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      Charlotte Oliver lay back in the snow, the icy cold barely noticeable through her thick coat and helmet. Today was the anniversary of Virginia’s death, and she felt like she needed the snow and the earth to ground her. The snow might be made by a machine, as Park City hadn’t had a true snowstorm yet, but she was still being one with nature, right? She stared up through pine trees to the blue sky above, wishing that just for today her life could be peaceful like that view.

      A whoosh came from the trees, and she turned her head in time to see a skier flying toward her, dodging around trees at a terrifying speed.

      “Hey!” she yelled, sitting up quickly.

      “Whoa!” The man darted around her, barely avoiding running smack into her and giving her as tragic a story as her sister. “Sorry,” he hollered back at her.

      “Sorry?” Charlotte scrambled to her feet and pushed off with her poles. The guy almost speared her with his skis and didn’t stop, just yelled “sorry” as he went past? Oh, no. She’d show him sorry. The jerk was not getting away with skiing out of control and almost causing an accident.

      Charlotte flew down the mountainside, skirting around pine trees and bare aspens. She loved Deer Valley Resort, and as a local firefighter, she got a free pass. She glimpsed a black coat ahead of her and was almost upon the man when she realized he’d stopped. Charlotte bent her knees and jumped, lifting both of her skis to the side. When she landed, she put pressure on the downhill ski. Snow flew and pelted the man’s backside. Good.

      “Hey!” He whirled around. His goggles had been pushed up onto his helmet, and his aqua-green eyes were focused intently on Charlotte.

      Jace Mitchell. Charlotte forgot every line of her cuss-out and safety speech. She was staring into the perfectly handsome face of her teenage daydreams. Jace had been best friends with her sister, Virginia, and for most of her early teen years, Charlotte had fought the jealousy of wondering if Jace and Virginia secretly loved each other and would someday marry and live happily ever after. She’d worried that she’d be helplessly in love with her future brother-in-law. Instead, Virginia married Stone Ryland, Jace’s best friend, weeks after Jace left for the Navy. Virginia died in a car wreck five months later, pregnant with her and Stone’s honeymoon baby. Well, Charlotte liked to think it was a honeymoon baby. Most people assumed it’d been conceived long before the honeymoon, but Virginia had made Charlotte promise, back when Charlotte barely knew what boys were, that she wouldn’t have premarital sex. No way would her saintly sister break a promise she’d insisted on making.

      Jace’s eyes widened. “You’re the girl I almost hit.”

      The girl he almost hit? Did he not recognize her? Charlotte lifted her own goggles onto her helmet and pulled down the mask that covered her mouth and nose. She didn’t say anything, simply stared at Jace.

      He blinked at her, as if he’d seen a ghost or something. “Virginia,” he murmured.

      Charlotte shrunk away from him. He thought she was her dead sister?

      Jace passed a gloved hand over his face, shook his head, and finally said, “I apologize. You’re not …” He blew out a breath and gave her a shaky smile.

      Shaky or not, his smile was a beautiful addition to his manly sculpted face. And he thought she was her sister? Virginia had been gone for eight years and of course they looked similar, they were sisters. Didn’t Jace remember Charlotte at all? “No, I’m not Virginia.”

      “I apologize, of course you’re not.” He stammered, but didn’t stop staring at her. Charlotte would’ve been thrilled to have Jace Mitchell stare at her, but not like this. “Are you all right, Miss …?”

      Really? The idiot didn’t even connect the dots that she was Virginia’s sister? I mean, she’d been four years younger than him, but he’d been to their house hundreds of times. Jace had always said something nice to her, made her feel included, made her daydream that someday he’d truly notice her, not just as Virginia’s little sister, but as her own woman.

      “I’m fine.” Charlotte slammed her goggles back onto her head and tugged her face mask up. “You, on the other hand, need to stop skiing out of control or I’ll be peeling your corpse off one of these trees.”

      “You will?” The haunted look in his eyes disappeared as he looked over her small stature and had the nerve to smirk at her. “Are you ski patrol?”

      “I am a Paramedic and firefighter for Park City Station 3, and we have to come peel idiots like you off of trees far too often.”

      His smirk disappeared, either shocked that she was a firefighter or annoyed she’d called him an idiot. Instead of fighting back, he nodded. “I apologize again. My head is all out of sorts today.”

      That tugged at her heart. Was it because today was the eight-year anniversary of Virginia’s death? Jace had felt more than friendship for her sister, she was certain of it. Charlotte had been as shocked as the rest of the town that Stone and Virginia had been the ones to hook up. Everyone thought Stone would marry Abi Newell, the last piece of the foursome of best friends. Fast-forward eight tough years and Stone and Abi were finally married and stinking adorable together. They deserved every happiness in her mind. Charlotte adored those two, even though her dad hated them, okay maybe in part because her dad hated them.

      “Well keep your head in sorts so it stays attached to your shoulders.” How could Jace not recognize her? She barely cleared five feet, with a good pair of heels, but right now, she felt about two feet tall.

      He gave a surprised chuckle. “I do like it attached.”

      “It looks pretty good there,” she grudgingly admitted.

      “I’m glad you think so.” His face split into a grin.

      Charlotte wanted to keep making him laugh, but she was way past due getting away from him. Dang man didn’t remember the girl who’d crushed on him her entire life? She couldn’t rein in the disappointment or hide it much longer.

      Charlotte pushed off with her skis. “Safety first,” she yelled as she skied away.

      His laughter rolled after her. Charlotte liked that she’d made him laugh. She increased her speed. She was good at preaching safety at schools and seminars, but she still enjoyed skiing like the wind. The crisp air rushing past her helped her feel alive. Her sister was gone, and no matter the guilt her dad heaped on her because she was nothing like the sweet, obedient Virginia, Charlotte was going to enjoy this day. Actually celebrate Virginia’s life, beauty, and kindness instead of bemoan that it was taken. Her dad would hate that. Perfect.
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        * * *

      

      Jace Mitchell watched the girl ski off through the trees. He was tempted to chase her, if only to have her make him laugh again. He liked laughing and hadn’t done it often enough the past eight years, since the love of his life had married his best friend and then died, taking Jace’s baby girl with her to the next world.

      He couldn’t believe how much that girl looked like Virginia. Was it just that he was dreaming of Virginia today? They could’ve been sisters. Sisters.

      Charlotte! Was that seriously Virginia’s little sister? If it was Charlotte, she was all grown up and then some.

      Jace jammed his goggles back into place and hurled himself down the mountain. He went pell-mell through the trees, ignoring her warning and searching for Charlotte’s green polka dot coat and navy-blue pants. He reached the ski lift at the bottom of the run and couldn’t see her anywhere. Should he go up the lift or head down to the closest lodge? Deer Valley was a huge resort. She could be anywhere.

      He decided to go up the lift, but doubted he’d find her. There were different trails and runs darting off of each ski lift, and if he remembered Charlotte at all, she was adventurous. She wouldn’t do the same route twice. Charlotte. She’d been the cutest little spitfire and one of his favorite memories of going to Virginia’s house. Virginia’s dad was a class-one jerk, and her mom was nice but seemed suppressed. Somehow, Charlotte kept her fire where Virginia had been golden sweet through and through. Jace had loved Virginia, but she’d never made him laugh like Charlotte had.

      Was that beautiful, teasing woman truly Charlotte? When he’d left for the military weeks after high school graduation, she would’ve been in the eighth grade. It was obvious even then that she’d be an unparalleled beauty, like her sister, but she still had braces and was so skinny she had no shape at all. Even through her ski clothes, it had been obvious the woman he almost hit had a shape. Charlotte would be twenty-two now and definitely a woman. Would she look that similar to Virginia? He wasn’t sure if that was a blessing or a cruel trick. He’d loved and mourned Virginia for so long, but it was the suffocating guilt of knowing he’d deserted her that kept him from moving on. If only he hadn’t succumbed that night and gotten her pregnant, Virginia would still be alive.
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      Charlotte crunched through the icy grass in her heels, navigating around gravestones in the Park City Cemetery. Heads swung her way as the quiet group gathered around Virginia’s grave was interrupted in their mourning by her too-loud approach. How did you tiptoe in two-inch heels? That’s what she’d like to know.

      She met her father’s angry glare and gave him a winning smile. He shook his head and smiled briefly before refocusing on the preacher. He’d softened immensely since Virginia died, only occasionally berating and belittling Charlotte and her mom. She still didn’t like or respect the man, but she bit her tongue for her mother’s sake.

      Charlotte’s mom held out a gloved hand. Charlotte reached her and clamped her fingers tight. Her mom was a blonde just like her and Virginia. Many people said they could all be sisters, but her mom was so beaten down by her father’s controlling nature that she looked haggard to Charlotte.

      Charlotte had distanced herself from her parents out of necessity. It didn’t stop her father from piling on guilt about him losing one daughter to death and another daughter to an insane career and a lack of respect and love for her parents. His words, not hers. She loved her mom at least.

      The preacher was saying some beautiful things about Virginia’s charitable nature and how she was an angel watching over all of them. Charlotte listened and agreed, but she also looked around at the group. Her uncles and aunts were looking properly solemn. Grams, her mom’s mom, gave her a sly wink and a grin. Grams was independent, opinionated, and crazy. Charlotte absolutely adored her. Her dad’s parents looked like they were miserable and freezing. Charlotte felt bad for them. They’d raised her monster of a father. That had to make a person miserable. Stone and Abi were detached from the group a little bit, but Charlotte had to hand it to them for coming. Brave souls those two, considering how much her dad loathed Stone. He used to sing Abi’s praises, but since she’d married the man that Charlotte’s dad thought had stolen Virginia’s virtue and future, her dad had cooled to Abi considerably.

      Abi wrinkled her nose at Charlotte and made a heart symbol with her hands, her infectious grin reaching across the solemn cemetery. Charlotte loved Abi as much as the sister she’d lost. Stone looked pretty solemn, clinging to Abi’s hand. He was a serious guy. Charlotte loved him and Abi together. They just fit. Abi made Stone smile, and Stone kept her grounded. She knew Virginia would be thrilled they were together.

      Off to the side, almost hidden by a tree, she saw a well-built man in a navy-blue suit. She really liked the picture he cut with his dark-blond hair and aqua-green eyes. Jace Mitchell. Her heart rate picked up. He came back to town and immediately showed up to mourn one of his best friends? Or had he loved Virginia romantically like she’d always suspected?

      His eyes flickered to Charlotte, and he studied her for half a beat before giving her an irresistible grin that warmed her clear to her chilled feet. She needed the two inches these heels gave her to face her father, but the open toes weren’t doing her any favors with the cold mountain air.

      She wanted to march up to Jace and demand to know if he recognized her now. He kind of pumped his eyebrows at her, and she copied the motion. It was almost like a challenge. He knew who she was, and he was going to do something about it. Ooh-ee, she wouldn’t complain if he tried.

      Jace used to tease her that she was a “feisty girl.” If he’d thought that when she was a young teenager, he’d better watch out now.

      “Charlotte, your daddy needs you.” Her mom squeezed her hand, and Charlotte was slammed back to reality.

      Her dad was glowering at her. He gestured toward the preacher. “Our sweet Charlotte has agreed to say a few words.”

      Charlotte knew nobody should use her name and sweet in the same sentence, and she knew her dad would agree. Not that he’d admit it out loud. He was all show around the extended family and anyone from the church.

      Charlotte balanced her way to the preacher’s side. She really hated heels and dressing up. At least her brothers at the fire station couldn’t see her now. Ooh the razzing she’d take.

      She turned and looked over the group, trying but failing to avoid that spot where Jace was leaning casually against the tree now. Dang, he should be on some poster for hot military men. Virginia used to make her watch Top Gun and claimed Jace was hotter than “Ice Man.”

      Charlotte forgot everything she’d prepared to say. Shoot! Blame that man and his handsome, teasing face. He seriously had a smile that should be in the history books.

      “Um, well …” Please help me, sweet sister and the other angels above. “You all remember Virginia.”

      Everyone nodded encouragement to her, except her dad. His expression got downright ugly.

      “She was the sweet one, not me.”

      Everyone laughed at that. Even her dad’s expression softened. She tried to stay away from home as much as possible, but her mom didn’t deserve to be deserted to the beast. The guilt of her parents losing Virginia kept Charlotte going over for Sunday dinner at least once a quarter. If Charlotte could make her father proud in public, her mom wouldn’t get reamed in private for raising a wild, disobedient child.

      “She was the best big sister anyone could ask for. She cheered for me, included me, protected me.” She had to pause and clear her throat. Virginia had protected her from her father’s wrath, taken the verbal abuse for both of the sisters. She’d been able to deflect his anger with her patient, angelic nature. When Virginia died, her father had been shaken enough that he’d stopped with the tirades for the most part. Nothing could break his iron control. Except Charlotte moving out at eighteen and becoming a female firefighter. Yep, she was big-time proud of herself.

      For some reason, Charlotte glanced at Jace. His fists were balled up, and so were the muscles in his neck. He was staring at her with such fierce protectiveness it was all she could do to not run across the snow, fling herself against that broad chest, and beg him to protect her from her father. That was silly. She wasn’t in her father’s control anymore.

      “Virginia also made me feel like I was worthwhile.”

      Jace’s eyes widened. He blinked at her as if shocked by her statement.

      “I know she did the same with all of you. Everyone felt better after they’d spent time around Virginia. She was an angel on earth, and now, she’s our guardian angel.” Charlotte looked up at the sky and blew a kiss. “Love you, sis. I miss you too much.” Her throat closed off, and Charlotte figured that was as good of a spot to end as any.

      She forced a smile and hurried to her mom’s side. Her parents each said a few things about how wonderful Virginia was and the hole her death had made in their hearts. Then the preacher said a prayer. Charlotte noticed how uncomfortable Stone looked. She hoped he’d stopped blaming himself for Virginia and the baby’s death. No matter what her dad thought, Stone was one of the best men she knew. He worked on a different shift than hers, but she respected him as a veteran firefighter—the whole department did—and as a great person. He’d helped her get the right training to become an EMT and work her way into a position with Heber City Fire, fifteen miles away, six months after graduation. Eventually, she’d completed her paramedic training and gotten the offer from Park City. After that, she’d really lucked out and had been assigned to Station 3, the Mountain Rescue Specialty station. She loved her career and her brothers at the station.

      Everyone was hugging each other after the ceremony. Charlotte wanted to slip away and say something to Jace. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to tease him for not recognizing her, cuss him out for not recognizing her, or maybe just give him a hug and welcome him home. Ooh, hugging that beautiful man sounded downright delectable.

      Grams was holding on to her arm, and Charlotte squeezed her tight. “Love you, Grams.”

      “I’ve missed you girl. When you coming to clean the poop out of my stalls?”

      Charlotte laughed. “Ooh, my favorite job.”

      “Maybe you should sell your little farm and move into town,” her dad said.

      Grams glared up at him. “Maybe you should butt out of my business.”

      Her dad’s brows drew together. “When you demand my daughter helps you, it becomes my business.”

      “Ah, Daddy, I’m a big girl and I love cleaning out poop.” Charlotte batted her eyelashes and laughed as if the family battle was all a good joke. “Is everyone coming for Thanksgiving this year, Grams?”

      “Everybody in the state, love.” Grams started listing off the relatives who’d be there, some of whom Charlotte barely knew.

      She listened, nodding. She would not leave her Grams to face her son-in-law’s snide remarks alone, even though Grams could probably handle him better than Charlotte did. She saw Abi and Stone approach Jace. Abi got the hug Charlotte had been hoping for. No matter how disappointing that was, it was probably for the best. Even though they’d been nice to her, Charlotte hadn’t been part of the best friend group. It wasn’t like she was going to force her way in now and assume Virginia’s spot as their new best buddy. Too much time and heartache had passed since they’d been a foursome. Charlotte would let them have their moment and keep her distance.
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        * * *

      

      Jace carried on a non-verbal conversation with Virginia’s hilarious Grams from across the cemetery throughout the service, except when Charlotte had been talking and he couldn’t pull his eyes away. Grams was giving him winks, eyebrow pumps, and hand signals as she giggled to herself. Jace had missed the spunky lady. He started walking toward her and Charlotte, excited to see what the pair would have to say to him. Then he saw Stone and Abi headed his way. He steeled himself. The last time he’d seen either of them had been a year ago when he’d revealed the truth to Abi about him being the real father of Virginia’s baby. After that, he and Stone had slugged it out. Jace had told Stone to let himself love Abi, told him he’d give anything to have Virginia in his life again. His mom had informed him the two married not long after. He was happy for them.

      How were his estranged friends going to take him moving back to town?

      “Hey.” He greeted them, holding out a hand.

      Abi grinned and threw herself into his arms. “Jace!”

      Jace hugged her. It felt great. Abi was a light to everybody around her. Jace felt a burst of happiness knowing Stone had this joy in his life after what he went through marrying Virginia because Virginia begged him to after Jace left for the military. Then months later Stone had to bury Virginia and Jace’s baby girl.

      Abi pulled back, still grinning. Jace didn’t know what to expect from Stone, but his old friend hugged him tight for a second before stepping back. “Good to see you
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