


Artemis kicked the toe of each boot against the sidewalk to dislodge snow
from the tread of his hiking boots. After shaking the snow from his hair, he
brushed it off his jacket and proceeded to enter the Wild Rose Bar. He didn’t
want to be the cause of someone slipping and cracking there head on the
floor. The last thing Carly needed was a lawsuit. She had her hands full with
the baby she and Steele had just adopted. Opening the door, he stepped inside.

Being almost one-thirty, the lunch crowd had thinned. It didn’t take long
for him to find the person he was looking for. A smile immediately pulled at
his mouth. He’d missed her. Before she or the person she was talking to
noticed his arrival, he took a minute to catalog the changes in her since he
had last seen Emma.

She wore jeans and a long-sleeved shirt in contrast to the flowing dresses
she’d worn in . . . October? Had it really been almost two months since they
had seen each other? Damn. Her hair was even longer. He had to admit he
liked the long, red, corkscrew curls even when she had them all bunched in a
ponytail as she did now. She’d looked gorgeous with it short as well, but with
it long, he could run his fingers through the silky strands. It was now almost
as long as when they’d first met. The smile again tugged at his lips
remembering his nickname for her then. Butterfly.

“Artemis,” someone called from the opposite side of the room.
Before he turned his attention to the voice, Emma’s gaze found him from

where she sat. Her expression, while surprised, didn’t seem overly pleased to
see him. The click of boot heels on the floor pulled him back to the person
calling his name. He looked over to see Carly Steele rushing toward him.
Before he had time to hold out his usual hug-stopping hand, she had her arms
wrapped around him. His gaze immediately sought Emma again. The amused
smile on her face told him she knew exactly how uncomfortable he was with
the public display. It also extinguished his worry that she didn’t want him
there. He forced himself to return Carly’s greeting, even though he wasn’t
big on hugging as a rule.

“Carly,” he said when she finally released him.
“Where have you been hiding? It’s been months since you’ve been down to

see us. Garrett will be sorry he missed you, but he had to fly back to New
York for a meeting. William’s here, though my guess is you came to see
someone else.”

“Yes.”
“Just a chatterbox, aren’t you? If I didn’t know better, I’d swear you and

Garrett were related.”
He didn’t bother with a reply. Carly didn’t require one. She always seemed



to enjoy teasing him about his lack of social skills.
Thankfully, Emma joined them and saved him from having to make more

small talk. She took hold of his hand, went up on tiptoe, and gave him a chaste
kiss on his cheek. He would have preferred to have her run up and hug him as
Carly had. Although Emma, well aware of all his little insecurities, probably
thought the kiss on the cheek was pushing it in the first place. In a rare
spontaneous moment for him, Artemis decided to put her off balance for a
change. When her feet were flat on the floor again, he tipped her face up with
his free hand and kissed her on the lips. When he pulled away, he couldn’t
stop the grin her dazed expression pulled from him.

“Hi,” he said smiling down at her.
“Uh, hi.”
He vaguely heard Carly say something in the background about checking

orders, but with his attention held captive by Emma, he couldn’t be sure.
“I, uh, I thought you were going to call before coming,” Emma said after

they stared at each other a moment longer.
“I guess I forgot. When the snow started falling at the cabin, I decided I

should head down sooner rather than later.” Something felt off. The
expression on her face when she’d first noticed him popped into his head. She
didn’t want him here. He released her hand and stepped back. “My mistake.
You’re right. I should have called. I’ll just get--”

“Artemis,” William said.
Clamping his jaw shut, Artemis met the man’s gaze. With a nod, he shook

the hand William offered when what he wanted was to punch him. “I’m sorry I
interrupted. I’ll let you two get back to it.”

Rather than listen to any excuses or apologies, Artemis turned and walked
back out the door. He shoved his hands in his coat pockets. His right hand
clamped onto the keys they found. The fingers of his left hand curled around
a small velvet box. He’d been such a fool. Hadn’t he told her she was too
good for him? She could do better? Obviously, two months apart had given
her the time to figure out he was right.

Climbing in his truck, he backed out of the space and turned down the road.
He hadn’t gone five feet when a red streak ran out of the building and into
the street in front of him. Slamming on the brakes, the truck stopped with
only two feet to spare. He yanked on the emergency brake and popped the
shift to neutral before climbing from the cab.

“Are you insane?” he yelled.


