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  Some things to know before you read!


Please see list below before you read. 
	Violence
	General

	Against women




	Swearing

	Discussion of Parental Death

	Explicit Sexual Situations

	Light Kink




If you come across others, please email me at lacohenwrites@gmail.com. I have endeavored to include them all, but I realize I may have missed some. 






  
  Dedication


For Erin. Who’s been here since the beginning, and well before. Here’s to a friendship forged over vacation scheduling. Love you, my friend.
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  Chapter 1


Ophelia knew she shouldn’t be here. 
There was something odd about this place. Brimstone, it was called. It made her feel strange, but she couldn’t pinpoint why. It felt familiar, and yet not at the same time. An artist she’d recently met had cajoled her into coming, insisting it would be fun and they’d have a good time. Ophelia figured since it was her birthday, her fortieth, that she’d go. She hadn’t been in Paris long, and she was still trying to make friends. 
But once they’d got to the club, the other artist had disappeared quickly. She’d never find them in the crowd, and she didn’t want to, truth be told. Anyone who would just disappear like that wasn’t someone she wanted to be friends with anyway. 
Phee sat at the bar, and decided to people watch - her favorite activity. And the people-watching here was amazing. She just wished she could shake the odd feeling she had. It was a tickle at the back of her brain, pushing her towards something. But what? She decided to enjoy herself, have a couple of drinks and just maybe she’d be brave enough to find someone to kiss. It was her birthday after all.
“Are you good, miss? Do you need anything else?” 
She looked up to see a large black man smiling at her. There was something very comforting about him, she felt immediately at ease.
“No, I’m fine. Thank you though.” 
“What brings you here tonight?” he asked. Donovan knew a fish out of water when he saw one, and was curious how she had found them. 
“I came with someone. But they’ve disappeared. It’s my birthday, so I figured I may as well try and enjoy myself.” Shut up, Phee. Too much information. As always. 
“Your birthday? Well, happy birthday!” The big man boomed. “Your drinks are on the house tonight.” 
“Oh no,” she demurred. “I couldn’t possibly…”
“Nonsense! It’s the least we can do, since your friend abandoned you.” Donovan was going to find that friend later. This woman knew nothing about the kind of club she was in, and she should never have been left alone. The only reason that no one had bothered her was that he’d been glowering at anyone who came close. Donovan was convinced she didn’t realize it.
“They aren’t really a friend if they left me but thank you! What’s your name?” she asked.
“Donovan,” came the reply.
“Thank you, Donovan.” 
“You’re most welcome. Are you sure you don’t want another?” 
“I am. I think I’m going to go, but you’ve been very kind.” 
“Again, most welcome. Please get home safely.”
“I will.”
Donovan had been on the verge of asking if she wanted him to get a car for her, but something off to the side caught his attention for a moment and when he looked back, she was gone. 
Damn, he thought. She was a sly one. He laughed to himself. 

      [image: ]Ophelia had dropped some money on the bar, and snuck away before the bartender decided to make a fuss. That would be too uncomfortable for her. She stood at the top of the stairs, staring out at the dance floor when she spotted a tall, dark-haired man breaking up an altercation. She only saw the back of him, but she could tell he was well built. What did he look like she wondered? She had to know.  Maybe it was the artist in her, but she knew that for a lie. Something about the way he held himself, made her heartbeat quicken.
What she could see though, were his hands as they were clapped on the shoulders of two men who had just been fighting. They were lovely hands, with long fingers. He applied what looked to be only a little pressure, and the men blanched. He spoke to them for a moment, and then they shook hands and went their separate ways. She willed him to turn so she could see his face. He did turn just then, almost as if he could feel her eyes on him. 
Jumping Jesus, she thought. He was gorgeous. Dark eyes to go with dark hair, but the biggest surprise was that he very much resembled a drawing she had hanging up in her studio. It was uncanny. A drawing she was, admittedly, somewhat obsessed with. She’d been having dreams about the man in that drawing for years. And here he was, made flesh. Though she knew it couldn’t possibly be him. 
He had on black pants and a very well-cut black jacket with a white shirt open at the collar. She could see his skin was almost honey-colored. He was staring at her and smiling a little. To hell with it. It was her birthday, and she wanted a birthday kiss. And this guy was going to give it to her. She checked his ring finger quickly, and not spotting a ring, hoped like hell he didn’t have a girlfriend. Or a boyfriend. 
She swallowed hard as her feet started toward him. This was likely a terrible idea. He looked dangerous, as he stood very still, watching her. The music was beating out a rhythm she found almost unbearably sexy. It had been a rotten day, and she just wanted this one thing to make her birthday special, and the move to Paris worth it. She was owed that much.

      [image: ]Matthew watched her move towards him. She looked like a cat who had just found her dish of cream. Watching her body moving in time to the music, he grew hard. Well, that’s different. No one had moved him like that for centuries. 
She stopped in front of him, put her hands on his chest, and looked up at him.
“Well, little cat?” he asked, smiling down at her.
She leaned up and kissed him lightly on the lips. When she went to move away, he made a small growl in the back of his throat, pulled her closer and deepened the kiss. Her eyes flew open, and he stilled for a moment, giving her the option to pull away. She sighed into his mouth and wound her arms around his neck. He began to kiss her in earnest, as she pressed herself against him. His tongue swept into her mouth, teasing, taking and she answered in kind. Good lord, he’d lost his mind, he was sure of it. 
There was a noise on the other side of the dance floor, and they broke apart quickly. Matthew turned to look, but Dougal had it well in hand. When he turned back, she was gone. Fuck! Matthew ran outside and looked up and down the block. He didn’t see her anywhere. How did she disappear so quickly? He ran his hands through his hair and huffed out a frustrated sigh. The first woman to catch his eyes in ages, and she had disappeared into thin air. 
He ran out to see if he could find, but she’d disappeared. Just his damn luck! He went back and stopped by the bar to grab a drink. 
Donovan put a whiskey in front of him. “You okay, Matthew? You look a little perturbed.”
“I’m… fine,” replied the usually unflappable Brit.
Donovan knew exactly what the problem was, having seen the whole thing from the bar. Not much happened that Donovan didn’t see. But he also knew how to keep quiet when he thought it best. “You sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure. Thanks, Donovan.” He picked up his drink and drank it all in one gulp.
Donovan raised an eyebrow but said nothing. “Anytime, friend.” He wished that Matthew would loosen his control a little bit. He worried about him. Well, he’d just do what he always did; keep an eye on those who mattered most to him. But now, he hoped like hell that this woman found her way back into Matthew’s life. 

      [image: ]Ophelia had not expected that to happen, but she should have. If a man looks dangerous, he probably is dangerous. But damn, that kiss! She should have pulled away first, but she hadn’t wanted to. She had felt the heat pooling in her body as he had deepened the kiss, wanting more of her. He was like a drug. This was the best birthday kiss ever. No, this was the best kiss ever. 
But once they’d been interrupted, she knew she had to get out of there. That kiss had opened her up in a way she hadn’t expected. So she ran.
Once outside, she hid and saw him run out of the club. He looked up and down the block, sighed and then turned on his heel and marched back into the club. She waited a few moments and then slipped out of the shadows and right into a well-timed taxi. She leaned back and closed her eyes; recalling how the kiss felt. That kiss was magic. She had run because she had gotten overwhelmed. He looked too much like the drawing she had, and that face had been part of her fantasies since she’d been a young woman. She couldn’t handle it, so off she went. She doubted she’d ever see him again. Men that gorgeous didn’t fall into her orbit generally.
Ah well, it had been a good birthday after all.

      [image: ]An hour or so after the kiss on the dance floor, Donovan found the person that Matthew’s mystery woman had come in with and pulled him away from the demons with which he was sitting. No one argued with Donovan. Ever.
“Little man,” he began. “You came in here with a woman tonight. Someone who had never been here before. Someone who knew nothing about what she was walking into. Is that allowed?”
“Nnn… nnnnooo,” the man sputtered out.
“No what?” Donovan glared and the man shrunk into himself even more.
“No, sir. It is not.”
“Anything could have happened to her, and it would have been without her full knowledge and consent. That is serious.” Donovan held out his hand. “Your card.”
“My card?”
“Yes, your membership card. I am revoking it for six months. From all of Mr. O’Shea’s clubs. If you try and sneak in, you will be barred for life.” 
The man sighed but handed his black membership card over. “How will I get it back?”
“You come see me in six months, and if I think you’re ready to handle it again, I will give it back to you.” He pivoted to the demons lounging on the banquettes. They all snapped to attention. “If you try and sneak him into any club, you’re automatically banned for life as well. And your lives are much longer than his.” Donovan bared his teeth, and they all nodded at him. 
Donovan gestured to two demons behind him. “These men will see you out.” He paused. “If you are any kind of gentleman, you will go apologize to that woman. As soon as possible.” He didn’t wait for a response, walking away.
What if that had been Gwen? He shuddered. It didn’t bear thinking about. Then again, Gwen was a witch and would have known if anyone was trying to mess with her. She was delightful when she was angry. It brought a smile to his face, just thinking about her.
It hit him suddenly, that he was really going to need to work things through with her. She was too important to him. And if he hurt her, Anya would likely kill him with those swords of hers. And Declan would probably help.






  
  Chapter 2


Weeks later 

Matthew opened the studio door to the sound of a small bell. He’d heard about this artist, Ophelia Corcoran, and had seen photos of her work. She used bold colors and strokes, and her pieces could be stark, sad, sometimes aggressive, but never boring. He wanted to either commission or purchase one of her pieces for Anya and Declan as a wedding present. 
“I’ll be right with you,” a female voice called from somewhere in the back. 
“No worries,” he answered, looking around. Christ, she was good. Better than good, he thought. Ophelia Corcoran was amazing. 
“What can I help you with today?” a voice said behind him.
He turned and they both froze. “You!” 
She bit her lip, eyes widening. “Yes, me. And it’s you.” Here he was in the flesh, the man from the club. She’d been dreaming about him regularly, not the man from her drawing, this man. And now that he was here, she hadn’t the foggiest idea how to handle it.
“You disappeared on me,” Matthew said with a smile. “I was beginning to think I’d dreamt you up.” 
Phee looked a bit chagrined. “I apologize. It was my birthday, and I was feeling a little brave. Then well, I guess I wasn’t.” She shrugged.
“You didn’t like the kiss?” he asked mildly.
“Oh no! It was fine.”
“Just fine, Ms. Corcoran?” He was teasing her some, but he also needed to know if it had affected her the same way it had him.
She blushed, and he found himself wanting to kiss that blush away. “It was fantastic. That’s why I ran.”
He nodded. “Now that I can understand.”
“You know my name, but I don’t know yours.”
“Matthew Piedmont.”
“Nice to meet you.” She paused a moment. “You resemble a drawing I have,” she blurted out. Why the hell did I say that?
He raised one perfect eyebrow. “Is that so?” 
“Yes, come with me.” She turned and walked over to a high desk. “See?” She pointed to the wall behind her.
And Matthew came very close to losing his cool. The framed drawing looked like him, because it was him. It was a drawing his fiancée, Catherine, had done of him centuries ago, and frankly, he was shocked it had survived. How could it be here? 
“See? Looks like you. Face is younger, of course. No offense.” 
“None taken. Where did you get it?”
“My first trip to London. An estate sale I just happened into. Something drew me to it. One of the people running the sale said it was likely eighteenth century.”
“Seventeenth century actually.” He groaned inwardly at his knee-jerk response.
“How do you know that?”
“His hair and the cut of what you can see of his clothing.”
“An expert in that, are we?” She smiled at him. 
“A bit, yes. This obviously must be an ancestor of mine.”
“He must be, yes. It’s an extraordinary coincidence.” 
He looked at her. “Are we not going to talk about the kiss some more?”
“No, we are not. At least for now. Please.” She saw his hesitation, before he nodded. “What can I help you with today?”
“Two of my friends are getting married, and I’d like to buy them a wedding present. Art is a wonderful present. And I’ve heard good things about you.”
She blushed again. She was forty now, she should not be blushing. “Oh well, that’s lovely. Feel free to look around.”
“I will.” He started to tour around her studio, while she sat at her desk and fretted. 
He was so out of her league. She was, you know, cute. But he was breathtaking. She took out her sketch pad and began to sketch him. 
She was so engrossed in her task that it took a moment for the loud “Fuck!” to filter into her consciousness.
She leapt up and ran over to Matthew. “What’s wrong?”
“These paintings! They’re yours? No one else’s?”
That pissed her off. “Yes, Mr. Piedmont. They are mine. I painted them. How fucking rude!” 
“Do you know the people in them?”
“No,” she answered shortly. Not really. They’d shown up in her dreams and were part of the reason she’d moved to Paris, but she wasn’t going to say that. “Why?”
“Because I know them, Ophelia. Those are the friends who are getting married!”
She scoffed. “Impossible!”
“But true. What exactly was your inspiration to paint these?” Matthew knew he sounded harsh but couldn’t stop himself. Pretty face or not, his friends were his primary concern.
“I get inspiration from all over. I started sketching, and this is what I came up with.” She couldn’t tell him the truth. He’d think she was crazy.
“You’ve hung them as a set. How did you know to do that?” Anya’s painting had her in a fighting stance, the Demon Killers in her hands. Both her eyes and the swords were glowing, and that golden glow was mimicked behind her, almost like she had wings. Their own avenging angel, full of power, and love. Declan’s painting had him in the beginning throes of changing into his beast, still mostly human, but his eyes glowed red. The changes to his facial features were subtle, and there was fire behind him. He felt his friend’s power, but also saw the vulnerability painted there. Declan often warred with his beast, and that showed here. These paintings captured his best friends perfectly.
“I mean, kind of, yes. They felt right together.” She bit her lip. “They’re really your friends?”
“Yes, they are. And you’ve never met them?”
She shook her head. “Matthew,” she said, using his first name. “I swear to you that I have no idea who they are.” She snapped her fingers. “Wait? Could they have been at the club that night?” He didn’t have to know she had painted these two, long before that night.
He shook his head. “Declan owns the club, but he wasn’t there. Neither was Anya.”
She shrugged helplessly. “Then I can’t explain it.” At least not with any explanation that made sense. She looked at the painting of Anya. “She seems formidable.”
“She is.” This made no sense, and it was too much of a coincidence. And that he didn’t like. She wasn’t telling him everything, he just knew it. But she would. He looked at his watch. Shit, Michel would be here soon to pick him up. “I’m going to purchase these.”
“Of course,” she replied. It would have been surprising if he hadn’t bought them.
“Do you have other paintings of them?”
“I do, yes. Two more.” Ophelia wanted to lie but couldn’t do it. She could tell by the set of his jaw that he wasn’t going to let this go. And she had a healthy sense of self-preservation. Eventually she’d tell him the truth, it was only a matter of time. “I don’t have them out though.” They felt so personal that she had left them in the back, unsure of what to do with them.
“May I ask a favor of you, then?” She warily nodded at him. “May I ask that you not put them out or sell them until I can bring Declan and Anya back to see them? They’re busy with wedding plans, and work, but they will want to see them.” 
“I generally wouldn’t promise that, they are my paintings after all. But this is a weird circumstance. So, yes. I will do this for you.” 
“Thank you, Ophelia.” His phone pinged. Michel was outside. “I have to go. May I come pick the paintings up tomorrow? I’ll pay for them now.” 
“Absolutely, no problem.” She went to take them down, but Matthew beat her to it. “Thank you,” she said. She was trying very hard not to panic. 
As she walked away, Matthew smiled to himself. Ophelia was very curvy and soft, and her walk had a wiggle to it that he found very enticing. And sexy. He wouldn’t mind resting his hands on her hips while he kissed that adorable blush of hers. But not before she told him the damned truth behind the paintings.
She was back in a few moments. “I’ll wrap them up tonight for you.”
“Thank you.” 
“Most welcome.” 
“You have the loveliest hands,” he said, watching as she wrote up an invoice for him.”
“Oh, thank you. I know it’s silly to have long nails when I paint, but they make me happy.”
“That’s the only thing that matters.”
They spent the next few minutes dealing with the business of getting the paintings paid for. Ophelia tried to hide her excitement as those were two of her priciest pieces, and the sale would give her some breathing room. Moving to Paris had been expensive. 
“I’ll see you tomorrow then. Thank you.”
“Thank you.” He stepped closer to her. “And so we’re clear Ophelia, we will talk about the kiss again.” 
“It’s not necessary,” she breathed out.
“Oh,” his voice was silky. “it is absolutely necessary. Because I’m going to kiss you again, little cat.” He brushed his thumb across her lower lip and was gratified to see how her eyes glazed over. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
With that, he was gone.
“Shit, Phee,” she said to herself. “You are in some real trouble here girl.” But after she had moved his paintings in back, and replaced them with two other works, she picked up her sketch of him and stared at it, before beginning to work on it again.
Art had always calmed her. From the moment she had put pen to paper in school and created a pretty picture, she’d been hooked. Her constant goal had been to try and find ways to draw or paint. Being a foster kid, that wasn’t easy. She’d been born Marie Lawrence. When her parents adopted her, she’d become Marie Corcoran, and at eighteen, had changed her name legally to Ophelia. It had been her adoptive mother’s middle name, and she wanted to honor her after her death. Through everything, art had been there for her. 
And she hoped it would continue to be there, because she had a feeling that her life was about to change.

      [image: ]Phee was nervous waiting for him the next day. She’d dressed with care, had even done more with her makeup than usual. She’d put on a red and white polka dotted dress with a full skirt. It was retro, but that’s what she liked, and she knew it looked good on her. 
It was getting late, and she was about to call him to see if he was coming by, when a young man came into the studio. He looked to be in his early twenties, with brown hair and big brown eyes. Despite his sweet face, there was something in his eyes that made Phee think he had seen a lot in his young life. 
“Bonjour,” he said. “Are you Ophelia Corcoran?”
“I am,” she said. “May I help you?”
“Oui. My name is Luc. Matthew sent me.” Ophelia loved how Matthew’s name sounded with Luc’s French accent. It was charming. “He apologizes but he cannot make it today. He asked that I pick up his parcel.”
“Oh, of course.” She tried not to let her disappointment show. “I’ll get it.” She went in back, came out with the wrapped paintings, and handed them to him.
“Merci. Your work is amazing.”
“Oh, thank you!”
“Most welcome. Matthew did say that he hasn’t forgotten your conversation though. I assume you know what that means?”
“I do,” she said blushing. She had just met Matthew, and he was making her blush even when he wasn’t present.
Luc smiled. Interesting.
“Work has been very… busy lately, or else he’d be here himself. Plus, the wedding and all.”
“Ah, you are also friends with the couple?  I thought maybe you worked with Matthew.”
“It is both, really.”
Something in the way he answered had Phee raising an eyebrow, but she let it go. “I see.”
Luc’s face softened. “Anya and Declan are like my adoptive parents. So, we work together but are also friends. Like family.” He hoped that made sense to her.
Phee smiled. That was kind of sweet. “I understand. I won’t keep you any longer. Thank you for coming in and delivering the message.”
“You are welcome. I hope to see you again sometime.”
“Same.” She went and opened the door for him. “Take care.”
“You as well.” He tipped his head toward her, and was gone.

      [image: ]Ophelia didn’t think she’d hear from Matthew again. She had assumed that sending someone in for the paintings was his way of extricating himself from her. She was disappointed, but also it was probably for the best. She thought it odd that he was leaving her with the other two paintings, but maybe he would send Luc in for those as well, at some point.
He was ridiculously gorgeous, and sophisticated, and he probably liked model types. A short, fluffy artist with as much in back as in front was likely not his thing. She’d stick with the drawing of his ancestor—she thought it odd he hadn’t wanted it—and her fantasies. 
So, it was a complete surprise the next day when a very large bouquet of flowers was delivered to her. It was gorgeous! Snap dragons, orchids, birds of paradise, so many colors and different blooms. Some he shouldn’t have even been able to get this time of year. Phee was overwhelmed, in the best way. She looked for a card but found an envelope with a note inside. His penmanship—she just knew he wrote the note himself—was perfect. Naturally.

Please don’t take my non-appearance as a lack of interest. Unfortunately, work has taken a turn, and I need to deal with some things before I can turn my attention to what it should be on… you. I tried to find flowers as beautiful as you are, but these will have to do. I look forward to getting to know you better. 
Until I see you again,

Matthew


Oh my! Phee fanned herself with the note. But she knew, deep down, that he also wanted to know how she’d come to paint his friends. He may be interested in her, but she was a conundrum to him. She was a possible threat to his friends, and that would come before any attraction he had to her. Knowing all this didn’t dampen how attracted she was to him. Time would tell how things played out. 






  
  Chapter 3


“What did you find?” Matthew asked Donovan. 
“Well, as you know, she was in the foster care system in the States, because her mother gave her up. But do you know why?” Matthew shook his head. “She didn’t belong to the man her birth mother was married to, so he told her he’d walk if she didn’t give the baby up.”
“Bastard!” Matthew fumed.
“Agreed. He ended up meeting a very bloody and violent end. Mother married someone else quickly, but it was a rough childhood for the sister. She and her sister have some contact now, but it’s minimal.”
“Has her birth mother ever tried to find her?”
“Once, but she had already been adopted, and her adoptive parents said no. I don’t blame them. The Corcorans were older and doted on her. They had been very insistent on an interracial child, since they were an interracial couple.” Donovan brought up a photo of them, with a young Ophelia.
“They look happy.”
“From all accounts, they were. She was a quiet child, according to her school reports. She was always drawing, of course. Didn’t have a lot of close friends. Some of the other kids thought she was prickly, or a snob.
“Just shy, I think.” Matthew smiled.
“Agreed,” replied Donovan. 
“Anything known about her birth father?”
“Now, that is interesting. Birth mother never said anything about him beyond the fact it was a one-night stand, he was white, and she only said that in confidence to friends.”
“How did you find that out then?” 
Donovan gave him a look. “Matthew, please.” 
“Sorry, my friend. What else?”
Donovan sighed. “Do you really want me to tell you everything about her?”
Matthew gave Donovan a look of confusion. “What do you mean?”
“I saw you two kiss that night. Matthew. You like this woman. I know you’re worried about those paintings, but I haven’t found anything that would lead me to believe she means any of us harm.”
“You saw us kiss? Who else saw us?”
“I don’t know, and I didn’t say anything to anyone about it. But I would think you’d want to get to know her the old-fashioned way and not have me tell you everything.”
Matthew blew out his breath. “And you don’t think she’s dangerous?” Matthew trusted Donovan implicitly. If he said Ophelia was safe, she was.
“No, I do not. Though how she painted Anya and Declan is a mystery.”
“There is definitely something she’s not telling me. This is hard. I like her, I want to get to know her, but I also really need to know how she painted our friends.”
Donovan was surprised at Matthew’s admission, but didn’t show it. He could count on one hand the number of times that Matthew had shown vulnerability in the several hundred years that they had known each other. This wasn’t that, but for Matthew, this was a lot. “What are you going to do?”
“Be honest with her,” came the reply. “It’s all I can do.” 
“I know that look,” said Donovan. “Guilt. After all these years, you still feel guilty about Catherine.”
“I do. I put myself first, and she lost touch with reality. I never should have gone to her after she thought me dead.”
Matthew always took too much on himself. “Your response was reasonable. You felt lost, she was your touchstone. You didn’t do it out of malice. You have no need to feel guilty.”
Matthew gave him a wry smile. “I would say the same to you.”
“Me?”
“Yes, you. You feel guilty over your feelings for Gwen.”
“I made a promise to my wife.”
“She elicited that promise from you centuries ago. And while I understand why she did it, it wasn’t fair to you. Had she thought about it a little more, I doubt she would have done it. This is a promise you do not need to honor.”
“Matthew…” 
“Donovan, you know I’m right. When you close your eyes, and you think about being happy, what do you see?”
“I see Gwen. I always see Gwen.” Donovan sounded pained.
“Then you need to get yourself right, and commit to that woman. She loves you. It radiates off her when you’re around.”
“You’re right. But I thought we were talking about you. You also deserve to be happy.”
Matthew shrugged. “That remains to be seen. But, now that things have quieted down, I am taking Anya and Declan to see the other paintings.”
“Those two could use a little quiet while Anya comes to terms with being part Fae.”
“I think it’s hysterical that she’s something she has refused to believe in until recently. She finds my amusement annoying.” 
“She’s handling it well,” Donovan said.
“Well, you’re not sparring with her.” Matthew winced.
“Fair point. Good luck today.”
“Thank you. I shall need it.”

      [image: ]A few days after Ophelia had received the flowers, she received another note from Matthew saying that they would be in after Anya and Declan returned from their honeymoon. But not a word since. Until yesterday, when he had called to say they’d be in today. 
Despite the fact that the sound of his voice had given her butterflies, Phee was determined that she would not dress up, or do her hair or makeup any differently than usual. Then, she went and put on that red polka dot dress again, with a matching red lip, and a red scarf tied up in her hair, to keep the curls at bay.
She heard a car pull up outside and the sound of three doors, opening and closing. She heard voices outside; Matthew’s and two others. One with a bit of an Irish brogue, the other a female voice with a Russian accent. The bell above her door chimed, and she counted to five before looking up.
Holy fucking shit!   Matthew stood there, with his friends by his side. And they were two of the most gorgeous people she’d ever seen. Her paintings had not done them justice. Standing next to Matthew, she refused to believe they were all real. Declan was around the same height as Matthew with the greenest eyes she’d ever seen and hair that was both gold and brown. Anya was a tall, curvy redhead with violet eyes. Who had violet eyes? Were they contacts? She exuded a strength and fierceness that Phee could never hope to have.
“Ophelia,” said Matthew smoothly. “May I introduce you to my friends, Declan O’Shea and Dr. Anya Orlov. Anya and Declan, this is Ophelia Corcoran.”
Ophelia just blinked at them. “Are you people for fucking real? Who looks like this in real life?” She closed her eyes briefly, immediately regretting her words. “I’m sorry. I have a lot of mouth for someone so short.”
Anya took one look at her and started to laugh. It was a full, throaty laugh and her whole body was shaking with it. Ophelia would have laughed as well, but she was caught with how Declan was looking at his wife. Pure adoration. It took her breath away, and she wanted to sketch him immediately. 
She looked at Matthew, and saw he was also taking it in. But he looked sad. Oh no, had he loved Anya? Or Declan? 
Anya finally stopped laughing and put out her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ophelia. I’ve heard a lot about your work, and about you.”
Ophelia took the proffered hand and shook it. “Pleasure to meet you both.” She then shook Declan’s hand.
“Your work is amazing,” said Declan. “I know you know why we’re here, but may we take a look around first?”
“Of course,” Ophelia replied. “Please do.”
The couple moved off, leaving her standing with Matthew.
“Little cat,” he said softly to her. “You look lovely in red.”
“Thank you,” she replied. Her arms were folded in front of her chest, but that seemed standoffish, so she let them fall at her sides. That felt weird though. “Don’t you want to walk around with your friends?”
“No, I want to stand with you. You smell amazing.”
“I smell like paint and turpentine, Matthew.”
“You absolutely do not. You smell like gardenias and sunshine.” She blushed. “Every time you blush, I have the urge to kiss you.”
“Now, I am going to blush even more.”
“Good, I like it.” He reached up to stroke her cheek. 
“Matthew! Your friends might see!”
“And if they do? I’ve not stripped you naked. I just stroked your cheek.”
The way he spoke was doing things to her insides. They felt like molten lava at that moment. She sighed. “What are we doing here?”
“I thought I was flirting, but maybe I’m bad at it. It’s been a long time since I’ve done it.”
She laughed. “No, you’re plenty good at it. But that’s not what I meant. Look, I know why you keep coming around …” 
“I’m sure you think you do, but you’re only half right. Yes, I do want to know how you painted my friends without ever having met them. But I also want to get to know you. Both things are true, and no, I don’t quite know how to make them both work, but I am going to try like hell.”
“Why?” 
“Because no one, and I mean that literally, has interested me for years. Too many to count. You move me, Ophelia, and I want to know all about you.”
“You want my secrets,” she stated flatly.
“Yes, I do. I want your secrets, your fantasies, your fears. And what is even more shocking is that I want you to have mine.” Anya and Declan were heading back their way. “But that discussion will have to wait.” 
“Your work is truly amazing,” Anya said. “You’re ridiculously talented.” 
“Oh well, thank you, Dr. Orlov.” Ophelia was still reeling from Matthew’s words. She hadn’t expected his honesty, or his passion. 
“Anya, please. And he’s Declan.”
“My wife is right. Your work is outstanding.” 
“Thank you. Well, I suppose you want to see the other two paintings I have.”
“I think we’ve all procrastinated long enough,” said Anya.
Ophelia locked the front door and led
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