is, am I tossing hot coffee on Mojin?” I fight the urge to add, And spoiling my chances with Alyssa in the process.

      The words hang on the tip of my tongue, and I let them. I’m not asking because I know the answer. Yes.

      “A-plus work, Dalkaar. Especially for you. I mean it.” Coach Cantone snaps his fingers and points to my mug. “Hey, Darla, get this kid a to-go cup and single sugar. He’s got several apologies to come up with.”

      He’s right, and the first one is to Alyssa.

      I think you’re right, and we should put our differences aside for the team. I’m in if you are, her text reads the following morning.

      I frown at the phone and wonder how to reply to this. I’d left a long and, in my opinion, romantic voicemail, and she wrote a text. It stings, but I take the burn. It’s better than nothing. And it’ll do for now.
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      “Thanks for meeting me.” Dalkaar’s voice is low as he repeats himself for the second time.

      We’re seated outside at a cute Mexican restaurant I’ve been meaning to try, Yolanda’s. It’s been two days since Dalkaar's apology, which I’m taking with a grain of salt despite his good behavior. It’s easy to be nice for a day or while people are watching, especially when nothing being said is triggering him.

      “This is my treat, obviously,” he continues as the proprietor, Yolanda, drops off a couple of menus. “It’s the least I can do.”

      I smile at Yolanda, who winks my way before giving Dalkaar a curt nod. I watch him nod back, apparently aware of the reason behind her terse look.

      No one in town is impressed with you right now, and I can’t say that I blame them for it one bit. They’ve no doubt heard about Dalkaar’s locker room meltdown. The town is small. But I keep my previous comment to myself for now, not wanting to sound overly petty. If Dalkaar really is ready to turn over a new leaf, and for good, I’m willing to entertain the orc.

      “Is that what you said to Mojin when you apologized?” I actually don’t know if Dalkaar said sorry to the rookie’s face or not, though Coach Cantone alluded to it the last time we talked.

      “Not exactly,” he admits, looking at me with a serious expression that gives me hope. Is he ashamed? “But I bought him dinner and let him know I could have approached my frustrations better.”

      “You think?” The words fall out before I can help myself. When I close my eyes, I can still see the stunned look on Mojin’s face when Dalkaar chewed into him.

      “I know,” he replies. His voice is a little lower, and I wonder if I’ve struck a nerve he’s trying to hide. “And I get your hesitancy. I just don’t want to be that asshole anymore.” He shrugs and looks away, shaking his head as he gazes across the street.

      “And how do you expect to do that?” I’m trying to be casual, so I peruse the menu as I ask. He follows suit and picks up his own.

      “One step at a time, same as everybody else.”

      I frown at the menu and wonder if there could possibly be a more vague answer. Does he really expect me to be satisfied with the answer? Would he be?

      “I’m going to need specifics.” I sip my water and shrug at him. “It shows you’ve actually thought about it.”

      “That’s the problem.” He huffs, then fixes his face and runs a thick hand through his hair. “I’m not going to be perfect. It’s what I told Mojin and the rest of the guys. When I say something rude, I’m giving everyone permission to say something.”

      Permission? I want to challenge his choice of words, but I guess I understand what he means. “So you won’t push back when someone offers you quality feedback?”

      “I’m going to try,” he replies as another waiter comes to take our order. He motions for me to order, and once I do, he gets the same thing. “I’m already taking your lead, see?”

      “What did Coach Cantone say to change your mind?” I ask casually as I hand my menu over. I’d heard earlier that Coach and Dalkaar had a heart-to-heart and have been dying to know the specifics.

      “A lot,” he answers vaguely as always. I tilt my head his way and give him my most exasperated look. He swallows and looks at his hands. I can’t help but like how vulnerable he looks. “But essentially, he said I was ruining the game for everyone.”

      “Especially yourself?” My eyebrows go up as the words fall out of my mouth. There’s a big part of me that screams it’s the only reason Dalkaar even elected to change. It makes him look good. It gives him more opportunities. “If the big league learns you play nicely, maybe they'll finally let you in.”

      “Okay, I deserve that. And if I were in your position, I’d think the same thing,” he admits, pouring us both a glass of water from a decanter on the table. I’m happy when he pours mine first but keep my face expressionless.

      “Anger problems don’t just go away, especially if the angry person thinks they’re right.” It needs to be said, and I hold my breath as Dalkaar takes the words in.

      “I agree. And I can admit that I think I’m right a lot. Who doesn’t?”

      He shrugs again, and I suck a breath in through my teeth. Now’s not the time to compare his narcissistic tendencies to that of others. We’re talking about his arrogance, not the whole world’s.

      “We’re not talking about everybody else. You should be comparing yourself to successful quarterbacks, not anyone who gets mad.”

      He shifts in his chair, and I wonder what he’s thinking. Is he going to get offended and snap like he normally does? I reach for my purse just in case. There’s no way I’m staying if he can’t keep his calm.

      “Fair,” he finally says, downing his glass of water before pouring himself another cup. “More than fair. Accurate. You’re right.”

      The words sound odd coming out of his mouth, and I ponder silently whether I think he means it or not. So far, he’s done a decent job showing remorse, and ordering what I did isn’t something the Dalkaar I know would do. He loves making his own decisions.

      And other people’s. I swallow down the thought and take a sip of my own water.

      “Yes, but for how long?” I can’t stop testing him.

      And when the coffee comes, I take the only pack of sugar from the container before he can. Flapping the pack back and forth before pouring it into my cup, I watch him smirk and can’t help but do the same.

      “For as long as it takes to get the team’s respect back,” he says. “And yours.” His voice is softer as he admits this last part, and I stiffen at the tone. Sure, I want the team to get along, but my growing feelings for Dalkaar aren’t on the table right now. “Plus, it’s a bad example for the kids.”

      My eyes narrow at him. Did he add this last part because he knows how much I like watching him bond with the community’s young? I lick my lips and swallow down the irritation. He has a good point, whether or not it’s potentially manipulative.

      “How is everything? Can I get you guys anything else?” Yolanda asks once we’re about halfway into our meals.

      Dalkaar gives her a big nod. “Everything’s perfect. You’ve got a great staff.”

      “An amazing staff,” Yolanda agrees. “And every last one is a football fan.” She winks before heading to another table.

      “And that’s what happens when you let people give you compliments rather than demand them,” I whisper over the table, maybe a little playfully.

      It’s true. Yolanda’s staff have bought tickets to almost every game, and I’ve caught more than one furiously cheering for Dalkaar. He has inspired the town. That can’t be denied. I don’t remember seeing Chef Marco or Sybil, the main hostess, before the orc got to town.

      “I don’t demand compliments.” He shakes his head, and I’m pretty sure the light glare he’s sending me is a facetious one.

      I compose myself before speaking. This meeting isn’t a casual one. “You do with your behavior and overall swagger, which is half the reason people don’t want to give you one.”

      He takes a bite and nods without looking away from me. “Okay, I can see that,” he admits through a full mouth.

      The rest of the conversation leaves me feeling hopeful. It’s clear Dalkaar was fully prepared to take my hesitancy with little pushback. After Dalkaar pays and I let him, my shoulder collides with a tall werewolf I recognize as a running back for a rival team.

      “Hope you guys can hit harder than your cheerleaders,” the werewolf says to Dalkaar as we pass, not even looking down at me to apologize.

      “That wasn’t a hit,” I snarl. “Just a cheap shot.”

      I turn to gauge what I assume will be Dalkaar’s ugliest scowl directed right at the player. Instead, he stands stoic but curious, his eyebrow raised in the direction of the running back.

      “Let’s save it for the field, why don’t we?” he says to the werewolf before cupping the small of my back to usher me to the parking lot.

      “Let’s not.”

      The towering and arrogant footballer throws his hands up, letting them smack loudly against his muscular thighs. My fingernails dig into my fist, and I wonder if hurling my leftovers at him would be more rude than well-deserved. Dalkaar looks the werewolf up and down, then motions for me to let it go and follow him.

      “Better do what he says,” the jerk tells me, but before I can open my mouth, Dalkaar’s hand is again on my back.

      “See you soon,” he tells him before lightly pulling me along. I swallow my pride and quietly marvel at Dalkaar’s reaction.
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      The stadium is alive with a symphony of cheers and chants, the culmination of an entire season's worth of hard work and determination. Tonight is our first playoff game. I can feel the weight of the moment pressing against me, urging me to rise above my own desires. Personal glory is an afterthought as I shout words of encouragement to my teammates, their eyes reflecting a shared determination to win and to achieve greatness together.

      I never would have thought in a million years that I would put the team before myself.

      With each skilled play, the scoreboard lights up, our numbers climbing into the double digits while the visitors hold on to a single field goal. That illuminated three stands as a symbol for us to push on even further.

      Almost as an afterthought, at the final ten seconds, instead of taking a knee, I call a play in which Kulgar makes for the end zone, hooks tight, and meets the ball directly in his arms. The crowd erupts.

      Many players on the other team look vexed at the decision to score one last goal instead of running down the clock while we’re winning by 25 points. But my father always told me to never take a knee. To see things through to the bitter end.

      Hours later, Alyssa and I are walking around a grassy field just outside the stadium. It’s not exactly a date, and she hasn’t exactly forgiven me yet. But it’s something.

      I tell her about the countless hours of training, the injuries that almost ended my career before it even began, and the sacrifices that have brought me to this championship game.

      “You’ve been through a lot,” she says while rubbing my arm.

      “If you only knew,” I say.

      “What does that mean?”

      “You know, it’s hard to really know somebody.” I start to pace.

      “Where is this coming from, Dalk?”

      I don’t know where to start. I don’t want her to know too much. I’m not ready to reveal myself just yet. “It’s been a tough road to where I am.”

      “I’m sure it has been,” she says. “Do you want to talk about anything?”

      “It just seems that I’ve had to work harder than most to get to where I am.” I turn away, running my hand across the top of my head. “My father was very strict on me. He put me under a lot of pressure to succeed.”

      Alyssa meets my gaze. “I understand completely. We all have people who still follow us around to this day. Even if they’re not physically here.”

      “But I can’t shake it. The need for success is always there.”

      “I’ve seen that drive in you, Dalk. And it’s very impressive. But you can’t let your father prevent you from making mistakes. From being yourself.”

      I clench my hands into fists. “My brain knows that. But at the end of the day, I can’t handle the thought of failing.

      “It isn’t failure.” She lets out a small chuckle. “It’s how you grow.”

      I smile, probably for the first time that night. “I always knew you were wise. That’s why I’m so attracted to you.”

      She looks up at me. “That,” she says playfully. “And other things.”

      She kisses me, her head tilting. I open my mouth slightly to receive her tongue, which pokes through my lips ever so slightly.

      I let my hands travel down her back, reaching her firm and round ass. It is something I’ve always desired about her physical qualities. I give a squeeze, and she responds by biting my lower lip slightly.

      Then her mouth goes limp. She takes her arms away from my waist and moves to step back.

      

      “You know,” she says, her voice wavering. “I don’t think I can trust you, Dalkaar.” Her face winces as if she’s about to cry. “I’m sorry. I’m just not ready for this again. Not after everything.”

      “I understand.” I put my hands in my pockets. The thing is, I really do.

      I hold her gaze, allowing her the space she needs to process her feelings. My heart aches at the mixture of disappointment and understanding that passes between us. It stings, but I know that my past mistakes have brought us to this point. I offer her a gentle smile, a silent acknowledgment that I respect her boundaries and her right to protect her heart.

      Alyssa puts her hands to her face. “You know, you’re so caught up in winning, in succeeding, and for what? Your own glory? To prove to yourself that you can make your father proud?”

      She sees right through me. Nothing can get past her. Though I still feel the sting of Alyssa's withdrawal, I also carry a renewed determination, not just to win the championship, but to prove to her that I'm worthy of her trust. That the mistakes of my past won't define our future.

      I break the silence. “All I know is that I want to be with you.”

      “Oh, yeah?” she asks. “And how do I know that?”

      I gather my thoughts, stealing glances at the stars above as I speak. "Alyssa, there's something I've been wanting to talk to you about. Lately, I've been spending a lot of time thinking about what I want to do with my life, and where I see myself in the future."

      She turns to me, her eyes glinting in the moonlight, curiosity mixed with a hint of apprehension. "Go on, Dalkaar."

      I take a deep breath, feeling the weight of my dreams and the weight of her gaze. “I won't lie, the thought of making it on a major league team one day is there. If they ever let monsters play."

      Alyssa's expression remains unchanged, but her voice carries a touch of vulnerability. "And what about us? If there is an us. Where am I in that picture?"

      I laugh. “It’s just a pipe dream, Alyssa. It’s not like they’re ever going to open the league to orcs.”

      “But what if they did?” she asks seriously. “Would that be all it takes for you to forget Rose Creek? Forget me? Is that why you walk around here acting like you’re better than the other players still? Do you think you’re really better than me, too?”

      I’m aghast at her question. “No! Alyssa, I could never do better than you.”

      There isn’t a doubt inside me that it’s true. It almost slips out of me, the words I love you, but I choke them back just in time. That’s hardly what she wants to hear from me right now. I’m lucky she’s even speaking to me.

      She purses her lips, thinking it over. I think it really strikes me, in that moment, just how much I’ve hurt her. How much I’ve let her down.

      If she could possibly think that I’m just biding my time to get out of Rose Creek and away from her, too, I haven’t done anything nearly as well as I thought. Maybe it doesn’t just apply to football. Maybe I’m not as good at love or sports as I’ve spent my whole life believing.

      But failing this feels so much worse than losing a championship game ever could.
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      “Great warm up, team,” Dalkaar says. He doesn’t seem to be putting on a facade or forcing the compliment out as if he was choking on it. “Now let’s practice our passes!”

      I watch as Dalkaar pairs up with Tiny so he can work on arcing it in a way that works. The geometry going on in Dalkaar’s head is almost visible as he tries to calculate how far, fast, and high to toss the football. Finally, he does, and it soars right over Tiny’s head.

      The girls and I brace ourselves. We’re ready for Dalkaar to lash out about it and berate Tiny for not being able to catch ‘such an easy pass.’

      Instead, Dalkaar shrugs his shoulders and gets ready to catch Tiny’s pass back. “Sorry about that!” he calls. “Let’s try again.”

      “Hoowee. What got into him?” Dee Dee asks. “One minute he’s like a buck in mating season, next he’s a damn fawn, gentle as can be. I can’t keep tabs on this guy!”

      “It’s not so much what’s gotten into Dalkaar. More like what he’s gotten into. Or who, if you know what I mean,” Daphne says with an exaggerated wink.

      “Oh, yeah. Are you back on good terms with him again?” Dee Dee asks.

      “What? No! I mean, yes we are. But his moods aren’t caused by whether or not I’m sleeping with him. It’s the opposite! He started acting like a jerk again, so I gave him an ultimatum.”

      “Hmm. Be careful, Alyssa,” Daphne warns. “Asshole comes naturally to men like him. They actually have to work to improve, and I should know more than anyone else here. Most men don’t want to put in the effort.”

      I shake my head as Dalkaar cheers Tiny’s catch. It’s genuine, full of support and camaraderie. “He’s good at heart, I know it. You should see him around kids. That’s when a guy’s real character shows up. And he’s gentle and kind as can be.”

      Daphne shrugs her shoulders and sighs. “I get it. You’re in too deep. And frankly, I don’t blame you. I mean, look at him!” She points, pom pom in hand, at the sight of Dalkaar bending over to give Tiny a high five. His entire asset is on display for the whole cheer squad. “I just don’t want to see you get hurt is all.”

      I smile at my teammates and friends. I know they’re just looking out for me. But I can also see how he’s improving. He's really putting the team before his own ego lately, and it’s getting easier and easier every day. I believe in his progress.

      Not to mention how much his drive simply inspires me. How funny, right? It’s my job to inspire them. But watching Dalkaar push himself hard, work with his team to improve, and play every game like it’s the big one just makes me want to cheer harder and louder. We simply work better together. He makes my creativity shine through. 

      And speaking of which…

      “Girls, I just got an idea for a new cheer.” I huddle them together and give them the chant. It’s met with red faces and a sea of giggles. “Ready?”

      They nod in return. We all pick up our pom poms and get into position.

      “Who’s the Ogre with all the sass?”

      “D-A-L-K-A-A-R!”

      “Who’s the Ogre with the tightest ass?”

      “D-A-L-K-A-A-R! Gooooo OGRES!”

      Dalkaar turns to look at us with a cocky grin. The other guys laugh and elbow each other, but I know what the orc is thinking. He saunters over toward us. Daphne shoos the rest of the team away to give us a little privacy.

      “Nice cheer,” he says.

      “Yeah, I thought so, too.”

      “So, does this mean you’re considering another date with me?” he asks. His cocky self-assuredness is tempered by a slight anxiety underneath. He’s actually considering the possibility that I’ll say no.

      “Hmm, sure. Why not?” I say playfully. He’s not completely off the hook yet. “But nothing fancy or big. Just a simple dinner or something.”

      Dalkaar folds his arms and nods. “Simple. Alright. I think I can pull that off. How about I pick you up an hour after practice?”

      “I think that sounds perfect.”

      An hour after practice leaves me with enough time to shower and change into something cute but comfortable. I put on a loose-fitting blouse over light blue jeans and black boots. A perfect outfit for any sort of simple date. There’s a knock on the door, and I open it. Dalkaar is standing there, dressed rather nicely himself and holding a single daisy in his hand.

      “Simple,” he says as he hands it to me. I accept the single flower and smell it before placing it over my ear.

      “It certainly is.” I take Dalkaar’s arm as he guides me to his car. It’s a short but lovely drive downtown. The radio is turned to a local country music station. I wonder if he normally listens to this, or if it’s just for my benefit. 

      He parks in front of a little restaurant on the main road called Little Red Dog. It’s unassuming and plain. Nothing about it screams romance to me. It’s perfect.

      As we walk in, we’re greeted by a teenage hostess in shorts and a rock band T-shirt. She guides us to a wooden table and chairs by the window and hands us plastic-coated menus. 

      “Well, this is probably the definition of simple,” I say with a smile. The offerings include fried chicken, a beer-battered catfish sandwich, burgers, pulled pork, and something called the garbage platter.

      “I thought so. Their website looks like it was made in the nineties. It’s charming,” Dalkaar replies. “And reviewers say the fried chicken is to die for.”

      Our waiter appears and takes our orders. 

      “Apparently, I have to try the fried chicken. I’ll have the sandwich and a lager,” I say.

      “IPA. Garbage platter,” Dalkaar says.

      If there was any hope for pure romance tonight, it’s gone with that sentence.

      “So, I noticed you’ve been a little more supportive on the field lately,” I say. Our beers hit the table before he has a chance to respond. Dalkaar takes a long drink of his before nodding.

      “I’ve thought a lot about what you said. I can’t just act like I won you over and slip into bad habits like that again. Especially when we both have the same goal in mind.”

      “The team,” I reply.

      “The team. Exactly. And I realized, if I disrespect the team, I’m disrespecting you.”

      “Oh.” I sit back in my chair and let those words sink over me. I never thought about it that way, but he’s right. I put a lot of time and effort into supporting my team. It does feel like a slap in the face when someone berates and belittles them. “Yeah. You are.”

      “I can’t behave that way anymore and expect you to still want to be with me. I’m doing my best to turn myself around. I just want you to know that.”

      I smile. As I’m reaching across the table to take his hand, a plate of food slides in and cuts the gesture off. 

      “One chicken sandwich, and one garbage platter. Enjoy!”

      I quirk an eye at Dalkaar’s meal. It’s fried chicken covered in gravy, cheese, tater tots, onions, bacon, and who knows what else is in that pile. He looks at it the same way he looked at me the night we had sex.

      I’m almost offended. Until I take a bite of my sandwich. The taste and texture make me moan. 

      “I told you,” Dalkaar says before scooping a forkful of that mess into his mouth.

      “This might be the best chicken sandwich I've ever had in my life. I’ve lived here my whole life. How have I never been here before?” I ask. It’s so moist and crispy, and the seasoning is flavorful without being overpowering. And the mayonnaise tastes homemade.

      Dalkaar smirks. “The best stuff is always hard to find.”

      “I can’t argue with that.” It certainly felt like I’d waited a long, hard time trying to find a man I could really connect with. Every guy I knew who was worth a lick of salt left town a long time ago. I’d almost given up on finding someone right for me. But now Dalkaar is here, and he’s really putting in an effort. Not just because he wants to win. Because he wants to win my heart.

      I almost can’t believe it’s true. I once again reach over and take his hand in mine with a light squeeze.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “For what?” he asks after swallowing a rather large bite of chicken and gravy.

      “For being here. For still trying. For not giving up on this.” He could easily get any clout-chasing, beautiful woman he wanted. But instead, he kept trying. He kept changing to be the man I needed him to be.

      Dalkaar turns his hand and squeezes mine in return. “You’re more than worth the effort,” he says with a warm smile. My cheeks go red as I realize I truly believe him.
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      The atmosphere in the stadium is electric, the tension almost palpable. The final championship game has finally arrived, and all eyes are on me as I step onto the field. The opposing team's defense lines up with a steely resolve, determined to thwart our every move. I exchange a quick nod with my teammates in the huddle, their unwavering trust in me a motivating force.

      The first quarter begins, and the intensity is immediate. The opposing defense unleashes a relentless pass rush, forcing me to make quick decisions under pressure. I rely on my instincts and the countless hours of practice as I deliver pinpoint passes to our receivers, each completion a hard-fought victory.

      As the second quarter unfolds, we find ourselves trailing by a touchdown.

      The defense is unyielding, reading our plays and shutting down our options. But adversity only fuels our determination. In a crucial drive, we employ a mix of no-huddle offense and audibles at the line of scrimmage.

      The clock becomes our enemy, but we march down the field, converting on crucial third downs and defying the odds.

      I look over at Alyssa on the last play of the first half as we hustle to line up for the scrimmage. This is a crucial moment, and she’s flashing me the biggest smile I have ever seen. I know that I can do this more than I’ve known I can do anything else in my life.

      With seconds left in the half, we're on the brink of the end zone.

      The crowd's anticipation is palpable as I call the play, my voice cutting through the noise. The ball is snapped, and I drop back, my eyes scanning the field.

      I can almost see everything before it happens. I can pick out every blade of grass by its name.

      The pocket collapses, but I stand tall, surveying my options. At the last moment, I spot Tiny breaking free in the corner of the end zone. With perfect timing, I release the ball, the spiral cutting through the air as the clock ticks down to zero.

      The stadium seems to hold its breath as the ball descends, and Tiny leaps with outstretched arms.

      The moment stretches into eternity as he juggles the ball momentarily and fights for possession, his fingers grazing the ball before he secures it against his chest.

      Touchdown!

      The crowd erupts in a symphony of cheers, the excitement reaching a crescendo as we head into halftime tied, the momentum swinging in our favor.

      I gather my teammates in the locker room during halftime, the air thick with nervous tension. I can see in their eyes the weight of the championship game bearing down on them. We've come so far together, battled through every obstacle, and now, on the precipice of victory, the nerves threaten to overwhelm us.

      "Listen up, everyone," I begin, my voice steady and reassuring. "I know the stakes are high, and the pressure is intense. But remember, we've trained for this. We've sweat, bled, and poured everything into getting here. This isn't just a game. It's a culmination of every ounce of effort we've given."

      “Every one of you is here for a reason. You're here because you've proven your worth. Because you've fought for this moment. Don't let nerves define this game. Let our preparation, our camaraderie, and our love for this sport be what carries us through."

      I pause for a moment, allowing my words to sink in. The locker room is filled with the echo of my speech, the energy shifting from nervousness to determination. The bond we share is unbreakable, and I know that we have what it takes to triumph.

      It reminds me of the bond I have with Alyssa. We can make anything work now.

      I put on my helmet. "So, let's go out there and play our hearts out. Let's remind ourselves why we fell in love with this game in the first place. We'll face adversity, but we've faced it before, and we've conquered it. And when the final whistle blows, I want us to leave everything on that field. No regrets, no doubts. Let's play for each other, for the fans who believe in us, and for ourselves. This is our moment, and together, we'll make it unforgettable."

      A chorus of cheers fills the locker room, the nervousness replaced by a renewed fire. As we step out onto the field, I hope that my teammates will carry my words with them. We're in this together, and no matter the outcome, we'll face it united and unafraid.

      The second half is a back-and-forth battle, each play fraught with suspense. The defense forces a turnover, and we capitalize with a field goal. The opposing team answers with a long touchdown pass, their fans roaring with approval. The clock ticks relentlessly, and the scoreboard tells a tale of resilience and determination.

      As the fourth quarter begins, we're down by a field goal. The stakes couldn't be higher, the championship hanging in the balance. I gather my teammates in the huddle, my voice steady as I call the final drive. We exchange knowing glances, the weight of the moment etched on our faces.

      The drive unfolds with a mixture of controlled passes and explosive runs. The clock seems to speed up, each tick a reminder that time is running out. We methodically advance down the field, inching closer to the end zone. The defense tightens up, but we remain poised, executing with precision.

      With less than a minute left, we find ourselves on the opponent's ten-yard line.

      The crowd's anticipation is palpable, their collective breath held in suspense. I step up to the line of scrimmage, surveying the defense one last time.

      The ball is snapped, and I drop back, my heart pounding like a drum.

      The pocket collapses around me, but I elude the rush, buying precious seconds.

      Suddenly, a receiver breaks free in the back of the end zone.

      I launch the ball with all my might, every ounce of training and determination channeled into that throw. The spiraling ball seems to hang in mid-air, a testament to the weight of the moment.

      The crowd's roar becomes a distant hum as the ball descends, the receiver stretching out his arms. The defender closes in, but in a breathtaking moment, the receiver makes a leaping catch, securing the ball against his chest just as he crosses the goal line.

      The stadium explodes in a cacophony of sound, the cheers and cries merging into an indistinguishable roar.

      The referee's arms shoot up, signaling a touchdown, and the scoreboard changes to display our narrow lead.

      With mere seconds left on the clock, we kick off to the opposing team, and the defense takes the field one last time. The tension is unbearable as they mount a final desperate drive, the outcome of the championship hanging in the balance.

      But then, the moment arrives. The opposing quarterback drops back, and the defense converges on him, forcing a fumble.

      We recover the ball, and the referee blows the final whistle.

      The stadium erupts in a frenzy of celebration as my teammates and I embrace, the victory slowly sinking in. We've won the championship, a culmination of grit, teamwork, and unyielding resolve. As I hoist the championship trophy high, the confetti swirling around us, I'm overwhelmed with a profound sense of accomplishment. This was a game for the ages, a story of perseverance etched into the annals of sports history.

      Back in the locker room, somebody comes behind me and pours an entire bucket of water over my head. My first reaction to blow off the handle is quelled by seeing Alyssa.

      She stands in the doorway and waves with a wry smile on her face. She looks absolutely stunning in her cheerleading uniform, her tight hips in the black shorts and her gorgeous chest in that tight red shirt.

      I walk up to her, limping from the sudden cold I take on from the freezing water.

      “You know, I would have had a lot more fun dumping the water on you,” I say. “Especially in that shirt.”

      She narrows her eyes but grins. “Do it and I’ll kill you.”

      I shrug nonchalantly. “I think it might be worth it.”
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      I lean into Dalkaar’s arms once more, and the feel of his thick hands around my waist tells me everything I need to know. I still want this. I still want him. Maybe more than ever now.

      “We couldn’t have done it without you,” he says in my ear, and I smile. As he lets me go, I gaze up at him in awe. Did he really just say that?

      Of course I know it was a team effort, but I never thought I’d hear him actually thank me. “I couldn’t have done it without you. I hope you know that.”

      “I definitely do now,” I admit as someone taps me on the shoulder. I turn to see a beam Dee Dee, no doubt just as excited as I am that all our hard work has paid off.

      “Who feels like celebrating?” Kulgar’s voice rings out before Dee Dee can speak.

      “Shots! Shots! Shots!” Dee Dee cheers. I chuckle at her exuberance as a few other players and squad members join in the chant.

      “See what you did?” I laugh as Dalkaar playfully scoops up again. This time, he throws me over his shoulder like a rag doll and I let him. He spins me around twice before leading the team to the parking lot.

      “Dee Dee! Help!” I wail playfully as she gets smaller the further Dalkaar jogs away.

      “See you at the bar!” she squeals before Theron tosses her over his own shoulder. He, too, spins her twice before running after us. In no time at all, nearly every cheerleader is giggling over someone’s shoulder, and the sound makes me giddy.

      I can’t believe we’re the champs!

      The Ragtop Bar and Lounge is nicer than it sounds. As soon as the whole group arrives, a plethora of pitchers and ice-cold beer glasses litter our collection of tables.

      “Yo, Dalkaar!” I hear Felix yell from the pool tables. “Come treat some fans to a picture.” Felix motions to the two men, both of whom sport Ogres jerseys and wide grins.

      “Just one!” the man closest to Felix says, and I slide out of the booth I’m in to let Dalkaar get out.

      “Famous last words,” I whisper under my breath, but I’m happy everyone around us wants to celebrate.

      I’m even more stoked that Dalkaar feels the same way. I can tell by the cheerful look on his face. He knows this win means a lot to everyone.

      “How about a few of us?” Dalkaar asks the men as he heads over. I watch Kulgar and Mojin look up at the words, then smile as Dalkaar motions for them to get in the picture. “Triple the amount of winners.”

      “Quadruple!” Daryn adds as several more players gather into the pic.

      “You guys look cozy,” Dee Dee says, holding a glass of wine and smiling down at me. “Does it mean what I think it means?”

      I look over at Dalkaar before answering. He winks my way before returning to his conversation. Now, the men are taking pictures one-on-one.

      “Depends on what you think it means.” I sip my drink coyly, then make eye contact with a pale, college-aged student standing a little ways from us.

      “Are you two offering pictures by chance?” she asks in a small voice. I can barely hear her over the music and chatter.

      “What?” Dee Dee asks.

      “Picture!” I yell, then point to the girl, who beams as I get up.

      After a few photos, and by a few, I mean at least two dozen or so, I’m back at the table sipping my drink across from Dee Dee. Dalkaar and the rest of the first-stringers still hold court over at the pool tables, but he and I make eyes at each other through most of it.

      “I hope at least some of the pics are cute,” Dee Dee offers as I watch her scroll through social media.

      “I have a feeling even if they aren’t, you’ll get more opportunities soon.” And I mean it. Tonight’s game was packed, and it wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest if walking down the street is going to be hard for the players. Even us cheerleaders.

      “A small price to pay!” Dee Dee responds, obviously picking up on what I mean by the words. I wonder what next season will look like with Dalkaar. If there is another season, that is.

      “Hey, Dee Dee! Alyssa!” Conrad hollers behind us. “Got some kids outside who want a pic. What do you think?”

      As soon as Dee Dee and I exit The Ragtop Bar and Lounge, a cacophony of cheers hit us. The watering hole is conveniently located next to a burger and pizza spot, which is filled to the brim with revelers. The parking lot is a tailgate party all on its own, complete with music and dancing. I sway to the music as Dee Dee and I wait for another group of fans to pull out their phones for selfies.

      “Did you always want to be a cheerleader?” one of the girls asks Dee Dee and me.

      “Oh yeah, always!” she answers first. “That and a wedding planner. And now I’m both.”

      “When I grow up, I want to be a football player,” a little voice says to my right. I look down to see the most adorable orc girl rocking some yellow glasses and a mouthful of braces.

      “Great choice!” I hear Dalkaar’s voice behind me. “That makes two things we have in common.”

      The little girl gapes up at Dalkaar as if she’s seen a celebrity. And when I think about it, I guess she kind of has.

      “I had braces, too,” he continues. I gape as he bends down to meet the fan’s big blue eyes. “Which made me all the more fierce in the eyes of the opponent.” He holds out two fingers and motions to his currently slitted eyes before pointing to the rest of the parking lot. “The trick is to keep them in sight. Arrrr!” he growls through his pearly white teeth.

      I laugh, but the girl follows his lead. Soon, the two are engaged in a growling contest that eventually turns into a snarl. “Now that’s how you do it,” he continues, offering her his enormous fist to bump.

      The bespectacled fan with the big blue eyes punches Dalkaar’s fist. I hide a smile behind my hand as he feigns bone-shattering pain.

      “Ah, warn an orc before you hit like that.” I have to admit, he’s doing a great job pretending to look hurt. He rubs and then shakes out his hand as the little girl laughs.

      “That’s playing to your strengths and not hers,” I tease.

      “Oh, so this is a team effort,” he replies, gesturing to both of us.

      “Always!” she wails as she jumps up and down.

      “Okay, I see how it is now,” Dalkaar quips. “I’m going to have to watch out for you. You’re coming for me. I can tell.”

      “No!” she argues with a grin on her face. “But maybe!”

      “Depends on if it’s fun,” I add, looping my arm in his.

      “Are you two in love?” the little girl asks, darting her eyes between me and Dalkaar, who feels just as stiff as I do, if not more.

      “Nia, that’s rude,” a voice yells out next to me. I assume it’s the young girl’s mom, who smiles at us both before grabbing her daughter’s hand. “How about a picture instead?”

      “Yeah! Yeah!” Nia’s climbing on Dalkaar before either he or I can respond. “Her, too. Her, too!” she finishes with a tiny green finger in my direction. She begs us to balance her on our hands like the cheerleaders do, and after another member of the squad offers to replace Dal Kar so he can spot us, we spend the next few minutes doing the same for nearly every kid outside.

      Even a few of the more inebriated adult fans ask the same, which results in some of the best pictures I’ve seen of myself online. And Dalkaar, too, who seems just as eager as I am to show the fans how appreciative we are of their support.

      It isn’t until later that our hands are free to touch each other again. As he rubs the goosebumps from my arms with a meaty hand, I pat his wide chest with my palm.

      “You did good, kid,” I admit.

      “Right back at you, neighbor,” he says with a wink.

      “Neighbor?” I can practically feel the quizzical expression on my face.

      “Kid?” he replies with a question of his own.

      “Sorry, I meant big kid.” He takes the dig with a smirk.
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      The sun beats down into my eyes but who cares? I can’t even muster the energy to be irritated with all the fans around me cheering right now. And for all of us, not just my handsome mug.

      “Kulgar! Over here!” I squint in the direction of the photographer hired to commemorate the parade specifically for the team, squatting among a sea of friendly faces and smiling, too. I can’t hear Kulgar’s response over the marching band blaring a few cars up, but I’m sure it’s something energetic. Just like the mood.

      The two floats commissioned for today’s parade couldn’t be more different from one another. The float trailing behind is a small replica of downtown Rose Creek. How the Baptist church and neighboring Elks Club managed the feat in just four days is beyond me.

      “Dalkaar! Catch!” My hand juts out just in time to grab the bouquet of lollipops and pixie sticks from the crowd. I fake smell the scrumptious DIY and wave the prize overhead.

      “Dinner for a year!” I yell, surprised to catch a slew of chuckles as the open Jeep I’m in catches up with the float ahead.

      Made in just under two days by the high school, the glitzy and team-inspired float sports only the cheer squad, dressed in glamorous versions of our jerseys and as bubbly as ever. It was a great idea to make extra bejeweled jerseys, which of course was Alyssa’s brainchild and currently the most exciting thing about the parade. If the screaming kids begging for a shirt can be trusted.

      Dee Dee and Janet shoot an occasional glittering jersey into the crowd, and I wonder how many are left. The turnout includes just about everyone in town and then some. If someone were to tell me my season with the Ogres would end like this, I’d have believed them, only not for the reasons the parade is actually happening.

      I make quick eye contact with Janet, who’s currently shaking a set of pom poms furiously in the direction of a family of werewolves. One of the younglings growls at her, and she mimics the gesture. The other two pups join in, and soon, I’m passing them with the same venomous expression.

      All three jump for joy. I snag a few suckers from my candy bouquet and toss them over. To my surprise, each one of the kids grabs their treat from the air with ease. It’s only then I notice their homemade T-shirts, all of which sport a colorful drawing of my own face.

      Now it’s my turn to get excited. I pose for the mother, dressed in her own T-shirt with Mojin’s face on it, as she snaps a couple shots of me with her cell.

      “Get my good side!” I don’t know if she hears me, but it isn’t long before another group of revelers grabs my attention.

      “You’re the best, Dalkaar!”

      “No, you are!” I make sure to point at the bespectacled kid hollering. If I were to guess, I’d say the human girl is about ten or eleven. I toss her a sucker from my bouquet, which she surprisingly catches in her teeth.

      “Whoa!” I grip the jeep’s door as we keep cruising. This town really does have quite the locals. What was I thinking by ever giving them a hard time?

      An hour or so later, Alyssa and I are eating sliced pizza overlooking the field as the rest of the cheer squad and players ready the place for some games. Though the parade was the only solid plan on the team and town’s agenda, it didn’t take long for a few well-meaning kids to beg for another afternoon of football and cheer camp.

      “What do you think the biggest accomplishment has been for the team thus far?” DJ Mike asks from his impromptu recording booth beside us. I turn to ascertain which of us the host is talking to.

      “As a whole, it’s probably different than individually, Mike,” I reply thoughtfully as soon as Alyssa squeezes my arm. “I know for me, the biggest accomplishment is making this town so damn proud. But I bet everyone else might say it was me getting my own head out of my ass.”

      “Wise words from a wise quarterback,” Mike comments into his mic. “Any chance the dunk booth had much if not everything to do with your brand new outlook?”

      “It was a team effort,” I reply, looking down at Alyssa with a wink. “Suffice it to say, I deserve that.”

      “And suffice it to say, I won’t argue.” Mike’s technician hits a button and a zany noise erupts from a speaker under the table. “But what will you do now that the season is over?”

      “Play another one, I hope.” I feel a tug on my shirt and turn to see a centaur child sporting a pair of pretend wings.

      “This is for you,” the little girl says before trotting off in the direction of her friends, two actual fairies with luminous and colorful wings. I look down at the homemade cookie with my face on it and wonder if I’ll ever have the heart to eat it.

      “You look so handsome,” Alyssa says as DJ Mike sends the show to a commercial. “Bet they don’t make treats like that in the big leagues.”

      “Probably not,” I admit. “Should I save it then?”

      “Heck, no. Give me half,” she laughs. “Or at least a bite.”

      As we munch on my face, which is delicious and covered in cream cheese frosting and chocolate chunks, I catch sight of Coach Cantone heading onto the field. He’d driven the second float in the parade, and I hadn’t gotten a chance to see him today.

      “We’re busying up your field again,” I say as he makes his way to me and Alyssa, who congratulates the elf for his indomitable spirit and coaching prowess.

      “Nothing wrong with a few friends dropping by if they know the rules.” Coach Cantone squints out onto the field, and I wonder what he’s thinking about. Did he ever imagine half the town’s kids would be celebrating his team’s win with such fanfare? If at all? “I’m sure you’re going to say this was all your doing, right?”

      “Not this time,” I reply. “Sorry to disappoint.”

      “When you thinking about wrapping this all up?” The words sound genuinely curious, and I figure Coach Cantone may have plans the rest of us don’t know about.

      I look to the crowd of revelers then back at Coach Cantone with a shrug.

      “We didn’t really ask. This all just sort of happened,” Alyssa explains, gesturing all around us.

      “No, not the party.” Coach gives her a curious look as if he weren’t a crabby old elf who hated distractions of all kinds. “I’m not a square. I practically invented field hopping.”

      “Field what?”

      “Field hopping,” he says again. “You know, where everyone gets together and collectively loiters on the field in celebration, most of the time in celebration of a big win. This is nothing.” He waves off half the marching band passing us, currently playing their way through some song I’ve never heard on their way to the field. “Small towns do it a lot.”

      “Oh,” I say over the noise as Cantone asks me again what my plans are.

      I shrug and look down at Alyssa. She’s my plan. At least part of it. But I highly doubt that’s what he means by his question.

      “What do you have in mind?” From the look on the elf’s face, I can tell he’s sitting on some information.

      “It’s not what I have in mind,” he replies. “At least not completely. Seems like the powers that be want me, you, all of us back next year. Contracts should be coming any day now, so get yourself a pen if that sounds good to you.”

      I’m smiling ear to ear at the news. Of course, I want to play for the Ogres again. There’s no other team I’d rather be on.

      “It sounds better than good!” Alyssa says as soon as she sees my face.

      “The league mentioned you, too,” Coach says. “Well, you and all the squad. We’re the talk of the rotation, and I don’t see that changing any time soon.”

      “This is so great! I can’t believe it!” Alyssa is jumping up and down now, and it takes everything in me not to do the same thing.

      Over the next week, the contracts do come in, and I’ve signed mine almost as soon as my lawyer reads it through. The community has been kind enough to keep their support going even after the end of the season, resulting in more than one new sponsor for the Ogres.

      And though my and many other team members’ celebrity status is growing, I make a concentrated effort to remain humble.

      If Rose Creek is going to be my new home, I need to keep the Old Dalkaar in check. And I’m beginning to think it’ll be easy work. I’ve been asked to speak at a few rehab facilities and sports clinics, honors I’ve made sure to share with the team. I’m not the only player with something interesting to say, after all, and Rose Creek needs to know that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            28

          

          

      

    

    







            ALYSSA

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake up to the sun warming my face. The cardinals outside are chirping away, pecking at the feeders we installed in the yard. I roll over to wake up Dalkaar. He sleeps so deeply that it sometimes takes three different alarms blaring to wake him up before he’s ready.

      But today is Saturday, and we don’t have anything planned for the weekend. So we’ve both slept in a little late. And now I’m hungry, and he promised me waffles for breakfast. So it’s time for him to wake up.

      “Hey,” I say, pushing on his shoulder. “Wake up time!” Dalkaar mumbles a little, snorts, and goes back to gently snoring. I sigh and try again. “Hey! Come on, good morning.” I shake him harder but still, he stays completely knocked out.

      Maybe I’m going about this wrong. What if instead of a firm hand, I tried a more gentle approach? I feel a little heat start pooling in my stomach as I shuffle myself under the blankets until I’m pressed right against Dalkaar. I lean in and kiss him. Gently at first, then I add in a little nipping and sucking. 

      Dalkaar’s breath hitches as he wakes up. It only takes a moment for him to realize what’s going on, but once he does, he’s immediately kissing me back. He moans into my mouth while sliding his arm around my hip. Dalkaar pulls me in somehow closer and rests his other hand on my ass. I squeal as he grabs on, hard, and he smiles against my lips in return.

      “Good morning,” he says hoarsely. I want to chide him for sleeping in so late when he has waffles to make, but my priorities have suddenly changed. Dalkaar’s cock is rock hard and pressing up against my pelvis. 

      “Good morning,” I reply while trailing my hand down his belly and under the waistband of his pajama pants. I grip his cock and listen with glee at his moans. 

      “Yes indeed.” Dalkaar’s hips jerk, moving his dick forward through my grasp. “You woke me up from an amazing dream.”

      “Oh really? Better than this?” I ask, twisting my hand gently while I pump his cock. Dalkaar makes a strangled sound in his throat and grips my ass tighter. 

      “Dreamed I made quarterback on the state team. Professional – Ah! – League. And you were there.” 

      “In the stands?” I ask.

      Dalkaar shakes his head against the pillow. “Cheerleader. Front and center. Every woman wanted to be you, and every man wanted you. But you were all mine.”

      I hum in appreciation. “Am. Currently,” I correct.

      Dalkaar closes his eyes and smirks. “Yeah. All mine.” He puts his hand on the back of my head, threads his fingers through my loose hair, and pulls me in for another kiss. We take our time, long and slow, as if the entire world could be put on hold for us. He takes his hand off of my ass long enough to slide the silk shorts and cotton panties off of it. 

      “That does sound like a nice dream.” I only squirm a little as he positions the head of his cock against my clit and begins to slide it around. The pressure feels incredible. I take my hand away and let him slide against my lips like that. “What else happened?”

      “We made it to the big game,” Dalkaar continues. “You became a star. too. Had your own endorsement deals. My face was on cereal boxes. Yours was on health drinks.”

      It’s my turn to moan as the head of Dalkaar’s cocks hits the opening of my pussy.

      “We were a regular football power couple.” His hand slides under the hem of my tank top and finds my breast. He plays with my nipples until they’re as hard as he likes. Then he rolls my top over them and reaches down to pay each one special oral attention.

      “Dalkaar,” I whisper. “I want you inside me.” I know I sound so whiny, begging for it. I also know that’s what he likes.

      His teeth gently close around one of my nipples, and I scream from the jolt of pleasure ripping up my spine.

      “How would you like it?” he asks before soothing it with a long, gentle lick.

      “On top,” I stutter. “I want to ride you.”

      Dalkaar smirks and rolls on his back, taking me up with him in one smooth motion. I grab my tank top with the intent of taking it off, but Dalkaar stops me.

      “Leave it,” he demands. “It’s hot.”

      “Oh, okay,” I reply with a laugh.

      I lean back a little to line his cock up with my opening. Then I slowly slide all the way down. Dalkaar leans his head harder into the pillow and makes a low groaning sound. I rest my palms on his large, muscular chest and begin to move my hips. I slide up and down, gripping his cock while I do so. Then I grind my clit against his pelvis, which elicits a strangled sound of surprise from him.

      “Do that,” Dalkaar sputters. He grabs my hips and moves me like that again. “Keep doing that.”

      So I do. I rotate between hopping up and down and grinding against him. The change in speed, pressure, and friction is incredible for both of us. It also draws out our pleasure, keeping either of us from reaching our climax too quickly. 

      But the sun is demanding we get on with it, and both of us are becoming covered in sticky sweat from the growing summer humidity. So I sit back up, arch my back, and move in the exact way that I know drives Dalkaar completely wild. 

      “Fuck, yes, Alyssa. Don’t stop,” he yells. His hands are gripping my hips so tightly they might bruise. It feels incredible. I wet my fingers with my tongue and give a little more attention to my clit.

      That’s it for me. I scream, head thrown back, and body tight as I finally allow my orgasm to come. Dalkaar howls at the increased pressure, and he isn’t too far behind. He holds me down and pumps into me over and over while his orgasm crashes like a tsunami. 

      It’s over. I collapse on top of Dalkaar with a tired, pleasant hum. He strokes my hair while we both try to catch our breaths.

      “I believe I owe you waffles,” he finally says. I let out a quick, surprised laugh.

      “I’d almost forgotten!” I admit. “But we need a shower first. We both smell like a locker room.”

      Dalkaar agrees and flips me back over onto the mattress to get the water started. I take a moment to stretch in the soft, cream-colored sheets before following him in. We have our shared shower time down to a routine by now. Dalkaar uses his all-in-one hair and body wash, which is strangely labeled as smelling like ‘sports,’ while I take my time with my lengthy hair and skincare routine. 

      Then I put on my makeup and dry my hair while Dalkaar shaves and polishes his tusks. He takes better care of those than he does his own skin! I’ll have to try and convince him to start moisturizing more.

      “Alright. Waffles,” Dalkaar states with hands on his hips. 

      “I’ll get the coffee started.” Dalkaar cannot make good coffee to save his life, but he’s fantastic at cooking any sort of breakfast food. It’s very convenient for me, who always burns pancakes and undercooks the bacon. But my coffee is out of this world.

      “Strawberries or chocolate?” Dalkaar asks while I set the table.

      “Why not both?” I ask.

      He looks at me like he’d never considered that before. Then he turns back around and excitedly gets to work. I serve Dalkaar his coffee with protein powder creamer and three sugars. Mine, I take black with a sprinkle of sugar to cut the bitterness. I take a seat right as Dalkaar serves me chocolate pancakes with strawberries and whipped cream on top.

      “How adventurous,” I tease.

      But I couldn't be happier. These waffles were worth waiting for. “So, what would you like to do today?” Dalkaar is finding himself without much to do since we’re out of season and practices are more sparse than usual. 

      “Well, the yard looks like it needs to be mowed. And it’s supposed to rain tomorrow, so I should probably take care of that today.”

      I frown. That doesn’t exactly scream fun. “Oh, the flower beds need weeding. I can do that while you mow.”

      Dalkaar smiles. I’m always finding ways for us to spend time together, even if we can’t say a single word over the noise of an electric mower. Just being able to see him nearby, working just as hard as I am, motivates me. I can do anything with him.

      “Just remember to wear sunscreen this time,” I implore him. “Your back is still peeling from the last burn.”

      Dalkaar makes a dismissive sound but smiles. He knows I hassle him because I care. This feels so right, us living and working together like this.

      I want to stay this way. Forever.
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      “It’s okay if you need a second, Lucas. That’s what the stress ball is for,” I say to the teenage werewolf seated across me. The other kids in the semi-circle stay quiet, but I know they’re listening to the kid’s story.

      With the season over, a few of the guys, including me, have made efforts to keep busy while promoting the team. Our anti-bullying meetings in the high school’s gym aren’t packed but respectable. It’s a step in the right direction and one I should have taken years ago.

      “Right, my bad,” Lucas says, squeezing the black and yellow foam football before continuing. “I just thought it was a really good idea, you know? What’s not to like about it? I don’t understand what made her so mad.”

      “I get, Lucas. I really do,” I begin with a shrug. This kid is just like me. Strong, agile, talented, the whole package. Except when it comes to another’s perspective. “You thought Suzie McAllister would thank you. No one’s denying your good intentions, just your execution of said intentions.”

      And I mean it. Thirteen-year-old Dalkaar might have pulled the same stunt if given the chance. But browbeating your nerdy neighbor into writing someone’s book report doesn’t scream ‘sensible.’ It also doesn’t scream ‘date me, please.’ But I keep these thoughts to myself and gesture for Mojin or Kulgar to speak.

      “The important thing is, we’re sharing our experiences, so you guys don’t have to.” I flinch at Kulgar’s words. He notices and backpedals. “I mean, sharing is caring. Share away, guys. We –”

      “Just don’t want you making the same mistakes we did,” Mojin finishes. “Some of us more than others.” Mojin points my way to diffuse the tension.

      I laugh along with the rest as he delves into my locker room meltdown. I shrug but stay quiet, letting Mojin, more or less the victim in this, share his perspective.

      It doesn’t sting nearly as bad as I thought it would watching everyone size me up, even the kids. “Yeah, I was that angry.” I shrug and take the boos and scoffs playfully heaved my way.

      “Plus big enough not to let his anger get in the way of a good game,” Mojin explains. “It just took the coach spelling it out for him is all.”

      “I’m not the strongest reader,” I tease. “I throw balls far. That’s my gift.”

      “I’ve been trying to figure out why I didn’t just do her homework on my own. I mean, I can read. Reading’s fine… I guess… I guess I just didn’t want her to think I was sissy, you know?” Lucas studies his scuffed sneakers and trails off. I get the sense he’s still missing the point a little.

      “Do you think she would have really thought that, knowing what you know now?” Mojin asks, and I’m wondering the same thing. “Chicks dig smart guys.”

      “And they can do their own homework,” Theron adds.

      “Right, but who wants to?” another kid pipes up, doing his best to make Lucas feel understood. I think the ghoul’s name is Willis.

      “Men who aren’t afraid of a little work,” I reply, hoping it sounds as smart as I intend it to. Sure, homework when you’re young is a hurdle and something to avoid at all costs, but there’s a bad side to avoiding the hard stuff, too.

      “I’m not afraid of hard work. I’m not afraid of anything,” the same kid comments, his arms folded across his chest defiantly.

      “I used to be afraid of hard work.” Mojin looks the kid straight in the eye before shrugging. “I wanted nothing but the easy stuff. Thought I was smart, thought I had it all figured out. But then, kids were popping up with black eyes left and right. You know what happened?”

      The kids lean in one by one, and I stifle a smile.

      “What?” the kid to my right asks in a whisper.

      “These happened,” Mojin replied, holding both his fists up. “Kids my age didn’t want to play with me after a while because of it. So I had no friends and no penmanship skills.”

      “Nobody cares about penmanship skills. They –”

      “You don’t think so?” Mojin interrupts sharply, and a few of the kids jump at his intensity. “Say that to my thirteenth birthday. I wrote the cards out myself, one by one, and not a single kid came.”

      “Probably because you beat them up, though,” the kid to my right says. I read his name tag and nod his way.

      “Good point, Frederick,” I offer.

      “Theodore,” he comments, looking down at his name tag. “I also struggle to get kids to come to my birthday party. But I didn’t write invitations.” Theodore looks out the window before letting out a monstrous sigh. “I just carved the time into everyone’s locker!” The group gasps as Mojin and I make eye contact.

      Are we having a breakthrough right now?

      “Who else has a story similar to this?” I ask, sensing this is the perfect opportunity to work on requests versus demands.

      “Me, I do.”

      “Same.”

      “I thought I was the only one.”

      “I didn’t know I was being rude!”

      I have to stifle a grin as nearly every kid raises his hand and Mojin takes a headcount. “That’s almost everyone here,” Mojin comments as the noise in the gym dies down. “Do you know what that tells me?”

      “Besides we all throw garbage parties and can’t write?” Theodore asks.

      I blink at the question, not wanting to patronize the young boy just as much as I don’t want to lie. “Let Mojin finish.” I consider it the perfect response, especially since it doesn’t require me to navigate the boy’s sullen expression.

      How is Mojin so good at this?

      Mojin chuckles, and I can’t help but think this guy’s going to make a great father. He’s patient and stern, friendly without crossing the line.

      In what world did I ever think screaming at him in front of people was appropriate? I swallow my embarrassment and look at my cell. I’d rather break the rules and check the time than figure out why it’s so hard to swallow right now.

      “Let’s put a pin in that,” Mojin suggests, and the group snickers in unison. “What it tells me is there were consequences to your actions you didn’t anticipate, right?”

      “I mean, I’m not trying to be a novelist or nothing,” the kid says.

      “You’re missing the point, Baron,” another kid says, and Mojin raises his hand for silence.

      “No man is an island,” Mojin quotes. “As much as I love to hear that you guys enjoy your own company, there’s nothing like having a few reliable people around. A team, some would say. Right, Dalkaar?”

      I smirk and wonder if this is the moment I come clean to the kids about our colorful past. I rub my hands together and regale the kids with some of my past bad behavior.

      “And maybe the worst thing about that whole situation was probably the fact I had no idea what I was doing was wrong,” I finish. “It’s okay, you can laugh. It took someone not even on the team to calm me down.”

      “You guys should have been there,” Mojin says, getting comfortable in his squeaky chair. “Dalkaar was all, ‘you call that a catch?’ And all I wanted to ask was, ‘you call that a throw?’ But it wouldn’t have done anything, other than make the situation worse.”

      “And I was doing that all on my own,” I say. “But teamwork won out in the end, and now I’m here taking crap for it in front of you fine folks.”

      “And me,” a voice rings out behind me. I know it’s my beautiful girlfriend before I even turn around. “This guy slimed me not too long ago. Talk about wanting no friends at your birthday party.”

      “I heard about that!” Theodore says, no doubt referring to the incident.

      “You heard about Dalkaar’s empty birthday parties?” Kulgar pipes up, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “Alright, alright,” I say. “We’re just teaching them how to tease.”

      “You hear that, guys?” Alyssa says, mostly to the kids. “I think we’re hurting Dalkaar’s feelings.” Her strong grip squeezes my shoulders, and I pat her hands before standing.

      “Yeah, don’t be such a bully.” I gesture to the kids. “I have friends now and experience making that slime.”

      Mojin makes sure to explain to the kids that we’re joking, though I’m sure they get it. Still, I know I’m not the most gifted mediator and make sure to nod and listen along to Mojin’s diatribe.

      “So the next time you feel like forcing someone into doing something, ask yourself why you’re taking this path. Will your actions get you the attention you want or just attention? Because there can be a difference.”

      The walk home from the outreach session is perfect, especially with Alyssa beside me squeezing my hand and regaling me with her day. I smile and nod as happy as a clam. How did I ever enjoy myself without her?
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      As it turns out, the volunteering and the camps have paid off in a big way, bigger than anyone expected, including me. With the Ogres as the new league champions, there seems to be a new vitality to Rose Creek that I haven’t felt in a long time. Not only me, but the whole community has witnessed Dalkaar’s transformation over the season. He’s gone from flashy fly-boy into a dedicated and hard-working leader, and the metamorphosis is inspiring on so many levels.

      “Bye, Coach Jessup!” a chorus of youthful voices call out. Glancing over my shoulder, I see a congregation of my newest student-athletes, smiling and waving in my direction.

      “Bye kids. See you next week!” I call out, waving in return. I wear a matching smile, even as I load some of the more awkward equipment into the trunk of my car.

      Because the camps were so successful, the town council decided to make them a permanent staple of the stadium, with full approval and sponsorship from the league. However, the new budget won’t kick in until next season, so I’m taking a few of the donated pieces up to the local sporting goods store, in order to see if they can work their repair and reinforcement magic. It’s part of my new role at the stadium.

      “Need a hand?” a cool voice rumbles from the side of my loyal, very used car. Turning back around, I meet Dalkaar’s bright eyes twinkling in amusement as he comes up to grab the bag strap off my shoulder.

      “I could use a couple,” I return slyly, using my now-free arms to wrap around his trim waist. “Not for this equipment though.”

      “Oh really? Did you have something specific in mind, Coach?” He’s practically growling now, carelessly throwing the bag in my trunk as his tree trunk arms encircle mine.

      Leaning in close, he nuzzles my cheekbone affectionately. Yep, gone is the cocky, arrogant celebrity, although he still jokes around occasionally about being that guy that first tore into Rose Creek. Now in his place is the humorous, thoughtful male I’ve come to love.

      “Hmm, I did as a matter of fact,” I reply, standing on my tiptoes to whisper sexily in his ear. “What I could really use is… a deep tissue massage.”

      Dalkaar laughs openly at that, a sound that has the rich baritones in his voice taking on a musical quality. Where I once found his speeches and strutting annoying, now I could listen to his laughter all day. “Whatever my favorite cheer coach needs, she gets.”

      “Sounds like a plan, Coach.” My grin is extra wide at our new titles, which we’ve somehow managed to turn into endearments.

      Coach. It’s a position I never thought of for myself, nor did I expect it, and yet I’ve taken to it with no small amount of pride. The fact that Dalkaar and I are the new coaches for the junior initiatives is all the reason for my smile to be extra large these days.

      We share the coaching position equally – responsibilities, credit, and all. The best part is that the junior team is completely mixed with teenage monsters and humans alike, all working together for a common goal. It has united our little town like nothing else has, and Dalkaar speaking about his past experiences really encouraged a lot of the younger kids to come out of their shells and approach us about stepping into athletics.

      He readily took a shine to them, as did I. While I was happy to offer my support from the sidelines, as it turns out, no one was having that. Not only did the other women from the cheer team put my name forth, but Dalkaar and Coach spoke to the city council about my organizational skills, ability to manage resources, and creativity and enthusiasm were an asset. Not only to the team but to the organization as well.

      According to Dalkaar, it was an easy choice after that. Once I was uncertain about the direction my life would take after my cheerleading days ended, but now I have a fulfilling career, and a wonderful man I adore. I still cheer, of course, but most of my work these days consists of working alongside the ‘Ripper’ and encouraging the kids to be the best version of themselves.

      “You up for a date tonight or do you need to drop this stuff off right away?” he asks as he drops the trunk lid, then frowns when it takes an extra second for the lock to latch. “You need a new car,” he states evenly.

      I roll my eyes as I interlock our hands. “You need better pickup lines,” I return. “But yes, I’m up for a date. I can drop off the equipment tomorrow, so there’s no rush. Where did you have in mind?”

      “Actually I thought we might set up here. Keeping it simple tonight,” he responds in that same even tone.

      I tilt my head curiously and allow him to lead me back into the stadium. Practice has finished for the day, one of the last bouts of conditioning before the official end of the season. The last of the staff is finishing up. This place has become our home away from home, so no one bats an eye as we head back onto the field.

      My eyes widen with delight when I see the surprise Dalkaar secretly set up while I was packing worn equipment away. There’s an entire picnic spread out on the starting line, pinned down into place by groupings of chrysanthemums, my favorite flower.

      The food is fantastic, and the company even more so. With my energy and Dalkaar’s insight, we can talk for hours about all sorts of things, and we do. While the days keep us busy, I enjoy these moments the most, where we can sit back and simply enjoy being with one another. As we eat and chat, I wonder at how much my life has grown over these past few months, and how lucky I am to share these kinds of moments with my man.

      After our picnic dinner, Dalkaar insists on a walk to help digest our meal. Considering he’s able to eat enough for four men, and I have my own hearty appetite, I easily agree. We wander around the stadium as the night falls in dark curtains above us, meandering through the bleachers and occasionally making out like carefree teenagers.

      “You know, I wanted to do this date here for a particular reason,” he says to me a little while later. We’re snuggled against each other in one of the higher sections of the stands, our collective heat a balm to the cool spring evening.

      “Oh, really? How come?” I ask with absent-minded interest. I love nights like this, and my orc is so very warm.

      “Because this stadium is the place where I saw you for the first time – where I really saw you.” His explanation is sweet and succinct and warms my face more effectively than anything else.

      “You mean when I rigged your car to put you in your place?” I joke, leaning further into his embrace.

      “Yes, you definitely did that.” He laughs right beside me. “I knew then you would make things interesting for me, but I had no idea how much you would change my life. No idea that you would make my life better in every way or how much I would come to love you for everything that you are.”

      “Dalkaar,” I breathe, moved by his confession. “I love you, too.”

      “It’s more than that, though,” he replies, looking down at me intensely. “You and the team and the kids have all made me a better person, but you especially. I couldn’t have done all that I was able to do this past season without your guidance and support, believing in me even when I questioned myself.”

      “There aren’t words to describe my gratitude, but I thought I would try all the same. I’m not the best at communicating, so I roped a couple of the kids to help me out.” With a large hand, he points my gaze in the direction of the parking lot.

      There are enough lights on to shine throughout the stadium, and from this height, I can see across the distance to the chain-link fence that encloses the property. There against the back end is a series of cups pressed through the links, but instead of the usual teen spirit jab, the cups spell a more direct request.

      Alyssa, Will You Marry Me?

      Gasping in shock, I realize how much effort Dalkaar has really put into this date. Turning back to face him, I find he has fallen to one knee in the classic pose, procuring a small box from his pocket.

      “I meant everything I said, Alyssa. I’m not good with words, but you’ve changed my life. I hope you’ll stay by my side and keep doing whatever magic it is you do.”

      His heartfelt words almost leave me speechless. Almost. My answer comes as in intermittent cheer, whispered among a smattering of kisses.

      “Give me a Y-E-S.”

      That spells yes.
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      “Alright guys, let’s tighten up!” Coach Cantone calls out to us, blowing his whistle for good measure. “Hope you guys enjoyed the break because we’ve got a championship to maintain!”

      There’s a sound of whoops and hollers from my teammates and even some extra vigor as they jog toward the field. I follow close behind, conserving my energy for the bulk of practice, but smiling all the same. I’m always hyped for the start of a new season, although this time around, I’m also a bit worn out from all the wedding planning.

      I’ve made record-breaking plays, helped raise up an underdog team all the way to champ status, and I’ve run a minor league of rambunctious hellions. Yet none of that was nearly as exhausting as coordinating a wedding. There’s probably some added stress from the fact that it’s my own wedding, but every time Alyssa shoots me that thousand-watt smile of hers, I know it’s worth it. Even if it feels like I haven’t slept all summer.

      She may have nixed some of my more creative ideas and a few of Theron’s, but I’ve still contributed all the same. My teammates less so, but we both still take the time to hear them out. Alyssa may have thrown out Conrad’s idea for another parade and Felix’s suggestions for a more traditional orc wedding, but she enjoyed the suggestion of cutting the cake with a sword.

      It was Coach Cantone’s offer to use the stadium as a wedding venue that brought tears to her eyes. Our relationship is drastically different from when I first blew into town a year ago, all brass and brawn. Bartholomew ‘Behold’ Cantone has become like a second father to me, and working together in the off-season has given me a greater trust and appreciation of the man’s abilities and dedication.

      Now we work together as leaders to support the team, him as coach, and me as captain. He’s also given me greater insight into all the behind-the-scenes work coaches do, as well as some helpful hints in regard to marriage. In turn, he’s come to rely on me more and more to rally the troops, and it’s a responsibility I have taken to heart.

      “Okay, men. We’ll start with warm-up drills!” Cantone calls out in a sadistically happy voice. There is a cacophony of collective groans, and although I might have once joined them, Coach merely makes eye contact with me as I take my turn to step up.

      “Enough whining, babies, let's get into formation!” I yell out, smiling above the complaints. The guys grumble, but they fall into line all the same, knowing my insults are more for the sake of discipline these days rather than actual defamation. We’re a team through and through and are all now comfortable enough to joke and rile each other without division.

      My world has entirely shifted in the past year, and only for the better. I can’t help but cringe when I think about that jaded orc that first steamrolled into Rose Creek with his arrogance and negativity. It feels like he’s long gone, and now I can look in the mirror and truly feel proud of the man I have become with this team.

      “Move ‘em on over! Here come the Ogres!” a chant sounds off from across the field. Glancing over, I see the cheerleading squad warming up as well, divided into sets. Some are vocalizing, while others are stretching. Even from this distance, I can see my Alyssa among those cheerfully chanting.

      Still as cute as ever, I think to myself as I go to line up with my men. Now that summer is over, the kids and teens are back in school. This means Alyssa and I are back to being players, with promises that we will return to our roles as coaches after this next season. Until then, there is still a wedding to get through and a champion status to defend.

      The new budget for the league came through, and with it came new uniforms. Even I can feel the team’s excitement. Smiling to myself, I put on my new helmet, appreciative of how it gleams in the sun. As I set it on my head, however, I realize there’s more to the upgraded uniforms than I initially understood, as the upbeat tempo of ‘La Cucaracha’ comes blasting through what must be a set of Bluetooth speakers installed in the helmet.

      “What the –” I quickly yank the helmet off my head in an awkward movement that has me looking like a crazy person. A couple of the guys shoot me looks of concern, and Felix and Theron leave the sidelines to come jogging over.

      “You alright man?” Felix asks worriedly.

      “It’s not a bee in your helmet, is it?” Theron asks, shuddering. “I can’t stand bees. I get they’re important to the environment, but I’m seriously allergic.”

      “Not a bee,” I reply, handing my helmet over. They glance inside but are now close enough to have the mariachi melody assault their ears, and they both start guffawing as I glance around.

      Sure enough, I look up in time to see my fiancee throw me a sexy wink in my direction before she turns back to the other cheerleaders with an extra pep in her step. I groan as the guys hand my helmet back over, still snickering.

      “You’re going to have your hands full with that one,” Felix says sagely.

      “Don’t I know it,” I mutter in response, although secretly I’m laughing as well. “No matter. She’ll get hers later. Now let's get back to those warm-up drills.”
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      “Tell me why my car has been vandalized?” my curvy brunette asks immediately upon walking through the door. I’m already back at the house, whipping up a protein shake, but I knew there were some more wedding details she wanted to discuss with the cheer squad.

      “Care to tell me why my uniform was tampered with?” I return saucily, pouring the remainder of my smoothie into an extra cup. “Besides, I would hardly deem a bunch of silly-string worthy of the title of vandalism.”

      Well, maybe we did get a little carried away with our attack, I muse inwardly, but for the sake of our eternal prank war, I’ll never admit it aloud.

      Alyssa’s grin is wide and infectious as she takes the cup I offer her. “Just so you know, Janet and Dee Dee spent a lot of time going over plans with me at the bar. Well Janet did, and I think Dee Dee drank a bunch of margaritas. Anyway, you’re lucky I was distracted by them. It’s the only reason you managed to pull that off, you know.”

      “Well, since I’ve interrupted your planning, maybe I can enjoy an early evening with my future wife.”

      “Hmm. It’ll have to be pretty early then, future husband,” she replies, nuzzling up to my chest. “I’m actually pretty beat, and we still have that meeting with the decorator and the photographer before we can officially call it a night. Your actual helmet is on the dresser, just so you know.”

      “Glad I made the smoothies then,” I reply. “Let’s knock out these errands, and we can order some takeout on the way back home.” I also send a prayer of thanks to the gods that the cockroach song will not be a permanent fixture of my uniform.

      Alyssa is already grabbing the keys to my car, gaining a second wind at the prospect of her favorite takeout in her immediate future. She may be loyal to her old college ride, but I know by now that she secretly enjoys my newer, smoother model.

      Feeling indulgent, I even let her drive. Sure, I may be playing for the Ogres, but there’s no doubt I’m Team Alyssa, forever and always.
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      “You know, when I first saw Dalkaar, I thought to myself. Damn. What a shit show. I mean really. This fucking guy right here.” The whole wedding party chuckles at Coach Cantone’s speech, which I’d been privy to long before tonight. “You’re telling me this is the best we got?”

      “Here, here!” one of the second-string players hollers from a nearby table. The reception is just as rambunctious as Dalkaar and I anticipated, what with practically the whole town turning out for the reception.

      “Same!” Kulgar hollers as Dalkaar feigns irritation.

      “But then something happened, and it was big, y’all.”

      I squeeze Dalkaar’s thick thigh in an effort to let my husband know I’m here. Even if I am laughing on the outside with everyone else at his expense.

      “Alyssa!” a deep voice bellows from somewhere among the tables of guests, most of whom are a touch inebriated.

      “Hey, who said that!” Coach Cantone yells in his most aggressive voice, and I have to drop my face to stifle a smile.

      I told him he had my blessing to prank Dalkaar with his own pseudo-aggressive, inappropriate wedding ramble, much like almost every one of Dalkaar’s ‘team speeches.’ But apparently, he’s peppered in a few surprises even for me.

      “Who fuckin’ said that?” The room is quiet, and I just know if I look at Dee Dee or any other bridesmaid to my right, I won’t be able to keep a steady face. “Because they’re right,” he finally says after a long pause.

      “Is he drunk?” Dalkaar asks in my ear, and I smile. How did I know my husband was going to ask just that?

      “You sound like me during one of your meltdowns.” He rolls his eyes but smiles.

      “Hey, hey.” Coach Cantone’s voice hits Dalkaar’s ears, and the color drains from his face. “It’s rude to talk during speeches, Mr. Big Shot. You can’t steal the prettiest woman in town and interrupt me at the same time. I don’t care how good you look in that tux.”

      Dalkaar wraps an arm around me and lifts his glass, letting Coach know he’s on the same page now.

      “It’s my turn to talk. Your turn to foot the bill for the clean-up crew.” Coach Cantone motions to the dessert table, where the three flower girls and two ring bearers wipe their chocolate-covered hands on the decorative tablecloth before switching to use their own clothes in place of napkins. “Remind me not to go over there.”

      The crowd chuckles as the kids look up. One of the flower girls drops her bowl of ice cream and follows it under the table, much to our guests’ delight.

      We couldn’t decide which of the kids was the best and went with them all. Even now as the photographer snaps several shots of the scene, I’m glad we did considering the pictures are going to be adorable.

      “But I digress,” Coach Cantone adds as soon as the laughter settles. “And also apologize for the swearing. That’s on me.” There’s another cacophony of chuckles, and I wonder if the open bar Dalkaar insisted on was a good idea.

      “But what isn’t my doing, at least not directly, is how much this big guy over here has grown up. Dalkaar, you can be a raging bull at times, but Alyssa’s a dragon. A big, mean dragon, and she swept you off your feet. But only after she knocked you on your –”

      “Watch it,” I say calmly. “We’ve established there’s kids here.”

      “See, she’s doing it right now, everyone. Just beautiful. Really.”

      Our guests give me a round of applause as Dalkaar scoffs in my ear. “Kiss ass.”

      “Jealous much?” I ask without taking my eyes of Coach Cantone, dressed in a dapper three-piece suit Dalkaar and the boys picked out.

      “And I hope you remember that, even when it’s not so easy to do,” Coach Cantone. “I’m going to cut this speech short by saying, insert inspiring team reference here and enjoy yourselves. We’ll see you next year.” I drink to Coach Cantone’s speech and so does everyone else.

      Cake-cutting time, or what Dalkaar has been referring to as ‘the big event,’ can’t come fast enough. Though we sprang for a smorgasbord of desserts, including cookies, mini pies, cupcakes, and an ice-cream bar, the carrot cake my husband is currently pressing into my face is the sweetest thing I’ll taste tonight.

      Maybe because it’s followed by a long kiss and a few dozen oohs and aahs. But I can’t be sure. The only thing I’m sure of is when we take our place for the first dance, Dalkaar’s broad chest is the perfect place for my tired head.

      “How long did you know about Coach’s speech, love?” Dalkaar asks, and his deep voice rumbles in my ear.

      “It went through more than one rewrite,” I admit, my eyes closed but a smile on my face. I have no idea how much we’ve even moved on the dance floor but assume the photographer can make our minor swaying work.

      “What a non-answer,” Dalkaar laughs, then lifts my chin. He pecks me on the forehead as a few whoops from the crowd ring out.

      “Let’s agree to disagree,” I suggest and wrap my arms around his neck. As our lips meet, I don’t think about where the photographer is or how my hair looks. It’s just me and my husband looking forward to the rest of our lives.

      “I say we slip out of this shindig and never come back,” he whispers seductively. My smile is equal parts intrigued and impressed, but I still know the right answer.

      “We can’t,” I say and feel his muscles stiffen. “Not yet, at least.”

      “That’s why I love you,” Dalkaar tells me, choosing now to scoop me up and spin me around. I grip his arms as he ends by dipping me low enough that a few flowers in my hair fall out. “You improve my ideas, not naysay them.”

      “What a beautiful compliment, Mr. Alyssa. I can’t wait to carry you over the threshold tonight in thanks,” I suggest playfully.

      “I would pay so much money to see you try to lift me up,” Dalkaar growls while he playfully toys with the back of my dress.

      “You mean again?” I grab his face and kiss him, then flex my arm at our inside joke. I had, in fact, managed to get him off the ground one night while planning the menu. Suffice it to say, our children will be strong.

      The rest of the night flies by, and before the last song plays, Dalkaar and I are headed off to our honeymoon. While our two-week trip officially begins once we take off from the airport, tonight will be spent in a gorgeous bed and breakfast in the next town over.

      I can’t believe our luck when a classic muscle car pulls up to take us from the party. As the myriad bubbles being blown in our direction pop against my skin, I reach up to peck my husband on the cheek.

      “Look at you having surprises for me,” I say giddily as the driver opens the back door and gestures for us to climb in. The pristine leather interior hits my nostrils, and I know it’s a sensory memory I won’t soon forget.

      “And I’m not done yet,” he confesses, admitting he fibbed about the honeymoon suite at the bed and breakfast being taken.

      “But you showed me the reservation!” I’m shocked but in a good way. The honeymoon suite has a Jacuzzi and balcony.

      “I showed you exactly what I wanted you to see!” He scoops me onto his lap, and I let him.

      I roll down the window and wave to the guests as we drive off the country club grounds. “Eat all the food! Take home what’s left!” I call as Dalkaar laments not having left with a plate for the road.

      “I’ll remind you the next time we throw a party,” I promise.

      “We. I like the sound of that.” He leans in to kiss me as the car picks up speed.

      “Wait!” I hear someone call and look out the window to see Theron chasing after us with a collection of Tupperware in his hands.

      I call for the driver to stop and feel my cheeks flush as Theron leans into the window. “We made you some road boxes,” he pants, handing me one, too.

      I open it and smile. “It’s perfect, Theron. Thank you.” And it is. Chocolate-covered strawberries, bananas, and various other fruits fill the box, drizzled with extra chocolate because my husband’s friend knows right from wrong. And not adding extra chocolate fondue to the bride’s to-go dessert is wrong.

      “You’re a lifesaver,” my husband finishes as the car takes off. “Remember the freezer’s empty!” he calls out the window as I make eye contact with the chuckling driver.

      This is my future now. And I couldn’t be happier.
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      I grab my mug of coffee and step out on the hotel balcony. The sun is peeking out above the purple Rocky Mountains to greet me. It’s the first full day of our honeymoon, and it’s already perfect. 

      Dalkaar is still sleeping off that two-hour time difference. Which is fine, since we don’t have anything planned until later this afternoon. We’re having lunch at a lovely restaurant in Colorado Springs, followed by a trip up Pike’s Peak. After seeing how long we can stay at that high altitude – the thinner air is already a difficult adjustment – we have dinner at an amazing steakhouse that serves buffalo and elk.

      The rest of the week will be filled with all sorts of adventurous activities that are simply perfect for an athletic couple like us. Spelunking in the Cave of the Winds, mountain climbing in the Garden of the Gods, whitewater rafting in the Arkansas River, and, of course, some shopping around Manitou Springs.

      We have a packed itinerary with all sorts of excitement to look forward to. But for right now, I’m enjoying the peaceful sunrise. Magpies bounce around tree branches, alerting each other to the bounty of insects in the air. I can even spot a doe and her fawn in the near distance.

      “Looks like a painting out there,” Dalkaar says. He wraps his arms around me and holds me tight. 

      “You’re up early,” I say with a grin. I genuinely wasn’t expecting him to be up for another hour or so.

      Dalkaar shrugs. “I want to enjoy every moment of this with you.”

      I feel my cheeks go red. He really knows exactly how to make me melt. And as I relax into his embrace, I feel something a little stiff and hard pressing against my ass. 

      “Enjoy every moment,” I repeat slyly.

      “Mm-hmm.” Dalkaar leans down and starts planting kisses on my cheek, trailing over to the back of my neck. I sigh and close my eyes, letting the sun warm my face while Dalkaar’s hands move to my hips. He kneads my skin there, easing the lingering tension from the long flight over. Then one hand slips down under my yoga pants and rests on my crotch. His fingers graze against my clit, and my eyes fly wide open at the realization that we’re outside.

      They dart around, looking for any signs of peeping toms or uninvited onlookers, but then I remember the owner stating we’re the only ones here until tomorrow evening. After completing a visual sweep to confirm we’re all alone out here, I relax once more into Dalkaar’s touch. 

      He rubs small circles on my clit while nipping at my ear lobe. His free hand rubs up my belly and onto my breast. 

      “Let’s take advantage of the moment,” he whispers in my ear. A chill runs up my spine as I know exactly what he means. Dalkaar removes his hands, much to my dismay. He makes up for it when he starts undressing me, right here on the balcony. Every piece of clothing removed is replaced by his touch, his tongue, until the crisp morning air is kissing every inch of my body just as much as Dalkaar.

      “Your turn,” I demand while pulling down his sweatpants. “I’m not going to stand here naked by myself.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Dalkaar purrs while removing his shirt over his head. His cock bobs invitingly as he steps back towards me and takes my face in his hands. I begin stroking him while he kisses me. His tusks get a little tangled in my fresh-from-bed hair. He pulls back to fix it, but I refuse to make the process easy for him.

      He groans and stumbles while I continue stroking, paying special attention to the sensitive head of his cock. Finally, finished untangling my hair, he dives back in like nothing happened. I gasp and moan as he continues kissing me all over, reaching my lips, cheek, chin, throat, and shoulders. The warm, moist spots he leaves behind tickle with the chill air.

      Dalkaar dips his hand between my thighs again and slides two fingers into me.

      “Mmm,” he hums with delight. “You’re definitely ready for me.”

      I nip at his unshaven chin and sigh. “Always.”

      Dalkaar removes his fingers and licks them clean. Then he takes me by the shoulders and spins me around to face the beautiful scenery. 

      “Bend over,” he commands, placing my hands on the balcony’s wooden railing. I give it a small shake to check for sturdiness and, finding it more than capable of holding me, bend over it. My breasts are on display for anyone who might wander into the lovely little meadow. But thankfully, a lush treeline makes that unlikely.

      Dalkaar rubs my ass cheeks and gives me one gentle little slap. The sound of it, including my gasp of pleasure, echoes loudly. I bite my cheek and let out a short laugh of embarrassment. I’m so thoroughly excited but also so terrified we’ll get caught!

      Finally, his hands find their grip on my hips, and I feel Dalkaar’s cock resting on the curve of my ass. I lift myself onto my toes to give him a better angle. He rubs the head of his cock over my opening, across my lips and hard against my clit.

      “Oh, please, don’t tease me,” I cry. “I want you to fill me.”

      “Whatever my blushing bride wants,” Dalkaar says. I can practically hear his cocky grin from here. But sure enough, I feel the warmth of his dick press into me and slowly, so painfully slowly, Dalkaar pushes into me until his pelvis is nudged up against my ass.

      “Fuck, yes,” I cry. My hips jerk, trying to start a rhythm and find that sweet friction, but Dalkaar holds me still. 

      “Easy,” he whispers. “Like I said. I want to really enjoy every moment with you.” Dalkaar holds me in place while he slowly slides, inch by inch, all the way out. Then he continues back inside. Each time, I think he’s going to surprise me and start picking up the pace, but he continues this long, luxurious method instead. 

      “Dalkaar,” I whine. “Please. I need more.” I’m gripping the banister so tightly. I’ve never been a very patient woman, and this moment is no exception.

      “More? I’m already giving you every… single… inch.” He punctuates the words with a quick, controlled thrust inwards.

      “That! Please, I want that!” I cry. “Faster, please, Dalkaar!” I don’t care if I sound like a begging little hussy. I know what I want, and damn it, I want it!

      Dalkaar hums in consideration for a moment, then finally replies. “Alright then. Just for you, Mrs. Ironchest.”

      I melt at the name and cry out at the sudden, forceful thrust. It’s strong enough to force me further over the banister.

      “Yes!” I yell. It feels so good, I no longer care if anyone can hear or see me. “Yes, just like that.”

      Dalkaar plunges into me, over and over. He picks up his pace, and I hear him groan as he gives over to the passion as well. No more games now, just two people enjoying the pleasure of each other's bodies in the beauty and splendor of nature. 

      I couldn’t ask for a better honeymoon!

      “Alyssa,” Dalkaar moans. He slows his pace again, and I give him a tiny whine in return. He gently slaps my ass again in retaliation and sighs. “I just wanted to say, you’re gorgeous from every single angle.”

      I let out an embarrassed giggle and look back at him. He’s smiling dreamily at me, and I can’t help but smile back. I move my body against him, taking control of the motion for a moment. 

      “All this beautiful scenery, and you’re looking at me?” I ask teasingly.

      “You’re the scenery, as far as I’m concerned.”

      Dalkaar bends over me then, one hand on the banister and another groping between my thighs. At this angle, he’s hitting me deep, and it feels like magic. He buries his face in my shoulder and moans deeply. The vibrations run through my chest and make me quiver. His fingers begin to work on my clit, keeping pace with his thrusts. 

      It’s absolutely perfect.

      The passion building up inside of me finally spills over. I come, harder than I ever have before, and let anything in earshot know with my scream. 

      “Yeah, that’s right baby. Yes, tell me how good it feels,” he whispers in my ear. He doesn’t let up, keeping my orgasm crashing over and over. Then Dalkaar removes his hand and grips the banister with both fists before letting out a deep, primal grunt. I can feel him coming, every muscle in his body wound perfectly tight.

      Finally, he relaxes. We stand there, letting the air cool the sweat off of our skin, and enjoy the now quiet morning. 

      “Every moment,” I repeat.

      Dalkaar nods, rubbing his forehead against my neck. “Every single moment with you.”

      I smile. “Sounds like heaven.”

      
        
        The End

      

        

      
        To read more about Alyssa and Dalkaar join my newsletter at: Zora Black Newsletter
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