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  To everyone who believed in me and knew I could do it... Volume One! 









  
  Introduction To The Draoithe Saga
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Draoithe Saga



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 book 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.
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A Note from Ophelia Kee

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 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. Overlapping scenes from the events often relates alternate perspectives as the story unfolds. 



Watch the trailer, research videos, vlogs, and more on YouTube.
[image: Subscribe to Ophelia Kee on YouTube]
Subscribe to Ophelia Kee on YouTube
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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. 
Welcome to the dream…  
Steamy Paranormal Romance / Urban Fantasy 18+ HEA! NC! Fated Mates 
***Warning: Adult Themes, Fantasy Violence, and/or Explicit Sexual Situations. Intended for a Mature Audience.
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Eli Miller


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.

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 
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.
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Luke Mendez



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.

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
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.
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Dear Reader, 

A Pack Forms is Volume 1

in the Kingdom Rising Miniseries.

I hope you enjoy it all.

For more information, 

please join my group of

Newsletter Friends
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Newsletter Friends


Welcome to the dream...









  
  Eli 


An icy rain drizzled out of the January night sky, illuminated by the streetlights of a quiet country neighborhood. The sprinkling rain made strange halos around the streetlights. No classes on Monday for Martin Luther King Day meant Eli could sleep in and enjoy a bit of a break. She opened the chest of drawers near the bed, pulled out an old faded cotton nightgown, pulled it on over her head, and was asleep before her head hit the pillow.  
The Moonlight cruised silently along. There was no radio playing. Eli was tired. It was late, almost midnight. 
Everything was eerily silent as she cruised past her neighbors’ homes. She was almost home. The drive had been too long, but worse, she was lost in thought for most of it, reliving the past. 
Eli missed her farm. Well, it was not a farm, more of a suburban homestead, only an acre with a creek outback. She was still teaching high-school social studies full time, but in the summer, Eli was an avid gardener. The chickens got fed every day and laid their eggs. The small orchard gave a variety of fruits, nuts, and berries. She spent very little at the grocery store on produce. She was an urban homesteader, sort of.
The kids were both at university. Her son was working on his master’s degree. Her daughter was in the last year of her bachelor’s degree. She made the trip alone, leaving on Thursday evening after school. The substitute handled her classes on Friday while she finished the drive to El Paso and made her title loan company appointment that afternoon.
The tiger inside just wanted to get down from the truck and stretch.
But the trip she was coming home from wasn’t the travel that she always dreamed of. Eli went back to El Paso to sell her house there. It would not bring much cash, but it would help her tie up the loose ends of her previous life. Maybe she could finally move on. She could put the past firmly behind her.
She was forty-eight. It was time to live by her own rules. The time for answering to someone else was over. She had raised her children, and she had her life back. Things were finally good. It had been emotionally hard to move forward alone after Javier moved back to El Paso, but she was happier; freedom was wonderful.
Eli had known it was likely to happen, but that did not mean it had not hurt when she saw him with another woman in the house where they had raised their children. Maybe she secretly hoped he would stay when she moved to Tyler, that she could win the competition for his affection.
If she was honest with herself, she was never the jealous type. She was extremely territorial and had a possessive streak a mile wide, but Eli knew who she was and what she wanted. A man who could not make her his ‘one and only’ was certainly not it. 
Competing with another woman for a man’s affection was pointless. If a man wanted a woman, she would receive all of his attention. He would not have time for anyone else. The consolation was that Javier didn’t love the other woman either. She was just a distraction for him. 
Her ex had never acknowledged it. She knew. The kids knew. His family had known. Javier and Eli had two children together, but the last seven years of their relationship had been sex and business.
Eli took pleasure from him and used him to help the kids. Eli had stayed so her children could finish high school. There would never be a stepfather. She had never brought another man into her children’s home. She had made a promise, and she had kept it. It was a point of pride for her.
She bought the house in Tyler at the end of her son’s junior year in high school. When her daughter had graduated from high school, she resigned from her teaching position and withdrew some of her retirement money. She moved to Tyler and applied for a teaching position there.
Eli had been teaching in Tyler for almost two years. God had blessed her, and she was teaching World History to sophomores, working in a career she was passionate about, and living in a veritable paradise of forest, farmland, lakes, and streams.
She should not have passed by her old home while she was in El Paso, but it was a long trip. And after she had signed all the papers selling the house, she had little to do but go back to the hotel, which held no appeal to her.
Eli had toyed with meeting some old friends, but her mood was black. She felt as if she would not be good company. El Paso had brought out the cynic in her hardcore. So, she took one last look at the past instead. 
Eli had gone for a late dinner alone, avoiding the empty hotel. She had driven by her house one last time, pausing for a while as she said her silent goodbyes. Then she had turned left two blocks up and driven by her old home. The one that should have been hers forever.
It was late, going on ten o’clock, when she stopped on the street across from the chain-link gate. She hated how he had painted the outside. Eli liked the dark gray trim she had chosen all those years ago. The new red just did nothing for the brick.
She sighed and started the Moonlight after a few minutes, but as she took a long look for the last time, they came out. He was laughing at something the woman had said. The sound cut off as Eli rolled the window up and drove off down the street. Eli had known Javier would not be alone, but she could have done without that mental picture. 
She drove back to the hotel, checked in, and tried to get a good night’s sleep. A person could always hope. Eli met an old friend for brunch the next morning after checking out of the hotel. They chatted for a bit, and Eli thanked them for monitoring the house. After about a half-hour of catching up, Eli was making her apologies to her friend about needing to hit the road. Eli was soon leaving El Paso and her old life behind.
It was done. She had sold her house and left the pieces of her heart that had once belonged to Javier in the street in front of her old home. Eli bought a Mountain Dew, filled up the gas tank on the Moonlight, and rolled out of town, headed east on I-10. She was rolling out of El Paso for the last time, around eleven in the morning.
She was finally free. 
Her son and daughter would talk crap about how she should have rested longer before starting the drive back, but Eli just felt better leaving the desert and all the painful memories behind. Javier had truly been the best man she had ever met, but their differences had come between them.
Whatever they might have had once, it was long since gone now. No crying over spilled milk. She had no tears left; clean it up and move on.  
Eli had been Tyler-bound for the last twelve hours. Desert had given way to grassland after she rolled past Odessa on I-20. Eli had kept on I-20 till the piney woods outside of Dallas. She was bound for home and a new life.
Eli loved the Moonlight and thanked God for giving the truck to her. It was just as comfortable to sleep in as it was to drive. It was paid off and still drove like a dream. The cream-colored 2008 Ford F-150 was the Lariat edition. With heated leather seats and a moon roof, the 5.4-liter v8 engine had less than 180,000 miles.  
She guided the Moonlight into her driveway, slowly rolling to a stop in front of the house as the gravel crunched under the truck’s weight. Eli would get the oil changed soon. She made it home, finally. 
The house was dark, silent. There was no one home except her. Eli breathed in the damp, country winter air as she got down from the truck. She stretched and yawned for several long minutes, hit the lock button out of habit, and shut the driver’s side door. 
As she pulled her wrap tighter against the icy drizzle, she prowled up to the house. Eli noted everything was as she had left it. She would get the luggage down tomorrow. 
She stopped on the porch, taking in the peace and serenity she loved. She could smell smoke in the air from a neighbor’s chimney. 
Eli smiled to herself as she put the key into the lock and pushed open the heavy wooden front door into the foyer. She slipped off her shoes and left her wrap on the hall tree as she locked the front door behind her. 
She breathed deeply again. She was at home.
Eli headed down the hall to her room, enjoying the cool tile floors through her socks. She did not turn on any lights, and lit the fireplace in the bedroom, added a log, and closed the fire screen. She padded barefoot into the adjoining bathroom, turning on the water to fill the tub. 
A nice soak sounded good. She lit the candles and added the bubbles to the jetted tub. She stripped off her clothes and left them on the rug. Then she stepped into the tub and sank into the bubbles, sighing as the stress and tension from the drive faded away.
Eli stared out the window at the forest behind her house. The leaves were gone on the deciduous trees, but the pines were still silhouetted in the dark. 
Her property backed up to a green belt that wasn’t to be developed. Tomorrow, she would go for a long run. It had been too long. 
It was half-past one on Sunday morning when she released the cooling water, stepped out of the tub, and toweled off. A good night’s sleep was in order. 






  
  Luke


Luke sat on the porch swing, finishing his brandy, when her truck passed. The mist from his exhaled breath floated in the frosty air. Eli hadn’t been home since Thursday morning.  
It wasn’t his business, but she intrigued him. He marked her comings and goings for a while. Who could blame him for noticing a beautiful woman, especially when she passed his house every day?
He asked around and learned that she purchased the house several years ago, and used it as a summer home for about two years before becoming a full-time resident. 
Luke also knew that she had two college-age children, and he hadn’t seen a man other than her son enter her home. He wondered about her story. What kept her out for two nights? 
He wondered if he could be the next man inside her house. There was something about her that made him sit up and take notice.
Luke moved to the neighborhood last year after retiring from the military. He tried to live a quiet life. He even got used to the cane. The physical therapy was over. He thought about looking for some part-time employment lately to relieve the boredom. 
His therapist signed off on him two weeks ago. He dealt with PTSD well. A few nightmares here and there. Overall, he was on the mend. His career was long and boring, mostly.
He never spoken of the calm stillness that he endured to kill. It was his secret, the stillness. No more missions to go on meant no more killing. No one needed to know. 
Luke didn’t need the money from a job, just a way to keep busy. His parents were gone. They left him a nice inheritance. He was only recently even discussing the trust fund, the one he had never withdrawn money from. with his lawyer. 
His sister and her kids lived in Chicago. They wanted him to stay with them or near them. He didn’t want to be cooped up in the city. 
He’d always liked the East Texas area. Tyler was big enough, with 100,000 people to meet his needs. He could live just outside of town and enjoy the peace.  
At fifteen after midnight on Saturday night (or was it early Sunday?), he grabbed his cane, set his brandy glass on the porch railing, and stepped onto the lawn for a walk. He headed down the road in the cool, damp air, making his way toward the high school teacher’s house. 
It was too late to speak with her, but he could ensure she was safe. Luke still hadn’t introduced himself to her. Yet Eli stayed on his mind.
Luke tried to tell himself he couldn’t sleep, and his curiosity about why Eli was gone so long had him moving rather quickly past the empty neighboring house and down the road towards Eli’s house. He told himself he just wanted to be sure she was okay. 
He would pass by, turn around, and head home at the end of the block. Maybe spending a little energy along with the brandy would help him sleep. He didn’t believe the lies he told himself.
As he drew closer, Luke saw her step down from the truck. Her long, leisurely stretch had his attention glued to her. 
He raked his eyes over her curves as he watched her ease the ache in her muscles. She had a shape to her that set his heart pumping faster.
He was quick to note that she seemed unharmed, just tired and perhaps stiff from a long ride. Luke told himself to keep walking. 
When Eli locked the truck door and prowled towards the porch, he stood transfixed. The way she moved was beautiful in the shadows. It was a graceful and silent motion towards the house. Her muscles showed off nicely in the moonlight as she was wearing stretchy yoga pants.
Luke was standing in the shadows. A nearby street lamp cast an easy light on the path to her front door. He watched her as she moved, light and sure-footed, like a cat. He was alert as he realized she was analyzing the grounds, ensuring that everything was still as she left it.
As she moved into the house and shut the door, Luke let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. He could smell the oily heat from the cooling truck engine and the wood smoke from a neighboring chimney. The smell of shade in the summer still hung in the air where she had been.
Luke’s heart was racing as he shook his head at himself. He started walking again as he tried unsuccessfully to clear his mind of the image of Eli walking away from him. 
Was he fifteen years old again? He was so hard in his jeans it was uncomfortable to walk. Damn, she was sexy. The way her hips moved as she stepped up on the porch was beyond graceful.
She puzzled him. Why was she so alert? Was she just playing it safe because she lived alone, or did she have a reason to fear? That last thought had him feeling edgy. He had an unsettling need to make sure she was safe.
Before he thought twice, Luke walked down the edge of her property along the fence line beneath the leafless trees of her small mixed orchard. He stayed in the shadows and did a thorough check of the front and side yards. 
Was she afraid of something? He growled at the thought that someone might harm her. He paused; when had she become his responsibility? 
When he rounded the back of the house, he checked the henhouse and the glass greenhouse that had seedlings in it for spring planting. It was all clear. 
Luke continued even though his ankle was complaining a bit and checked along the creek and around the other side of her house. All clear. The pool area and the patio area contained only some empty planters and a few stray leaves. 
The woods behind the property were quiet. There was no scent of any other person.
Luke was about to head back around the house and start down the road towards his house when he looked up as a dim light came on in a room at the back of the house. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from the scene in the window. 
Eli was disrobing in her bathroom before the tub. He almost reached down to rub his erection on seeing her, needing to ease the pressure in his pants. He needed to get a grip before he lost control of himself. 
The window faced out toward the creek. She hadn’t closed the blinds. The property backed onto a green belt. She probably didn’t think she ever needed to close them. Who would see? 
Luke couldn’t move, even though he knew things wouldn’t go well if they caught him trespassing. The whole town would think he was some perverted voyeur.
Eli was gorgeous. She worked out regularly. She had to be at least forty. Luke saw her college-aged children coming and going several times. 
As she sank into the tub, he finally tore his eyes away. Luke eased away from her property and headed home. 
Even though it was damp and cold, Luke’s blood was boiling in his veins. He was fifty-three years old, wandering through his house at half-past one in the morning with a serious hard-on for his neighbor and unable to quit thinking about her.
He moved into his bathroom, stripped off his clothes, and got into a cool shower until he had control of his body again. Luke seriously needed to check for long-term side effects of the pain medication he recently stopped taking. What was he doing, peeping into the window of his neighbor like a horny teenage boy?
Luke dried his shoulder-length chocolate hair with a towel, then wrapped it around his waist as he stood in front of the sink vanity after exiting the shower. 
He grinned as he realized he still had a full head of hair with no gray. He could easily pass for thirty. Water dripped on the floor as he picked up his toothbrush and rinsed with mouthwash, getting ready for bed.
He hung the towel on the bar and shut off the bathroom light., and padded into his bedroom naked to climb into bed. He set his alarm to go to the gym to work out in the morning and drifted off to sleep. 
Luke suffered no nightmares. The sheets were a tangled mess from erotic dreams of Eli when he woke the next morning. The nightmares, however, seemed banished.
Luke was hooked on Eli. He was dreaming about her at night and randomly fantasizing about her during the day. She was under his skin, for sure. 
On his way to the gym the next morning, he wondered again what her story was. He was going to know the lady better.  






  
  Eli


Tuesday morning, Eli woke to snow and rare school cancellation. That kind of weather didn’t happen often. Her weekend had just gotten extended another day.   
She had a free day, and she intended to enjoy it. She called her children and left them cheerful snow messages. Neither was probably awake at what her daughter called “such an ungodly hour”. They would call or text her later.  
She dressed warmly in a coat and gloves and went out to feed the hens. They cackled at her as she emptied the ice from their water bowl and refilled it with fresh water. Eli collected the eggs and stepped into the greenhouse to check on her tomato and pepper seeds. 
The greenhouse was nice and warm. The seedlings had not sprouted yet. With thick cloud cover and snow flying, she didn’t think that her seedlings would sprout soon, but seeing the little green sprouts break through the soil always excited her, so she peeked anyway just to be sure she hadn’t missed their debut.
Eli left the greenhouse, stepped around the covered pool, and entered her house through the mudroom. She left her shoes on the rug by the door and hung her jacket and gloves before she moved on into the kitchen to wash the eggs and put them in the fridge. 
As she was taking out a mug for some Earl Grey tea, the doorbell rang. She walked through the foyer and answered the door, curious to know who was standing on her porch.
An incredibly handsome, six feet two inches of powerful male was standing on her doorstep looking quite chilled. His green eyes were bright behind the fog of his breath in the early morning frosted air. 
It had been a long time since a man had turned on the lights for Eli the way this man was doing. She could see his chocolate hair peeking out from under his hat. 
He was rubbing his long-fingered, large, masculine hands together for warmth. His hands were red and chapped from the cold. He should have put on gloves.
He took off his hat and ran a nervous hand through his dark brown hair. He smiled, and his entire face seemed to brighten. Eli had to force herself to drag her gaze away from his perfect smile with his pretty white teeth and full lips and look into his eyes. 
The man spoke. “Hello, I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Lucas Mendez, and I live two houses down from you. I’m taking the Jeep to the store, and I was wondering if you needed anything?”
“Well, Mr. Mendez,” she said with a smile. “That’s awfully kind of you. I was just contemplating s’mores in the fireplace while it snows, but I’m missing all the ingredients.”
What was she thinking? She shouldn’t be flirting with the man. Eli could easily take the Moonlight to the store. She had never been so forward before. 
He smelled like a sandy beach in the sun, and he was smiling at her as if he only smiled at her. It was too good of a combination. 
She wanted to keep him talking just to hear his deep voice. Eli wanted his overtly masculine attention focused on her.
“I’m Elizabeth Miller, by the way. Are you in a hurry? Would you like to come in for a cup of hot tea, maybe warm up a bit, while you wait for me to grab my things?”
She lost her mind. Why was she inviting him in as if they were old friends? Because he made her heart race? 
She crushed that thought immediately. He just piqued her curiosity, that was all. He was cold. A cup of hot tea would solve that.
His face lit up at the mention of hot tea. He smiled and nodded his acceptance of her offer as she stepped aside for him to enter and closed the cold out behind him. He paused and stepped aside to allow her to lead the way to the kitchen.
What was she thinking about inviting him in like that? Southern hospitality be damned. The man was a smoking-hot, sexy stranger. She couldn’t pass an opportunity to know something more about him. 
Did he live two houses down? She didn’t recall seeing him before.
‘Stranger’ was the word to focus on. It rhymed with danger. Some rational part of her mind tried to argue. She threw that rational part right out the proverbial window. 
He was very charming, offering to take her to the store in the snow. Manners always won her over. This man’s manners were charming her socks off.
Eli gestured to a stool in front of the breakfast bar and took out a second mug, the tea, creamer, and honey. He settled onto the stool smoothly, making her curious about what he might look like without all the outerwear. “Thank you, Ms. Miller. I checked with the other neighbors. Ms. Ellington asked for a hot chocolate mix but said she was not up for the ride. None of our other neighbors were home. I guess they had to work today.” Luke spoke easily. 
She frowned inwardly that he had checked out the other neighbors. She was hoping he was only interested in her. He was just being polite. 
Eli refrained from a sigh. Why was she upset? The man didn’t belong to her. She could still enjoy a bit of masculine attention.
She smiled at him. “Please, call me Eli, and how do you take your tea?” 
“Just honey, no creamer, and please call me Luke.” He grinned at her.
She handed him his mug with a tea bag steeping inside, adding the creamer to her own, and they sat sipping hot tea in silence for a minute. 
She closed her eyes and breathed in the vapor from the tea, mixed with the smell of a sandy beach in the sun. The man smelled good. 
“This is good,” He said, interrupting her moment of fantasy. 
“I must have gotten colder than I thought, scraping off the windshield. Thanks.” 
When she blinked, the handsome, charming man with the rich, sexy baritone voice was still sitting in her kitchen, sipping hot tea. Eli was not dreaming. She smiled at him.
“I noticed your cane. Are you injured?” she blurted. 
What if he did not want to talk about it? She sucked at the flirting. She looked away before he could see her embarrassment.
Luke raised an eyebrow at her question and smirked. Did he suspect she was attracted to him and just didn’t want him to stop talking? God, this gorgeous man had her blood heating.
“I messed up my ankle on my last mission, but I mostly carry it for the show now, though. I guess I got used to having it.”
“Mission?” She queried, picking up on his odd phrasing. 
“I’m retired from the military. Colonel in the Green Berets. You know, Special Forces. What about you?” 
“Just a high school history teacher.” She laughed at his obvious discomfiture over revealing his military background and let him off the hook. 
“Shall we head out, then?” 
“I left the Jeep running. I’m ready whenever you are.” He smiled at her, that same smile that made her feel as if he only smiled at her. A girl could get used to being looked at like that. 
Eli smiled back. He seemed so easygoing. She liked him. He had asked all the neighbors the same thing. He was just being nice. She should not read too much into it. 
It was a long time since a man as good-looking as Luke had talked with her and smiled at her. She wasn’t wasting the chance to get some more male attention, even if it wasn’t leading to anything. She promised to enjoy the day. 
“I will only be a minute,” Eli spoke as she went into the mudroom to get her shoes and coat. They headed back through the house to the front door. She grabbed her keys from the rack by the door and locked up. 
He walked her out to his jeep in the driveway, their feet crunching the snow beneath their shoes, and opened her door. He made sure she was in and comfortable, then he closed her door and walked around, and got behind the wheel.
Luke was behaving like the perfect gentleman. He grinned like a Cheshire Cat as he backed out of her driveway. “I love to play in the snow.” 






  
  Luke 


Her accent made it seem as if she purred at him when she spoke. Luke had almost passed out on her porch when she invited him in for tea.  
He couldn’t stop himself from accepting her invitation, even though he should have. He had just met her, and tea with her alone in her home seemed too intimate to him. 
She had a pleasant home, but the décor was sparse. Light gray walls with dark gray trim, tile floors, and smooth ceilings decorated with a dark leather wrap-around sofa, a matching recliner, and an area rug. There were a couple of interesting pictures of winged ladies hanging on the wall behind the couch.
They looked like puzzles, and he was sure she had put them together, mounted, and framed them. He liked the quaint, personal feel of her choices of art.
He felt she didn’t use the living area much. She was a kitchen person. Southern all the way through, but with that sexy accent, she wasn’t from Tyler. This woman was a wonderful puzzle he’d never grow tired of figuring out. 
Luke was sure he should have refused the tea and acted more like a gentleman. 
She tied him up in knots on the inside. She drew him in as if she had cast a spell on him. He agreed to her desire, as it coincided with his own.
Standing close to her in the foyer, she smelled like shade on a summer day. She was too damn sexy. He was in over his head with the lady. 
She was dangerous, yet for some insane reason. He wanted Eli to like him.
When he winked at her and said that he liked to play in the snow, her tinkling laughter filled the Jeep. He wanted to hear her laugh again. 
It made him nervous to be so close to her. All his usual confidence disappeared. If he could have made her laugh like that for him again, though, he would have given all that he possessed in the world. 
He was driving slowly, worried over her fear. Out of nowhere, she asked, “This thing is four-wheel drive, right?”
Was she challenging him? He looked at her sideways and saw the twinkle in her olive-green eyes, a quirky half-smile on her pink lips. She wanted to play. 
She was a bit of a risk-taker then. That was over the top alluring. Oh yeah, she intrigued him. 
Luke turned right into an empty, icy parking lot. He looked at her and asked, “Iced donuts, my lady?” 
She gave him a wicked grin and a nod. Then she grabbed hold of the handle on the frame with both manicured hands.
Luke glanced down to be sure she was wearing her seatbelt and gave the Jeep some gas. He spun the wheel to the left, and they began spinning. He pulled the emergency brake, and the Jeep slid halfway across the parking lot. She laughed that bright, tinkling laugh again. 
The cold and excitement flushed her entire face. The pink in her cheeks and the sparkle in her eyes lit up his soul. They spun and slid around in the Jeep on the icy parking lot a few more times. Then he eased back out onto the road and headed for the store. 
Luke looked over at her as her breathing calmed down. God, she was beautiful. He wanted her.
“Thanks, Luke. I haven’t done anything like that since I was a kid. That was exhilarating. Wow, where did you learn to drive?” 
“I grew up near Chicago, so ice storms were common. The winters there were pretty harsh. I learned young.” He grinned at her. 
Her company was making him feel high, like when he smoked weed. Remembering driving in the ice storms as a kid felt good. She felt right to him. He could get used to her being around fast. He didn’t want to think about not being around. 
“What about you, Eli? I heard your accent., and I would guess southern, but not Tyler.” He asked her as he drove, hoping to hear more of her accent, needing to know more about her. 
“I grew up in Tennessee, just north of Nashville. Then I moved to El Paso and stayed for over fifteen years before making it to Tyler.”
They made small talk as they drove, and he found it easy to talk to her, as if they were old friends, not barely met strangers. She was warm and open. He wanted to know more, excited to learn everything about the woman.
When they got to the supermarket, he dropped her off at the front of the store and parked. Luke hurried into the madness of the crowd to get Ms. Ellington’s hot cocoa. 
He met Eli at the front of the store. She had three large chocolate bars, a box of graham crackers, and a package of large marshmallows. They stepped into the checkout line. 
She tried to protest when he pulled out his wallet to pay the cashier. He cut her off. 
“What kind of man would I be if I allowed a beautiful lady to pay?” Luke stared at her for a few extra seconds so she understood he meant it. 
Real men paid for women. He wasn’t just acting. He wouldn’t have been able to see himself as a man if he hadn’t paid for her. 
She smiled at him then, blushing. Hell, he would have paid ten times more to see her smile at him like that again. 
Her blushing smile alone was reason enough for a real man to pay. No other man should ever offer to pay for her, though.
At that thought, he almost growled. Luke would provide for her, care for her. 
He had to get a tight grip on that possessive sentiment. He had no right to think about Eli like that. Luke shook his head as he carried their bags and followed her back to his Jeep.
When they got back to the neighborhood, he stopped at Ms. Ellington’s, delivering the hot cocoa. He refused her money and excused himself from taking a cup by mentioning that he still had to take Eli’s home. 
Luke ran back to the Jeep and Eli. They drove on down the road to her house.
As she got down from the Jeep, Luke held her bag and walked her to the door. When she opened the door, she turned to him. 
“Thank you for the ride, Luke. I feel as if I must pay you back. What are your dinner plans?” 
Luke felt like he’d entered the Twilight Zone. Was Eli inviting him for dinner? Maybe he had a stroke or something. 
Well, if it was a hallucination, Eli was still looking at him for a response. He’d be damned if he wasn’t accepting her invitation. Luke was certain he’d wake up from the dream sometime. 
“I was just going to have hot pockets in the microwave. It’s just me, so it’s not worth cooking.” He blurted it out, feeling like a total loser as he made himself out to be a lonely, pathetic soul.
She didn’t notice how pathetic he was when she asked instead, “Do you like spicy Mexican food?” 
Luke didn’t trust himself not to say something dumb, so he just smiled and nodded.
“Good. Come back over
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