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  Thread
For the Passion for Writing and all the bits that fall onto the Cutting Room Floor
A Pack Forms
To everyone who believed in me and knew I could do it... Volume One!
Druid Fox
For Dad, because he inspired the character who is Fox.
Big Bad Wolf
I didn’t just write a book. I wrote an entire miniseries, and the story is only just getting started. Thanks to all of my friends who supported me. This one is for you!











  
  Thread Book Description


Thread 
Kingdom Rising
A Draoithe Saga Beginning
A thousand years ago, chaos escaped into the dream. By 2016, shadowy evil forces using madness are wreaking havoc on the balance of magic, and erasing necessary parts of an ancient prophecy. In danger of losing its magic, the dream attempts to use broken pieces and replacement parts to weave a new tapestry. Only choosing the right building blocks isn’t easy. 
In this exhilarating prequel tale, meet Luke and Eli, two characters with fascinating pasts and complicated secrets, before they meet one another. Luke Mendez is a retired, disabled military man. Having anxiety, he spies the beautiful girl next door, but then struggles to introduce himself. Eli Miller, the high school history teacher, worked tirelessly for years to break free from a terrible relationship. She moved to Tyler to start over. 
Thread is the story of a lonely direwolf and a lone shifter in a time before the two of them meet each other. It sets the stage for A Pack Forms, an enthralling urban fantasy with paranormal romance tale in the epic Draoithe Saga by Ophelia Kee.  
Welcome to the dream…
Urban Fantasy with Steamy Paranormal Romance and Fated Mates 18+ HEA! NC!
***Warning: Adult Themes, Fantasy Violence, and/or Explicit Sexual Situations. Intended for a Mature Audience.






  
  A Pack Forms Book Description


A Pack Forms 
Kingdom Rising Volume 1 
A Draoithe Saga Tale
With nothing except disability discharge papers in hand, Luke limped away from the military to reinvent himself. After months of searching for a place to start anew, he finally ended up in Texas with a newfound determination to rise again. 
The gorgeous school teacher neighbor he began secretly watching was an enigma, a mystery that demanded to be solved. With every passing day, his desire to possess her grew deeper until she became the most important thing in his life, and obtaining her became his obsession. 
Determined to win her heart, they embarked on a grand romance, but he never suspected a shadowy evil watched him with malevolent eyes. With a suddenness that wrecked his world, a diabolical force of darkness attacked not him, but her, unleashing the warrior within. 
Using powerful magic, Luke transformed into an immortal direwolf. His fangs dripped saliva of a primal rage to taste his enemy. He was a lethal beast, with one mission: to protect and defend the woman he held dear, no matter the cost. His love needed him, and he would stop at nothing to defeat the evil and build his pack. 
A Pack Forms is the first volume in Kingdom Rising, the first miniseries in the Draoithe Saga by Ophelia Kee. If you enjoy modern urban fantasy, sexy shifters, and sinister shadowy villains, then you’ll love the characters and the world building in A Pack Forms. It’s not just a story, it’s an experience.
Begin reading the Draoithe Saga now and Welcome to the dream…  
Urban Fantasy with Steamy Paranormal Romance and Fated Mates 18+ HEA! NC!
***Warning: Adult Themes, Fantasy Violence, and/or Explicit Sexual Situations. Intended for a Mature Audience.






  
  Druid Fox Book Description


Druid Fox  
Kingdom Rising Volume 2
A Draoithe Saga Tale
Fox, also known as Duncan O’Sullivan, is a cunning ancient Druid king, who has lived for four hundred years alongside his loyal mate, Arturista Jonsdottir. His extensive knowledge of Druid magic means he possesses a potent tool that could benefit a new pack. Recognizing Luke Mendez’s potential as an admirable leader, Fox offers his aid to Luke and his pack. However, in exchange for his magical knowledge and admittance to the pack, Fox requests sanctuary for himself, his mate, and one companion. There’s more to Fox’s bargain than meets the eye. 
Fox harbors a few secrets that could pose a significant risk to the pack, and Luke must decide whether the offered deal is worth jeopardizing his group’s safety. Above all, the fate of Fox’s cherished mate is at stake. It remains to be seen whether a lone fox will ultimately join forces with the pack.
Druid Fox is the second volume in Kingdom Rising, the first miniseries in the Draoithe Saga by Ophelia Kee. If you enjoy modern urban fantasy, sexy shifters, and magic gone awry, then you’ll love the characters and the world building in Druid Fox. 
It’s not just a story, it’s an experience. Welcome to the dream…
Urban Fantasy with Steamy Paranormal Romance Fated Mates 18+ HEA! NC! 
***Warning: Adult Themes, Fantasy Violence, and/or Explicit Sexual Situations. Intended for a Mature Audience.








  
  Big Bad Wolf Book Description


Big Bad Wolf  
Kingdom Rising Volume 3
A Draoithe Saga Tale
Big Bad Wolf is a twisted fairytale retelling from the perspective of the wolf, and it recounts the story of Javier MacGuire, a recently transformed direwolf shifter.
Despite being new to the dream and immortality, he quickly claimed the role of beta in the Druid pack and was entrusted with assessing newcomers and protecting pack members. However, things became complicated when he realized one newcomer, a broken phoenix shifter, was not only innocent but also his lifemate. Isabell was afraid of the wolf, but she needed his protection and his love.
With his responsibilities multiplying, Javier must tread carefully to save her from the fade, claim her for himself, and ensure her friends aren’t hiding anything that could jeopardize the pack. In a high-stakes battle for love, loyalty, and survival, Big Bad Wolf charts Javier’s journey from a new beta wolf to a balanced leader as he fights for his pack and his love. Can he protect the pack and win Little Red Riding Hood for himself?
Big Bad Wolf is volume 3 and the finale in Kingdom Rising, an urban fantasy with paranormal romance miniseries. If twisted fairytales, sexy shifters, and healing trauma intrigue you, then you’ll love Ophelia Kee’s closing tale in this first part of the Draoithe Saga.
Urban Fantasy with Steamy Paranormal Romance Fated Mates 18+ HEA! NC!
***Warning: Adult Themes, Fantasy Violence, and/or Explicit Sexual Situations. Intended for a Mature Audience.







  
  Thread and A Pack Forms Character Introduction


Elizabeth Miller was merely a high school history teacher until she was thirty. That’s when she shifted into a tiger for the first time and her life fell apart. After a sad breakup, she felt a new start was in order. On the trip to Tyler, Texas, looking at homes for sale, the threads of destiny began weaving her into the fabric of the dream. Her lifemate would find her and together they would set out on a grand adventure fraught with danger, love, and great magic. But first she had to find out what it meant to be a shifter and find the man crafted to walk through eternity with her. That wasn’t so easy for a solitary apex hunter. 

[image: image-placeholder]
Elizabeth Miller
AKA: Eli
Smells like: shade in the summer 
High school teacher/Writer
Mate: Luke
Dark blonde hair
Olive green eyes
5‘2“tall
130 lbs
48 years old/ stopped aging at 30 

[image: image-placeholder]
Tiger shifter and dream walker–Alpha  
Eli is a closet writer and would love to publish her work. If she joins with her lifemate and buys into his dream, she could have hers, too. Finding Luke is the beginning of a pack, a kingdom, and a life she never dreamed of having.
Luke Mendez was career military until his last mission left him discharged, disabled. Losing his men and watching a shifter commit suicide messed him up. He was looking for a quiet place to land when he stumbled over the sexiest woman he’d ever seen living two doors down. She was the one; he knew it. When the shadowy evil which had marked him while he was still in the military caught up with him stateside, it was she who paid the price. He needed to win her, and protecting her became paramount. There was also the issue with her ex to solve as well. But maybe it was time for the lone wolf to settle down.

[image: image-placeholder]
Colonel Lucas Mendez
AKA: Luke
Smells like: sunny sandy beach
President of Draoithe 
Mate: Eli
Chocolate brown hair
Green eyes
6‘2“ tall
225 lbs
53 years old

[image: image-placeholder]
Direwolf shifter and dream inverter – Alpha
Luke is the quintessential knight-in-shining-armor good guy. What he finds when he discovers his mate changes his understanding of his existence and sets him on a course to lead the immortals who need his help to overcome a shadowy evil and correct the imbalance of magic in the dream.  






  
  Druid Fox Character Introduction


Artie  is a true submissive shifter. The love of her life saved her by turning her, then claiming her as his body servant. She needs him as the king he really is, but he always worries he has somehow forced the one woman he needs more than his life into an unacceptable arrangement. She will go to great lengths to convince her Druid king he is her everything.   

[image: image-placeholder]
Arturista Jonsdottir
AKA: Artie
Smells like: snow in the pines
Expense Accountant for Draoithe 
Mate: Fox
Platinum blonde hair
Grey eyes
5’0” tall 
100 lbs
410? Years old
White Witch and fox shifter - submissive
Artie loves Fox. She learned the light magic to be a white witch and was gifted with telekinesis. Fox is driven crazy with her chaos, because she jumps from one task to another without finishing it. She leans on his strength and survives entirely because of his love. He is her dark king.
Fox, or Duncan O’Sullivan, was born as a fox shifter and Druid king. He controls Netherworld magic in the Leaindeail. Old, powerful, and intelligent, Fox seeks refuge with the Druid pack after rescuing a friend from a man named Peter Elliot. He has his own hangups and issues, but he’s one of the good guys.  

[image: image-placeholder]
Duncan O’Sullivan
AKA: Fox
Smells like: Ink on parchment
Head of Intelligence part of the Inner Triangle of leadership at Draoithe
Mate: Artie
Reddish brown hair
Aquamarine eyes
5‘9“ tall
160 lbs
527 years old
Druid Ruiri fox shifter - Alpha
Fox is madly in love with his body servant, Artie. He will do anything to keep her, including giving away the secrets of the magic he wields. His queen has his heart and loves him for the king he really is.






  
  Big Bad Wolf Character Introduction


Javier  was once involved with Eli Miller. They have two children together, but when their relationship soured, they both knew things had to change. Down on his luck, he meets Luke Mendez and finds change in a way he never dreamed. After a brutal attack by a canine shifter against his friend and former lover, he consented to be turned into a direwolf. Things are never the same again, and Javier accepts the position of pack beta. While performing his responsibilities protecting the newly formed pack, he learns a newcomer is his lifemate in the dream. The only problem? She’s a phoenix of legend with all the icy fire included, but he wants her and will do anything to claim her. 

[image: image-placeholder]
Javier MacGuire
Also Known As: Big Bad Wolf,
Smells like: damp earth and sawdust,
Head of Security of Draoithe.
Mate: Isabell,
Black hair,
Brown eyes,
5 feet 11inches tall,
170 pounds,
49 years old,

[image: image-placeholder]
Alpha Direwolf Keeper of the Flames.
Javier is the Druid pack beta. When he meets the fading phoenix, who needs his love and care more than anyone ever has, he’ll even fight his alpha for her. He takes his job as head of security seriously, but he has no issue with challenging Luke’s questionable actions.

Isabell has been alone a long time. As a phoenix, friends and relationships are dangerous because people get burned. Fox and Artie are some of the few friends she has. Her art gallery and the sales of her work do well in California and she has a lot of contributing artists who use her services, but when Peter Elliot commissions the painting of a phoenix, it spells the end of her peaceful lonely existence. She suffered a harrowing nightmare from which Fox rescued her, but that was where the actual nightmare began. When Fox realized his situation in California was compromised, he reached out to Luke for help. Isabell agreed with her old friends that there was safety in numbers and joining Luke’s pack was the best option, but when she arrived in Tyler, Texas, she met a man who didn’t run from her fire. Instead, he jumped to protect her. Could a phoenix claim a shifter? Isabell didn’t know, but Javier was worth the effort to find out.

[image: image-placeholder]
Isabell Drakos
Also Known As: Little Red. 
Smells like: clean wood smoke of a campfire,
Artist and Owner of Labyrinth Art Studios, 
Mate: Javier,
Black with red streaked hair,
Red-brown eyes,
5 feet 5inches tall,
140 pounds,
125 years old,

[image: image-placeholder]
Alpha Phoenix shifter.
After being kidnapped and beaten, Isabell murders her attacker and gets help from Fox and a couple of black bears, but the tracking device leads her kidnappers to Fox and Artie’s home forcing them all to flee and seek sanctuary with Luke and his newly forming pack. When she meets Javier MacGuire, the attraction is instant and completely overwhelming. Could he be the one that won’t get burned?  
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  Introduction to the Draoithe Saga


The Draoithe Saga by Ophelia Kee
The Draoithe Saga is a collection of steamy hot, wickedly delicious paranormal romance, magical realism, and urban fantasy stories set in a dream to live for!   
Those who come to Draoithe aid in the fight to restore the magical balance of the dream, one couple at a time.  
Grab a good drink, curl up in a good seat, choose a story from the Saga, and escape into the dream while you meet the men and women who call it home.   
Draoithe is a world in which myths, legends, and fairytales walk among the strange and wonderful.   
They often find balance in a lifemate, and the magic from the past lives again!   
Welcome to the dream...  
Steamy Urban Fantasy and Paranormal Romance Stories with Fated Mates 18+ HEA! NC!  ***Warning: Adult Themes, Fantasy Violence, and/or Explicit Sexual Situations. Intended for a Mature Audience.  
Note to the Reader: A saga is defined as a long story of heroic achievement, especially a medieval prose narrative often found in Old Norse or Old Icelandic. It’s a form of the novel in which the members of a social group chronicle a long story detailing a dramatic history.   
Compartmentalized in several miniseries for easier reading, the Draoithe Saga tells the story of the founding of an immortal kingdom in the Leaindeail to combat those responsible for unbalancing the magic of the dream. It’s told through the eyes of those connected with its creation and the readers see the story through tales of couples who find hope through their connection to Draoithe.   
The central time frame is the year 2016, although pertinent information from the past reveals itself as the characters understand it. The central place is an eerily familiar yet magical realist, Tyler, Texas. As the tale draws out, other kingdoms set in other locations interact with the Druid pack to bring about the end of Peter Elliot and other villainous entities to restore the balance of magic. So those tales, too, became a part of the Draoithe Saga as well. Cameo appearances of characters from other tales are common, and overlapping scenes from the events often relate alternative perspectives as the story unfolds.  
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  Chapter one
Eli Miller


Summer of 2013 
Sometimes a girl just had to do what a girl had to do. It was simply time to move on and move out of El Paso. She’d waited long enough to put the wheels in motion on getting a new start. 
It likely wouldn’t happen overnight. It had to happen, eventually. A trip was the first step along that journey. She had the money that she needed. There’d never be a better time to buy her dream house in the forest of East Texas.
The drive to Tyler was long. The Moonlight was a nice comfortable ride. 
Eli liked her truck. Hands down, it had to be the best vehicle she’d ever owned. There was no chance she was trading it in. The nearly paid off truck ran like a dream.
She’d left in the early morning hours so she could arrive before it was dark. She drove through the desert. Nothing to see except a few more cacti. 
Eli wanted to see a bit of the town of Tyler and its inhabitants. Maybe she’d have time to take some pictures. 
She’d been to Tyler twice in the past. It was just big enough to offer her what she needed as far as employment and city life went, and just small enough that she could get away from all of that as well. 
She was excited. Her realtors had lined up quite a few prospective properties for her to look at. Surely one of them would be the right one. 
The realtor team who offered to show her the houses worked around her crazy long-distance relocation needs. Her financing was all in place. She hoped it was enough to get what she needed.
She drove straight into the downtown area. The old bricked streets were quaint. She was a historian and taught history to high school students, so the quirkiness of old-world charm meeting present-day travel needs appealed to her. 
Eli parked, plucked a loose thread from the lapel on her blouse, and twirled it between her thumb and forefinger before letting it fly away on the light breeze. She walked around the old downtown and took pictures of the skyscrapers, the square, and the old churches. After the long drive, she needed to move around a bit to get rid of the stiffness.
She found herself some dinner and got hit on, which was flattering. He was handsome, not her type, and probably a bit too young. 
She flirted with him under a false name for a bit. She wasn’t staying and felt that leading the man on was wrong. 
So she politely let him off easy and skipped out of the restaurant after going to the Ladies’. She’d already paid for her meal before ‘handsome’ showed up. 
The last thing she needed was to go from one failed relationship to another. It was time she focused on Eli Miller for a change. 
After dinner, she located her hotel and checked in. For the first time in a very long time, she was truly alone. She’d traveled by herself. The relationship between herself and her children’s father had soured to a point where she’d just needed an escape.
Catching Javier cheating seriously wounded her heart. The constant going out, partying, and staying gone whole weekends had ruined it all long before that. The cheating had led to ugly fighting, bickering, and so much tension between them that neither of them spoke often with one another, even though they occupied the same residence as they had rented her house. It was far better not to be in El Paso. 
The forest of East Texas with the towering pines interspersed with maple, oak, sweet gum, poplar, and other deciduous trees made the tiger inside want to purr. She could roam the forest at her leisure. 
Eli could almost feel the dappled light of the shadowed forest floor and smell the leaf litter as it moved beneath her clawed paws. That appealed to her far more than any offer any man might make to her at the moment. Her tiger didn’t like the desert. 
Eli shivered with unrestrained delight at the prospect of finally being able to regain her freedom and start her life over in a place as beautiful as Tyler. The next week was going to be great. 
She showered and dressed for bed. She set her alarm so she wouldn’t be late to meet the realtors. Then she read a book on her phone for a while before she turned in for the night. 
Eli had a week to explore before anyone would miss her. That would give her plenty of time to look at properties and think over any offer she wished to make. She hoped the trip was a successful one, and she left Tyler with a house.
The next day, she saw several properties in the morning. None of them seemed like what she was after. That dampened her enthusiasm. She was sure her realtors felt the change in her energy. 
They took a break and had lunch before looking at some more houses. The third house after lunch was it. She knew it as they pulled into the driveway. 
It was huge and perfect. The brick was gorgeous. It had a beautiful oversized front entry door with leaded glass in the window. She looked at the two realtors and demanded to know what was wrong with it before they ever got inside.
There was no way it was possible for her to buy a house that size at her price point unless it had structural issues, needed an entire renovation, and might collapse into a sinkhole or something equally negative.
“The older lady who lived there passed away in the house. Ms. Ellington is the neighbor that makes sure everyone knows it. The children could not sell it. It isn’t a murder scene or a suicide. The lady simply had a heart attack. She called for help, but when the paramedics arrived, she couldn’t be revived.”
“If you don’t want to see it, we’ll understand, but this house has everything on your wishlist right down to the swimming pool, the fireplace, and two office spaces.” The quieter realtor spoke up to convince her to at least look the house over. 
“Okay. Let me see it.” They walked into the foyer, and Eli was home. When she saw the kitchen with the breakfast bar, she smiled widely. The master bathroom was exceptional.
“They professionally cleaned the house. All the floors had tile. They repainted the walls. This house comes with a warranty, and everything works.” 
Her realtors were nodding and offering her more information. They’d pointed out things throughout the entire tour.
Eli chewed her bottom lip for a minute. “What is the lowest offer you think they might entertain? I mean, I’m not afraid of ghosts, just don’t tell my daughter about any of it. I like this house.”
The two realtors smiled. They gave her a few minutes to walk back through the house and take pictures of everything on her phone. Satisfied, they headed back to the realtor’s office to write up an offer. 
Eli toured the town and visited the tiger sanctuary, the zoo, the state park, and the lake over the next several days as the negotiation went back and forth. She had time to be her tiger. Her vacation was amazing.
By the end of the week, they’d settled on a price. It was far below the appraised value of the house, and she felt she negotiated the best deal. 
When push came to shove, her realtors reminded the seller that the house could either go to Eli or sit vacant for two more years. As she was preparing to drive back to El Paso, Eli knew that life was finally going to change for the better. 
A month later, she was driving back to Tyler to sign for her house at closing. The excitement over having the keys was too much. It took a couple of years before the house became her full-time residence, but Eli had started along the path toward a different life that summer, and that felt good.






  
  Chapter two
Luke Mendez


March 2015 
That was it. Just like that, he was no longer in the military. What was he supposed to do with his life? 
He’d spent the night on his sister’s couch. His nieces and nephews were teenagers and had their own lives. They were in school. 
Uncle Luke wasn’t interesting except that he looked the same. That was going to be a problem. 
No way could he stay in Chicago. He hadn’t aged a day in years. His sister wouldn’t like it, but she wouldn’t argue with his decision on the matter.
He was sitting at his sister’s dining room table, staring at a picture of his parents. It was fading now. He knew it would be on the wall in that same spot when his sister passed away. 
She’d used some of her inheritance to buy her house in Chicago after their parents died in a car accident. She was never moving.
She kept it up and worked full time. She didn’t have to work. It was just something to do to keep from being bored and to talk to other adults. 
He’d spent not one dime of that trust-money. Maybe it was about time. 
He had a good idea about what he wanted to do with it. When he met Fox out in California years ago after he bailed his friend Ryker out of jail, he’d hit upon an idea for a retreat. 
The question was, where? Tyler was big enough at 100,000 people to meet his needs. He could live just outside of town and enjoy the peace as well.  
“Will you at least think about staying here for a little while, macho man?” His sister was kidding him like she’d done when they were kids. 
He looked at her over the rim of his mug of hot tea and shook his head as he put the cup to his lips. The first signs of grey were in her hair at the temples. 
She wasn’t that old, but she’d buried her husband a few years after their parents passed away. The life she’d dreamed of was a bit marred. Too much loss and heartache. He wasn’t about to cause her more.
“I can’t, sis. I love you and the kids, but you don’t need me under your feet. The kids are too old and involved in their own lives. If I stayed, you’d just get pissed off with me when I kicked the ass of every guy you dated when he wasn’t good enough for you.” 
She rolled her eyes at him as if she had not expected him to stay, but had hoped he might.
“Stay the weekend at least? Let me take you to buy civilian clothes. You can’t wear your uniform for the rest of your life, you know.” 
She looked pointedly at his Army t-shirt, making him look down at it too. The hem was unraveling a bit, and a piece of thread had come loose at the bottom. He’d worn it once too often.
“Yeah, bad habit. I need a few things. Alright. The weekend. Come Monday morning, it’s adios muchacha. I have a meeting with a realtor in Tyler, TX. I’m finally going to go get me some forest.” 
That was one thing about the military. A man didn’t have to worry about what to wear. The uniform was his regular wardrobe. 
He couldn’t live like that anymore. His therapist would agree with his sister. 
Plus, he should look like a human being when he met the realtor. A few button-down shirts with collars and some jeans and dress pants would be good. Maybe he should buy a new suit. 
He wanted to buy a house. It had taken him a long time to grow up, but maybe he was finally there. Buying a house seemed like a step in the right direction. After that, he could think about looking for his lifemate.
“You always have everything all planned out, Luke. You haven’t changed a bit. I took the day off today and tomorrow. Let’s go grab you some kind of decent wardrobe. This afternoon there’s someone that I want you to meet.”
“Am I gonna need to kick his ass? If so, forget the clothes. Blood washes out of the uniform easier.” Luke practically growled at her.
He shouldn’t be irritated that she was finally moving on with her life. She was entitled. 
He just had two issues with that. No one would ever be good enough to date his sister. She was his sister! And why did she have luck in finding a mate not once but twice, when he rarely ever found a woman he wanted a second date with?
“Luke. I thought you’d be happy for me. He’s nice. He has a big heart. I don’t think he needs my money. I’ve been seeing him for a few months now.” His sister practically whined.
She wasn’t like him. She was born human. He wasn’t. At thirty-five, he’d traced in the light for the first time and was a very large direwolf. 
It had scared the shit out of him at first. Then it was super cool. Later, it made him nervous. He kept his secret hidden until he sniffed Artie. 
Fox felt sorry for him, filled him in on what he was, and he learned he was an immortal shapeshifter who held powerful magic. 
Direwolves were always born male. He’d need to find his mate and turn her into a canine to face immortality. 
His sister was mortal. She would fade. He didn’t want to watch that happen. 
First the house, then the retreat, and when he had things all set up, he’d hunt the one woman he needed. He’d slowly cut ties with his sister and her kids and keep his secret.
He broke eye contact with his sister and stared at the image of his parents. Had his father been a canine shifter? 
Things would have been different if he had been and survived the car accident. He missed them. All the more reason to get out of Chicago.
He looked back at his sister and smiled. “I’m happy for you. You deserve a good man to love you. The kids are old enough to be respectful and treat him as just for you, rather than disrespecting him as an unwanted father figure. I’ll be a good brother to you. If he fucks up, then I’ll kill him.” 
She grinned at him and touched his face across the table. 
She loved him. He loved her, too. It was time that he put distance between them before he had to explain the unexplainable. He couldn’t tell her, but it was likely the last time he’d ever seen her.
“Thanks, Luke. I love you. I’m glad you’re here, even if it’s just for the weekend. Let me get dressed, and we can get out of here.” She was still wearing her fuzzy slippers and faded-worn bathrobe. 
The entire scene felt bittersweet to him. He’d been career-military and gone most of his adult life. After he found out what being a direwolf meant, he’d known that his time with her was limited. He’d accepted it. 
That didn’t make walking away from her or the kids any easier. They were all the family he had left. This visit was his last goodbye. 
He nodded at her, then rummaged through her fridge for a bite before they left. His sister would be a while. She didn’t rush. That meant he had time to feed the magic.






  
  Chapter three
Eli Miller


June 2015 
That was it. She rubbed the back of her hand across her sweaty forehead and pushed a bit of the blonde hair back that had fallen from the bun she tied it in. She needed a break. 
The last of the furniture that she’d brought from El Paso to furnish her new home was finally off of the rental trailer. She could return it to the U-Haul store in the morning.
She walked into the house she’d purchased a few summers ago. It was spacious. Maybe a bit too big. Oh well, a tiger could never have enough room to roam. The kids would be comfortable when they came home, but mostly the house was all hers.
She smiled at the entryway and her door. Eli liked the door with leaded glass. She frowned at the old worn-out welcome mat with the threads all frayed at the corner. She needed to replace that.
She’d worked hard for years and bought the house alone. She wanted to keep it looking good while it also needed to be comfortable. 
The frayed rug fibers grated on her sensibilities. She felt the need to shred the fabric with her claws. Eli needed to be her tiger soon.
Javier was finally, sadly, a historical footnote. It had taken a long time. They’d tried to fix the relationship. It was just too damaged. 
She was free. Free, single, and seriously determined to stay that way. She’d keep her life neat and sewn around the hem. No loose ends. No more frayed edges.
Eli had the summer to settle in before her new position at the local high school began. She’d landed the job the year before.
She wanted to be teaching college-level courses to her nerd students. This year she got her chance. It was going to be fun in a way life hadn’t been for a long time. 
Her kids were both at university. There’d been no reason to put off the move any longer when the job offer came in May last school year. She’d sold off the appliances she had in storage from her house in El Paso, along with most of the big furniture, and started over. 
Not entirely. No way was she leaving her cast iron cookware or her antique vanity with the wooden caster wheels. Some things weren’t replaceable. What she kept had finally made the trip out of El Paso. 
It was time to stop paying two mortgages. Her house in El Paso was empty. She was putting it up for sale. She’d put it off too long.
It was too bad that Javier had never seen her as irreplaceable. Eli had loved him once before she shifted into her tiger. He was a good man. 
He just turned out not to be her man. It was all water under the proverbial bridge. It was sad but inevitable. 
She simply could not stay with a man who would cheat. The lies pissed her off, and the party had stolen him away from his family. She was no saint, but there was no way he could have saved their relationship, not after all that floated on the river between them.
The tears had been shed a long time ago. She had a new home, a new job, and a new life. It was time to make the most of it. As she walked through her living room strewn with boxes and furniture, she laughed out loud. 
What it was time for was a glass of iced tea. Her past needed to stay just that, the past. She had to put things away. 
Unpacking would be way easier than packing had been. Olivia would be along in a few days with Monty to help her. That would make it easier. 
She’d used her pile of sick days to leave her previous position a little early to get the move handled. Eli had turned in all the grades after the state exams, so none of her students had suffered. 
It was not earlier than when the school’s dual credit courses ended, so as long as the students showed up and claimed attendance credit, their credits were assured. She was eager to close out her old life.
She sat down at the barstool at the breakfast bar in the kitchen, sipping a glass of iced tea as she looked out the window at the backyard. There was a greenbelt beyond the creek at the back of her property. Eli could step into the cool shade of the trees at night and prowl around as her tiger with no one being the wiser. 
The house was perfect. There was a pool, a small fruit orchard, and space for a greenhouse and a chicken coop out past the pool. Urban homesteading on her tiniest of farms was going to be more fun with the recent additions. 
She almost couldn’t wait. She’d already ordered the chicken coop online and was waiting for it to be delivered before she purchased her hens.
She was determined to fill her life with people and things who loved her and mattered. It might be lonely, but that was better than giving her hard-won freedom away.






  
  Chapter four
Luke Mendez


June 2015 
The house was perfect, even if it had been a bit too big for him alone. He’d lived there for several months when the U-Haul trailer appeared in the house’s driveway two doors down. He was idly curious, but paid it no mind. It wasn’t his business what his neighbors did.
He was more intent on getting dressed, starting his day, and completing his retreat plans. Luke yanked a loose thread from the cuff of his shirt as he rolled up the sleeves the way he liked them. He needed to seal the deal with an architectural designer. He’d met with the realtor and made his offer on the land with the lake. 
Once he was sure he had the deed in his hand and he had an excellent design, he’d find a contractor and order the log house from the Mennonites in Missouri. It had to be quality. It was going to be home for a very long time. The search for a talented designer was the order of the day!
He was waiting for the mail carrier just after lunch a week later to be sure that his letter would arrive on time. He’d found the perfect design. If Luke could get Ursala Knowles to design the house, he felt he’d be winning. 
She was young. Being deaf had made her determined, and her designs had been the best he’d seen. She’d bid an excellent price as well.
Luke wasn’t dumb enough to believe that there wouldn’t be overages, or that she wouldn’t charge him every time she changed the design because he thought of things he hadn’t thought of at first. He paid for the charges upfront, so she’d be happy to make them for him. 
He’d sent a deposit check along with his request that she take on the job just to stitch the deal closed. He’d already changed the doorknobs to handles, and the kitchen was going to need to be much bigger. 
Luke wasn’t worried about the size of the structure. He had enough land that it wouldn’t matter, so long as the damage to the environment was kept to a minimum. 
He might even oversee the construction himself. He talked to Jimmy when the postal jeep stopped before his box a couple of weeks after he’d seen the U-Haul. 
The man wasn’t bad as far as mail carriers went. Maybe it was the direwolf in him, but most mail carriers rubbed his fur wrong. Jimmy was relaxed and country. He was nice.
“How’s it going, Jimmy?” Luke asked as the jeep pulled over to the curb in front of his mailbox.
“It’s good, Mr. Mendez. I got me a three-day weekend coming. No mail delivery for me on Monday. I’m going out of town for a wedding. There’ll be a substitute carrier.” The mailman grinned as he handed Luke his mail.
“Weddings are always fun. I’ll be sure to wait for you to return before I mail out anything important in that case.” Luke smiled back at the man. 
He was distracted from the conversation when the white truck belonging to his neighbor two doors down the street passed his house. The blonde driver was singing a bit off-key with the radio and never looked his way. 
Luke tracked her progress to her house. He watched her get down from the truck, carrying a few grocery bags. She entered her house. 
She was fine. Like too gorgeous to be real.
He shouldn’t have been looking at her. For all he knew, she was married, but damn, what living man didn’t look at a woman like that? 
Blonde, green-eyed grace walking. That was what that was. How the hell he’d missed that before. He was positive he didn’t know.
Luke hadn’t been with a woman in nearly two years. His neighbor suddenly reminded him he wouldn’t mind being with one again, especially if she wanted to apply for the position.
“Mr. Mendez, you might want to rethink all that ogling. She has grown children. Likely, be a serious age difference between you, no matter how good she looks,” Jimmy observed. 
Jimmy did not know how old Luke was. Luke still looked like he had in his middle thirties. 
Canine shifters stopped aging after they shifted around the age of thirty-five. Being in his early fifties, he should have gone grey, had some facial wrinkles, or put on the middle-aged paunch, but it had never happened to him.
“What, no. I mean, she is pretty. Grown children, hunh?“ Luke turned back to face the postal worker.
“Yeah, I’m surprised she’s still here. She must like the position she got in the schools here. She’s been living here year round for going on a year. Elizabeth Miller teaches. She bought that big old house two or three years ago. She used to only live in it during the summer.” 
“You don’t say?” Luke waited for the mail carrier to fill him in on the gossip. Jimmy was full of information.
“Yeah, I think I heard she was a high school teacher. Tough lady to do that kind of work. I wouldn’t think about it even if they educated me enough. Kids these days are packing knives and guns in their backpacks instead of lunch boxes and books.” 
Jimmy shook his head, denying the idea that teaching high school might not be scary.
“Tough lady indeed. I don’t think I’m cut out for that job myself.” Luke nodded his agreement.
“I gotta run, Mr. Mendez. If you need more information on Elizabeth Miller, then you best ask Ms. Ellington. She keeps up with everything and everybody during daylight hours.” 
Jimmy pointed at the house diagonally across the street from Elizabeth Miller’s house and then drove away as Luke waved his thanks. He took his mail inside his house.
He was still thinking about his neighbor, Elizabeth Miller. Jimmy had read his interest for sure, but she had to wait. He had some work he had to do, so he put the beautiful blonde out of his mind. 
He had to speak with his lawyer about finally taking some serious money out of the trust fund. It was when he fell asleep that night that he knew he needed to know more about the pretty blonde woman. 
The blonde teacher invaded his dreams rather scandalously. He might be a gentleman, but he damn sure wasn’t an innocent man. 
For the first time since he was a kid, he woke up needing to relieve himself with his hand to get back to sleep. He was going to have to pay closer attention to Elizabeth Miller. 
The song Hot For Teacher by Van Halen ran through his mind as he showered off in the middle of the night, making him laugh. He felt alive. It was good.






  
  Chapter five
 Eli Miller


November 2015 
She left work, heading for the gym. It was mostly stress relief. The semester was drawing to a close as they neared Thanksgiving. She needed to let the aggravation from the workday ease away in a good workout.
She didn’t need the workout for any kind of weight management like most women who went to the gym in their forties did. She hadn’t aged or put on any weight since she turned thirty. That was when she shifted into a tiger for the first time. 
She kept the secret, mostly. The two male feline shifters she’d run across over the years hadn’t been very helpful when she approached them, trying to learn more about what she was. They’d been afraid to speak with her about it. 
It was so cool to be a tiger and walk through the woods. She could laze in the sun without getting burned, just soaking in the heat. She could scent mark a few trees and leave some claw marks. If she was frisky, she even stalked the small game animals for fun. 
Maybe the male feline shifters she’d met hadn’t shared her fascination with being able to shift forms. 
Outside of legends and myths, there wasn’t much nonfiction available for research. Shape-shifting was a Hollywood goldmine for fiction, fantasy, and horror. There was always a thread of truth in the myths and legends the movie industry could distort for profit. Ever finding a complete and accurate tapestry that told the facts wasn’t happening.
Unfortunately, if a woman suddenly became a tiger shifter, there wasn’t much help in learning anything about it except through accidental discovery, trial, and error. That had to be done very carefully and in secret. 
She’d learned some things. The scents and sounds were magnified along with her vision and sense of touch when she traced in the shadow to be a tiger. The heightened senses even worked in her human form. 
Sharing that with someone else was just too risky. Not like there was anyone to share it with. There wasn’t. 
It didn’t matter if she got lonely once in a while. Men were off-limits. She’d put that part of her life behind her. She was almost fifty. 
The last thing Eli wanted was to find herself in a mental institution or locked away for scientific experimentation. Even if she met some man she fancied, she doubted he’d want a tiger as his lover. 
She’d once had a relationship that was filled with secrets. Not doing that again. No, it was better to just hide in plain sight. The lack of aging concerned her, though. 
She was getting close to fifty, and she had no grey in her hair. There were no wrinkles on the skin of her face. She couldn’t remember the last time she got sick or even needed over-the-counter cold medicine. 
No middle-aged weight gain like her friends battled, either. Not that she was complaining. No one wanted to get old, but if she still looked like she was thirty when she was seventy, it might create a few problems.
How to get around that? She wasn’t sure. She just casually lied about her age to her coworkers. It wasn’t as if they were going to ask to see her ID. 
What if she didn’t die or lived a long life? These questions bothered her a bit more as time passed. It wasn’t a serious issue yet. At some point, it might become one. 
As she changed into her workout clothes at the gym, she promised herself for the hundredth time that she’d look into investing her money in banking somewhere offshore. 
Not that she had much money. She knew she’d have to move to keep her secret safe. When that happened, she was going to need to be ready. 
If it never happened, she was just being cautious. Eli could add her accounts to her will for the kids, and they’d just inherit some money that they weren’t expecting. No big deal. 
She climbed onto the elliptical machine and put her earphones in. She set up her phone to play the music she wanted to hear and opened her book on her reader app. The stress would go away. She’d unwind. 
Her friends thought she kept her figure because she went to the gym. Truthfully, she used the gym to waste energy and fill her day. No kids, no man, and no love life was boring sometimes. 
Her secret was much safer that way, but she’d felt claustrophobic again. It was time to write her novels. That helped with the peculiar issues that being a tiger brought with it. 
On the plus side, she could enjoy the pumpkin pie at Thanksgiving and never worry about overindulging. She should be happy with that and stop worrying. 
Life was lonely since the kids went off to school. Maybe she should consider a roommate or dating. 
She shook her head at that last thought and focused her thoughts on something else. No way was she giving up her freedom yet. A man would cause her problems she just didn’t want. 
The house in El Paso had been listed. She hoped the offer she’d accepted this time went through. The last deal collapsed because of a lack of funding. The one she had signed that morning would be a good omen for the future if it worked out. 
Paying two mortgages was getting old. Selling the house would help her kids pay off their trucks and anything left was going toward the house she currently lived in.
The pace of the machine sped up, and Eli got lost in the pages of her book. The stress and worries poured out onto the elliptical machine in sweat. For an hour, she forgot about all of it.






  
  Chapter six
Luke Mendez


November 2015 
He’d been watching Eli Miller for a few months. She left for work every morning and was usually home at about the same time every evening. 
On Saturdays, she often went out with her daughter when she was in town and came back with shopping bags, freshly manicured nails, and a radiant smile. 
He watched her with an ever-increasing need to learn more about her. She was close. 
She lived only two houses down. She owned the house, so there was not much likelihood that she’d disappear on him. So he simply watched. 
She often came home with her hair pulled up in a ponytail, wearing workout clothes. It wasn’t too hard to guess that she went to the gym after work. She looked like she went regularly, too. 
He was sure she should feel his eyes on her as he watched so intently, but she never seemed to notice. Was he wrong to stalk her? Maybe, but that didn’t stop him.
Sometime over the summer, she’d put up a chicken coop and then had a small crew build a greenhouse next to it. Elizabeth Miller had become a bit of an interesting puzzle. 
Luke wasn’t sure about how to approach her without looking like a creepy stalker. He waited, but he felt compelled to watch her comings and goings. 
Keeping track of Elizabeth Miller fitted into his life like the strings that people tied around their fingers so they’d remember something. Only she reminded him of different things every time she passed through the fringes of his life. 
She passed his house, and he remembered he was a man who liked women. She became a new thread when she passed by again and reminded him he hadn’t slept with a woman in a long time. 
Another string tied around him when he saw her sitting by her pool or walking into the trees behind her house. He wanted to be sitting next to her by the pool and holding her hand as she walked into the woods. He desired her companionship the way a man wants a woman to exist in his world solely for him to love.
He was pretty sure the thread that was Elizabeth Miller was slowly wrapping him up like a mummy, but he still tracked her. Maybe he wanted to be a mummy and transcend time and space. Then he could simply exist with her. She’d become a living fantasy.
He blamed the ankle and his habit of carrying his cane, even though he didn’t need it anymore. Then he blamed the fact that his psych counselor hadn’t signed off on him yet, so he couldn’t get a job. 
She was beautiful and made him feel alive in a way that was frightening. Could she be the one? If she wasn’t the one, he hated to ruin the way it felt to have her passing through his life.
When he spotted Ms. Ellington raking her leaves just before Thanksgiving, he couldn’t resist offering to help her just so he could wheedle information out of her. He needed more threads, like a patchwork quilt.
“I can do it. It will take me a while, but I’m still capable.” She narrowed her eyes on him as if he’d implied that she wasn’t capable of raking her leaves.
“Ms. Ellington, please let me help. I got my yard all done. I’m a little bored. See, until I get my paperwork cleared with the military, I can’t get a job. Come on. You’d be doing me a favor.” 
He grinned, and the older lady who had to be nearer to her mid-seventies cocked her white-grey head at him.
“Alright, Lucas, but I’m helping you. This is my yard. If my kids think I can’t keep the place up, they’ll start talking about putting me in a home. I ain’t ready for that.” She laughed.
“I swear. It will be our secret. Thanks, Ms. Ellington. Let me just grab my gloves and my rake. I’ll be right back.” Luke grinned at her as he crossed his heart.
He walked across the street and grabbed his gloves and the leaf rake from his garage. Ms. Ellington liked to talk. Jimmy said she’d lived there since he started delivering mail on that street. She watched the neighborhood in the daytime, so she’d know a lot about things.
They worked on raking the leaves. He raked them into big piles, and she picked up the piles and crammed the leaves into the leaf bags, talking the whole time like that was more important than clearing the lawn. For Luke, it was. 
Ms. Ellington needed to talk to people as much as Luke needed to learn what she had to say. In April, he’d be glad she’d befriended him when she passed away in her sleep. If he hadn’t raked her leaves, he might have missed his chance to learn what she knew.
“You haven’t lived in the neighborhood for very long. That Miller lady is newer, too. Mr. Jones used to live in the house between the two of y’all. He got that Alzheimer’s disease and his family moved him to a retirement community. The Younger family that owned your house moved because the gentleman got a better-paying job in Florida.” 
She told him about his house finally, after she’d told him about nearly every house on the block and how the greenbelt was never to be developed.
He paused the raking and helped her stuff the leaves into the bag.
“Really! What about the other houses? Who lived in Miss Miller’s house before?” he asked to keep her talking. She seemed to know a lot more than he expected.
“Winifred lived there. She died. The realtors told Elizabeth that. She just told the ladies as long as no one told her kids about it she didn’t care. She wasn’t afraid of ghosts.” 
Luke thought his neighbor was a tough lady. Ms. Ellington just smiled. She continued with her storytelling, and Luke soaked up her knowledge.
“She lives alone. Maybe she isn’t afraid,” Luke offered.
“She teaches high school. She has to be tough to do that. I tell you, I wouldn’t want to cross her. She’s smart. Eli has the chickens and that little orchard. She put that greenhouse in because she likes to live frugally. She has kids. Her son is away at university in Austin. Her daughter is studying in Waco and visits more often. A woman who raised two kids to be smart too and worked the whole time. No, she sure doesn’t live in fear.” 
She paused then to take a break and watched him continue raking leaves.   
“You know, I think she’s lonely. She’s always waving at me, and she brought me tea and cookies several times. I’ve never seen a man with her except her son.” 
“She cooks?” Luke asked.
“What woman with kids doesn’t? I bet when her children were teenagers she probably thought she’d go broke trying to buy enough food. She cooks well. She brought me a ham plate at Easter. I wouldn’t turn down an invitation to her table after I tasted that. I even shared my recipe for making the pineapple upside-down cake and the pecan pie I sent over to her last Christmas. She’s a good woman. She copied my recipes exactly, and she even sent me a slice of cake to try it when she made it.” 
Ms. Ellington liked Elizabeth Miller. The two women knew one another. Ms. Ellington used to work at the hospital as a nurse until she retired. Her husband had passed away eight years before. 
Most of the other houses had stories, too. Ms. Ellington shared them all, along with snippets from her own life. Then she circled back to Elizabeth Miller. 
“I wonder why Elizabeth drives that truck of hers? A woman as pretty and smart as she is. It seems odd, don’t you think?” Ms. Ellington asked while the two of them took a break to drink tea when she insisted. 
Luke had finished his glass, and Ms. Ellington had set them on the porch railing to take back inside later.
“I don’t know. I haven’t met her, but it seems odd,” Luke told her as they moved to the side of the yard near the driveway on the other side of her walkway to the mailbox.
It was smaller. They almost finished the lawn, and his head spun with her knowledge. Especially everything that had to do with one very sexy school teacher.
“Come to think about it, get to know her. She might like you. Y’all ain’t married. You look like you could take care of anything that went bump in the night.” 
Ms. Ellington waggled her white eyebrows up and down at the insinuation that he should talk to his neighbor.
He just shook his head at the old lady’s attempt at matchmaking and laughed. He couldn’t just go introduce himself to her like that. Luke needed a good reason to talk to her first. He wasn’t in high school where he could approach any pretty girl just because he thought she was pretty.
“I promise if the opportunity ever arises, I’ll introduce myself to her,” Luke promised the older woman.
“You do that. Elizabeth Miller is too young to be so alone.” Ms. Ellington nodded as if in agreement with her statement and went back to stuffing the leaves in the bag. 
Luke just shook his head and continued to rake up the leaves. She was telling him about Jimmy next. By the time the lawn was clear of leaves, Luke was sure he knew more about the people who lived on his street or passed through it regularly than he’d ever cared to learn. 
Raking the leaves had given him a brand new insight into his teacher neighbor, though. And he was definitely into her. He thought about her a lot. 
No way was his shrink at the VA going to learn about that. He was getting cleared, not getting his head examined for obsessive-compulsive disorders.
Ms. Ellington thanked him, and he put the rake back in his garage, along with his work gloves, before he headed into his bathroom for a shower. He had to wash the debris from the leaves out of his chocolate hair before it started to itch. 
He hadn’t lied to Ms. Ellington either. Raking her leaves gave him something to do. It also added fuel to the small fire burning in his mind for one sexy, smart lady.
A bit of staff practice tomorrow, and a quick trip to the gym would not hurt him. He didn’t need it. Rather, it helped make him appear more legitimate. Continuing to look thirty-five at his age was dangerous. 
At least workouts offered a plausible excuse. He’d better go. If nothing else, he could waste some more energy and get out of the house.
What his mind returned to was Elizabeth Miller. When he closed his green eyes to lather his hair, he got lost in the fantasy of showering with her. 
Once again, he handled his junk over a woman he still had yet to meet. It was ridiculous how much damn jizz he was wasting on her in his shower every day.
He had to get a grip. Or figure out a way to convince her pretty pink lips to kiss him. Yeah, seriously needed to get a grip, and not on his shaft anymore. Luke seriously thought he might rub all the skin off if he didn’t get control of his crazy, fired-up fantasies.






  
  Chapter seven
Eli Miller


Early January 2016 
She sighed as she waved at her kids backing out of the driveway. They headed back to their lives at their universities. After having them around for the holidays, it was difficult to find her routine again. 
What she needed was a real man to show up and sweep her off her feet, spin a web of desire for her, and wrap her up in silk threads too sticky to escape so he could have his way with her.
Eli dreamed of romance even though she could admit that even if the dreamboat lover showed up, she’d probably push him away. 
Lately, the fantasy was dark. Maybe it followed her mood. Spider webs and silk threads? Yeah, she needed to get laid. 
She was a tiger. That was too much of a secret. So getting laid wasn’t happening, no matter if silk threads were involved. Although a bit of masculine attention occasionally was nice and flattering.
Oh well, at least she had time to work on her novel again before school started back. Imaginary book boyfriends would have to suffice. She’d already prearranged for her substitute so she could make the drive back to El Paso to sign her house over to the new owners. 
She popped a frozen meal into the microwave. Maybe she’d run a bath and soak in the bubbles with a good book first. No need to cook a proper dinner with the house empty. She wandered through, straightening up
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