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CHAPTER 1

Twelve years later

“What about him?” Gemma pointed to the man standing at the bar. He looked lost, which was exactly why she had chosen him.

No. That was a lie. She had chosen him because he was tall. Really tall. The kind of tall where people—not her, per se, but people—looked up and thought about climbing things. And by things, she meant him.

Luckily, those people were not her. She preferred climbing more traditional things. Trees. Ladders.

That man.

“Who?” Lacey Maritz, Gemma’s closest friend since university, asked.

Lacey’s bride-to-be sash had fallen off her shoulder and was now a hula hoop at her waist. She was swirling the champagne in her glass; a controlled movement, despite how much she had already drunk. Not that that mattered. Lacey was never sloppy, even drunk. Gemma’s eyes rested on the liquid as it circled the glass, not a single drop spilling over the top.

“Never mind.”

“Gemma,” Lacey said, eyes narrowing. “Tell me who you were talking about.”

“That guy over there.” Gemma pointed to a completely different man.

“The one with the nipple ring?”

“How do you know he has a—” Gemma broke off when she saw the man she’d pointed to had taken off his shirt to reveal … yes, that was a nipple ring. Gemma studied it, but no length of time made it seem like something she wanted to know more about. “I’m sure he’s a perfectly lovely man—”

“Gemma, we don’t want you to marry him,” Izzy, Lacey’s soon to be sister-in-law, said. “We just want you to kiss a stranger. Come on.” Her voice turned sharper. “It’s a bachelorette game, not a life decision you have to ponder.”

There was an awkward beat of silence, the kind that had settled over their group a couple of times that night. Izzy wasn’t the most pleasant person, and she and Lacey bumped heads often. At least they did when they weren’t playing nice for the sake of the wedding.

Lacey had told her fiancé, Chet, that she’d make him choose between her and his sister if Izzy didn’t behave. She didn’t mean it, Gemma thought, but the threat was good enough. So they had both been on their best behavior. For the most part. Izzy tended to take out her frustrations on the group; Lacey responded by ignoring it completely.

Until now, it seemed.

“Izzy—”

“At the bar!” Gemma cut in. There wouldn’t be an incident because of her. “Tall. With the beard. The one whose skin looks like gold and brown had a baby.”

“Who?” their friend, Pearl, asked.

“At the bar,” Gemma said again. Why was it so hard for them to see him? He stood out like a … like a tall tree. “Wearing the green shirt with the buttons down the front? The blue jeans?” When they still didn’t seem to get it, Gemma continued. “Standing next to the man in the leather pants?”

“Oh!” Lacey said.

“Oh is right,” Izzy agreed.

They all went quiet in mutual admiration.

“How did you manage to find the hottest guy here?” Pearl complained. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you date someone mediocre.”

“It’s the energy you put out in the world, Pearly,” Gemma said with a grin.

“Oh, you mean your ‘my face is an artist’s dream’ energy?” Onu, Pearl’s girlfriend, teased. “Because some of us don’t have that kind of energy to harness.”

“And some of us do,” Pearl replied, stealing a kiss from Onu.

“Break it up, you two,” Lacey said, waving a finger at them. “Gemma has a task to focus on, and she can’t do that if you’re Frenching.”

“I’m pretty sure I can do it fine with them Frenching,” Gemma offered. She smiled when Lacey quirked a brow. “Do I have your approval, madam?”

“Indeed you do.”

Gemma reapplied her lipstick, made sure her hair was still doing what she’d told it to do, adjusted her boobs, and ignored her friends’ teasing. A feat, truly. With one last look in her mirror, she slid out the booth and made her way to Mr. Tall and Beautiful, rubbing her thumb over the back of her ring for luck.

The bar was full. Unsurprising for a Saturday night at the end of the month. There was an unspoken agreement among the people of Cape Town that when they had energy and money to spare, they partied. Gemma usually preferred to do so at one of the rooftop bars in Cape Town. She loved air and space and the feeling that she wasn’t about to risk her life simply by breathing in the same oxygen as the people around her. And this … wasn’t it.

No, this was one of the dodgy Cape Town clubs where air, space, and avoiding disease—of many kinds—were not the priority.

They’d descended a long flight of stairs to get inside, been ogled by the bouncers, then ogled by everyone else, since the entrance led directly onto the dance floor. There were no windows, the floor and the walls were different shades of the kind of brown that didn’t bring to mind anything good, and it smelled like sweat and alcohol. When they walked past the bathrooms, the vague scent of throw-up threw its hat in the ring of smells.

Gemma shuddered.

Fortunately, the booth they’d reserved was relatively clean, but that didn’t stop Gemma from giving Pearl the stink eye.

“What?” she’d asked.

“This is what you chose?” Gemma demanded.

Pearl shrugged. “Lacey wanted dirty.”

“I don’t think she meant that literally.”

“No, I did,” Lacey interrupted, a faintly alarming expression on her face. “It’s perfect.”

“This wedding is damaging your brain,” Gemma informed her.

She’d gotten a deranged smile in return.

Shaking it off—while also shaking off the feeling that she was walking with a blanket of fleas over her dress—she dodged bodies, swearing at them under her breath since doing it out loud wasn’t polite, until she reached the man at the bar.

“Hi,” she said when she got to his side.

He didn’t respond, his eyes scanning the room in front of him. Was he looking for someone? A partner? Spouse? Friend with benefits? She had no interest in interfering with that.

But surely, he could handle the situation better than ignoring her.

“Hey,” she said louder.

Nothing.

Maybe she was too short. “Hey,” she shouted, adding a little jump. It made her feel stupid, but it worked: He looked down at her.

Suddenly, she felt a strong urge to make climbing her new hobby.

Up close, he was even more attractive than she’d thought. The kind of attractive that made her wonder if she’d ever really seen attractive before. All of it framed by such angry hair.

It wouldn’t make sense if she didn’t see it herself. She wouldn’t have thought it attractive if she didn’t see it, him, herself.

But there it was—his angry, beautiful hair.

Thick, full black eyebrows that curved so slightly, they looked like squares. A thick, full black beard that highlighted the sharp curve of—surprise, surprise—angry-looking cheekbones. And thick, full black hair that wasn’t wavy, but wasn’t straight either, on top of his head.

Gloriously aggressive, all of it.

Her stomach did a swoop, and she told herself it was alarm. Alarm, because who described a man as gloriously aggressive shortly after thinking of him as attractive? Those two things were not aligned. Not for her; no sirree. She was not drawn to beautiful men with angry hair and intense brown eyes. She did not care for full lips that looked to be in a permanent pout, contradicting nearly everything else about his face. Not to mention that earring.

An earring!

Gemma, focus.

Right. Yes. She needed to focus on her task.

“Are you looking for your partner?” she half-shouted, because it was still loud, even though he was now looking at her with those piercing eyes.

Those unnervingly serious eyes.

She got so distracted by them she almost missed the shake of his head.

“So you’re single?”

He angled his head. Nodded.

“Do you speak? Or do you only do the head thing? No,” she said, hearing it and immediately banishing the dirty thoughts it brought to mind, “you know what? It doesn’t matter.”

She paused. Considered. Glanced at her table and saw her friends being obnoxiously supportive.

“I’m going to level with you, okay? It’s my best friend’s bachelorette party. One of the games is ‘kiss a stranger.’”

“That’s a game?”

“Oh, so you do talk.”

He gave her a look. She realized she’d said it out loud.

Okay, Filter, remember we had this talk? You need to do your job. Otherwise, I’ll give your position to Conscience. You know he’s been wanting it for years.

“Anyway,” she said brightly, “they picked you.” They. “If I don’t do this, I’ll be the only one to lose the game. So I guess I’m asking—can I kiss you?”

There was a long silence.

A long, long silence.

She prepared to walk away.

But then …

He nodded.

Levi Walker had always been competitive. Once upon a time, he’d worked through it by playing sports. That changed when his parents got divorced. He’d channeled all his competitive energy into helping raise his sister after that, but perhaps that wasn’t the best idea. Not if the mere mention of a game had him agreeing to kiss the last woman he should be kissing.

It was most certainly that making him agree, and not the large brown eyes staring up at him from the most striking face. It was a unique face: dark lashes and brows, high cheekbones, a wide mouth that was painted a fierce red. Her hair was long, making her seem shorter than she probably was, though that was true of most people for him. He tried not to notice the red outfit she wore, the skirt of which ended in the middle of truly impressive thighs. Tried not to lower his gaze to a rather spectacular chest, either.

She hadn’t looked like this in the video They had shown him.

There, she had looked innocent. All smiles and politeness, bouncing around the world as if she truly believed in its goodness.

Or maybe that was what They wanted him to see.

Not this version of her. This … this seductive woman standing in front of him with her body and her dress, asking him to kiss her. He was supposed to help her get her life together, but here he was, kissing her.

Somehow, he was kissing her.

He wanted to say it was terrible. He wanted it to be terrible. That way, he wouldn’t think about it as he continued his mission. That way, he could tell himself it was a mistake and pretend like it didn’t happen.

Except it wasn’t terrible. It sparked. As if he were being kissed by some impossible mix of light and happiness. It made him feel like he was suspended in the air; a cosmic entity that wasn’t part of the earth, but still belonged to its orbit.

He could—and probably would, at some point—put it down to a technicality. Technically, she made him feel like he wasn’t part of the earth, because technically, he was dead.

Technically, it was all bullshit.

Technically, she was the most enticing person he’d ever kissed.

Her lips moved gently, innocently, against his. At first. If he didn’t know better, he would have said she knew how he’d perceived her, why he’d agreed to help her, and was mocking him for it. Because when her tongue slipped into his mouth—when fire took the place of his blood, and for a second, he thought he’d failed at his mission and ended up in hell—innocence flew out of the window.

He tossed his restraint out with it, too, slipping an arm around her waist and pulling her flush against him. Since he’d only been a ghost for an hour, he wasn’t sure what his body was capable of. Turns out, it was quite a lot.

She moaned into his mouth, the vibration traveling through him, turning into goose bumps on his skin. Her hands slid up his arms, rested on his shoulders. Her fingers dug into the muscle there, and he thought it might be involuntary. A reaction to whatever was happening between them.

She shifted, her breasts pressing against his chest. He imagined them bare against him, and his body once again proved that it was indeed alive and well, even if his soul—or whatever—was dead.

“Hmm,” she said as she pulled back, her lipstick smudged, her lips glistening with a faint sheen of moisture, parted slightly in surprise.

He might have read her reaction wrong, but she said, “Well, that was surprising,” and confirmed that he hadn’t.

He loosened his grip, only then realizing he’d been holding onto her too tightly, and nodded. “Yeah.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t,” he said, his voice a little gruff in its command.

“Don’t what?” she asked, frowning.

He frowned right back. In truth, he didn’t see the point of her question. His don’t had been clear.

Don’t apologize for kissing me. You asked, and I said yes.

Don’t apologize for kissing me. It was incredible.

His frown deepened. Perhaps the second one wasn’t as clear as the first.

But it would remain unclear. He would never admit it out loud. Certainly not to the woman he was meant to be guiding through a particularly messy situation in her life. Certainly not when he was sure he had simply added to the mess by agreeing to kiss her.

Why had he agreed again? Right, because of the game. Because he wanted her to win.

If he wasn’t so annoyed, he might have ignored the mocking laughter some self-sabotaging part of himself had echoing in his head.

“You’re not going to answer that, are you?”

He blinked down at her, saw that she was staring at him thoughtfully. No, she was studying him. Studying with those bright brown eyes.

Had he noticed the intelligence in them earlier? Or not intelligence; wisdom. The kind that made being studied by her awfully uncomfortable.

He shifted.

“No,” she spoke again. It took him a second to realize she was answering her own question. “You won’t answer me because you’re trying to figure out why the hell you let me kiss you. Don’t take it personally.” She grinned. “I’m the kind of person who whittles their way through defenses until one day, you find yourself asking me to be the godmother of your firstborn. Not to mention the fact that I’m really cute.”

She fluttered her lashes at him, laughed, as if she couldn’t believe she’d done it.

“Anyway, it was a great kiss, and if you ever want to do it again …” She trailed off with another laugh. “What am I saying? As soon as I leave, you’re going to pretend this never happened.”

With a pat on his chest, she thanked him and disappeared into the crowd.

He stared after her.

“That might not have been the best way to approach this task,” a voice said from beside him.

Levi turned. It came from a lanky guy hunched over his beer at the bar. He was wearing a loose T-shirt with leather pants. Levi stared at those before resting his eyes on the man.

“Who are you?”

“No pleasantries?” The man looked at him. There was something different about his eyes. A light, or perhaps a darkness, that Levi hadn’t seen before. “No, ‘you offered me an opportunity to return to my life, and I should take your advice’?”

“Oh, you’re one of Them.”

“No need to sound so dismissive.”

Levi grunted.

The man smiled.

There was a long silence. Levi usually didn’t mind those. He wasn’t one of those people who felt the need to fill silence whenever they encountered it. Hell, some might even say he preferred it. Yes, he did prefer it.

So why was he suddenly feeling the intense desire to say something?

His mouth was opening before he could stop it, and he hoped he’d say something that wasn’t stupid.

“It wasn’t my fault.”

Nope. Stupid all the way.

“We probably shouldn’t talk about it here.”

The man took Levi’s hand, leading him to a dark corner of the club. Once they got there, Levi felt as though he’d been swept into a hurricane. He braced, but the sensation was already over.

Except for the nausea. The dizziness. That stayed.

“What did you do to me?” Levi asked, looking around to find a seat.

And found that he was now in a hotel room.

It was swanky, with its plush blue carpets on sleek wooden floors and views of the ocean. Much larger than he was used to, too. It didn’t only have a bedroom and bathroom, but a dining area, a kitchen, a lounge.

“We poofed,” the man said, waving a hand and distracting Levi from his perusal. “It’s the way ghosts move around when we have to. Well, some ghosts.” He paused. “Sometimes, anyway.”

There was a lot in that, but Levi was stuck on one thing. “Poofed?”

But the man continued, as if he hadn’t heard the question. “Being dead is complicated, Levi. As you’ve already discovered.” He leaned back, holding out his hand. “I’m Jude, by the way. Your Guardian Ghost.”

Levi took the hand while his brain tried to figure out what a Guardian Ghost was. “I thought I was a Guardian Ghost?”

“I suppose you are. To Gemma. But we don’t call you that.”

“What do you call us?”

Jude smiled. “Shall we talk about what happened tonight?”

Whatever They called people like him—ghosts—wasn’t flattering.

He might have cared more if he weren’t still processing that he was dead, that the key to his reincarnation was a woman he had kissed, and that the kiss had made his body believe it had already been reincarnated.

“You said it wasn’t your fault,” Jude prompted when Levi didn’t speak. “I suppose I misheard when you gave your consent.”

“She asked me,” he replied, as if it were an adequate defense.

“When people ask you things, Levi, do you always acquiesce?”

When someone like her asks for a kiss, yeah.

He blinked. That was not how he felt. Certainly not.

“It will complicate things if you have feelings for her.”

“I don’t have feelings for her,” Levi replied. “It was one kiss. It didn’t mean anything.”

Jude studied him. It felt a lot like before his parents’ divorce, when he was still a carefree kid who did stupid things because he could. When he got caught doing them, his mom would look at him like this.

Maybe not exactly like this. Jude made him feel as if … as if he were transparent. And because he was a ghost, that might have actually been happening.

“If you say so,” Jude eventually said, tone all mild and innocent even though Levi knew—he knew—Jude thought he was full of it. “Regardless, you’ve made an introduction now, so she should be willing to let you stay with her from now on.”

“What?”

“Where do you think you’re going to live?”

“Here?” Levi asked.

“Unfortunately, this room is only available for a week.”

“You only booked it for a week? I’m supposed to be here an entire season.” He paused. “Unless time here works differently than in my universe?”

“As I explained previously,” Jude said patiently, “everything here would be the same as in your universe. Alternate realities only differ when it comes to people, although often that does lead to some significant changes in the structure of the world.” He paused. “It’s a bit complicated to explain, but not important. This reality is exactly the same as yours, except the people you share your world with don’t exist. There are also insignificant details that differ, such as who won what during award season.” He scrunched his nose. “We get those things wrong sometimes, so we like to course correct in different realities.”

Levi exhaled. He might have got in too deep by agreeing to this.

“Besides, I didn’t book this room. I just happen to know the next guests will only arrive in a week.”

“So, what?” Levi asked in a measured voice. His best option seemed to be keeping calm. “I stay here and hope no one comes to investigate?”

“Essentially, yes.”

“What if I don’t find another place to go?”

“You will. She’ll help.”

“‘She’ doesn’t even know who I am. ‘She’ doesn’t even know what I am, and you expect her to house me for three months?”

“It will be okay, Levi. Trust me.”

Jude didn’t wait to see if Levi had any reply before he disappeared.

   


CHAPTER 2

Gemma stared at the book on her kitchen table. The box it had come in had arrived right before she went to work that morning, so she’d set the package down on the floor and hustled out of the house. She’d made it exactly on time. A thing that happened regularly and never failed to give her a sense of satisfaction. Which was probably why she never woke up earlier than she absolutely had to, so she wouldn’t have to rush.

But who cared when there was the box and what the box held: the book that was currently on her kitchen table. One of many books, in fact, each of which was a possible key to a part of her life she hadn’t known about for twenty-eight years.

The key to her sister.

She shuddered, as if the term were a curse. But it was merely a word. Or a relation, technically. A sibling. The sibling she had nagged and nagged her parents for from the time she could understand that she wanted friends and that siblings often meant built-in friends.

Back then, her parents had given her all sorts of reasons why that wouldn’t be happening. It had become a game, and her parents had come up with playful answers.

If you have a sibling, we would have to share your birthday cake between four and not three people, and we’re not willing to do that. After which they’d give her another slice of birthday cake.

A sibling would mean less time tickling you. After which they would keep tickling her.

We simply cannot afford to send another child to obedience school. After which they would wink and give her a command in some made-up language that almost always sounded like German.

She struggled to see it as innocent now, when the private investigator she’d hired had told her she had a sister. He’d given her a nice little package of information about the home she’d been adopted from, about the family who hadn’t wanted her, and about the sister who had never been adopted.

Why? Why didn’t you adopt her?

“A really good question,” Gemma said out loud. “If only you had the courage to ask them about that.”

Unwillingly, her eyes moved to her phone. There were dozens of unread messages from her parents on that phone. Dozens of missed calls.

She’d told them she was busy with the final arrangements for Lacey’s wedding, and she hoped that excuse would buy her at least another three weeks before she had to face them. Unlikely, considering their messages and calls had come after she’d told them that. In fact, she was fully expecting them to pitch up at her house any day now. So she was treating every knock on the door with suspicion, something she had never done before in her life.

She had never stared at a book before, either. Hadn’t walked back and forth between the kitchen table and her counter so she could look at an author’s picture. Or read their bio.

Her phone rang. The screen showed Lacey’s name. It was probably wedding-related—as every Lacey call had been for the last few weeks—and in truth, she was happy for the distraction, so she answered.

“Come out with us,” Lacey said.

“What?”

“I said, come out with us.”

“Lace, I just went out with you. Last week.”

“Yes, that was for my bachelorette, which you were legally obligated to attend because you’re my maid of honor. This is you and me. And Chet,” she said, like it was an afterthought.

“I’m not going to be the third wheel on your date. On a Friday night,” she added.

“You are not the third wheel. You’ve never been the third wheel.”

“I’ve always been the third wheel.”

“Well, it’s never bothered you before.” Lacey paused. “You’ve been acting weird for a while now. I bet you think I haven’t noticed because I’ve been distracted, and you’re partially right. I have been distracted, but that’s why I haven’t asked you about it. But I definitely noticed.”

This was the problem with having best friends: They knew when things were off. And the problem with having Lacey as a best friend was that she wasn’t always polite enough to leave things like this alone. She would pester Gemma until Gemma finally gave in, tired of being tortured.

But that was only if Lacey got Gemma alone for long enough.

They hadn’t been alone in almost a month. Lacey’s official countdown had begun then, and every moment had been spent on discussing the wedding with family or friends or with Chet. And that would likely continue for another three weeks at least.

“Nope,” Gemma lied cheerfully. “Nothing’s going on. I’m fine. Everything’s fine. But I can’t come out with you tonight, because I’m … going to the bookstore.”

“To the bookstore? Who are you?”

“I read,” Gemma said defensively.

“Babe, reading your social media feeds doesn’t count.”

“Are they not words? Do those words not make sentences? Do those sentences not form stories?” Gemma demanded.

“You’re proving my point.”

“Fine.” She gave herself a second. “I have … developed … an interest in romance novels.”

There. That wasn’t a lie. She had developed an interest in romance novels, because her sister wrote them.

Gemma couldn’t help the irrational thrill that thought brought. Irrational, because she barely knew the woman, but she was already proud of her achievements.

“Which part of romance novels?” Lacey’s voice was deceptively innocent. “The parts that involve climbing?”

“I will never forgive myself for telling you about that.”

“Yes, you will, because it was an incredible kiss, and it was all because of me.”

She wasn’t lying. But Gemma had pushed that kiss—in all of its amazingness—to the back of her head. She had other priorities, other things to think about. Things that weren’t the tingling in her body from a kiss with a man who hadn’t seemed remotely interested in her after.

“You’re keeping me from my bookstore activities, Lace,” Gemma said, leaning against her kitchen counter, staring at the box that held two copies of every book her sister had written. “I’m going to go now.”

“Gemma, if you put down this phone, I will drive right to your house and force you to tell me what’s going on with you.”

“Good thing I won’t be home.”

“Gemma—”

“Love you, Lace.”

Gemma put down the phone, feeling only half bad, and focused on that box.

“What is that you say?” she asked the books brightly. “We should drop a set of you at the secondhand bookstore so I can avoid reading one of you and possibly getting some insight into the sister my parents didn’t adopt or tell me about?” She nodded. “Sounds like an excellent plan. Let’s do it.”

Levi watched as Gemma tried to navigate this meeting with her sister.

It was obviously unexpected. She’d brought some books to the bookstore, but had dropped them on her way in. A man had come to help her—her sister’s man, apparently. Gemma hadn’t known that until Gaia had come to stand with this man, and now Gemma was … floundering.

“This is painful to watch,” a voice said from beside him.

He startled, straightening since he’d been leaning against a tree. He’d been ready to defend himself, but the voice came from a small woman with long dark hair tied into two braids. She wore a cute little dress that flared at her hips and had black and white polka dots. She was young, possibly in her early twenties, but something about the way she looked at him made him think she was older. Nothing about her was threatening, though; he almost felt embarrassed at his initial reaction. But he was also standing in the trees beyond the parking lot of the bookstore, clearly watching the people in that lot having a conversation. Stalking, essentially.

But, based on what the woman had said to him, she had been stalking, too.

“You don’t have to worry,” she said mildly, “I won’t report you to the police.”

He opened his mouth, but she turned to him, grinning. It was that grin—and those eyes that were shadow and light again—that made him see it.

“Jude?”

“As I live and breathe.” The smile widened. “Well, maybe that isn’t the best phrase to use, all things considered.”

“You’re different today,” Levi commented, as if that were the most important thing here.

“Yes.”

There was a moment of silence while Levi waited for more, but he got nothing. Accepting that this was merely how it was—that Jude would appear however she wanted to; that there was no point in questioning it—he turned back to look at Gemma and her sister.

“It is painful,” he muttered.

The entire thing had been. Initially, because Gemma had been talking and talking to her sister’s man, smiling and laughing and generally being comfortable with him, as if she hadn’t only met him today. That was a strange pain, hot and prickly, sinking into his gut and making his skin feel too tight. He ignored it, because it felt a lot like it had something to do with the kiss they’d shared, and that was impossible.

Now, the pain was … sympathy. She seemed dumbfounded by her sister’s appearance. She stared, shifted her feet, clutched the books as though they were a lifeline. She talked and talked, again, but this time it was colored by nerves and not a ridiculous sense of comfort with strangers.

When she all but ran inside the bookstore, he started to follow her. He wasn’t sure what he would say once he reached her, but there was a deep desire inside him to do something. He probably would have, too, if Jude hadn’t stopped him.

“Where are you going?” Jude asked.

“To talk to her.”

“Why?”

“She needs … support,” he said, his frustration seeping into his voice. “Isn’t that why I’m here?”

“Yes, but you can’t sort through this mess for her.” For the first time, Jude’s demeanor turned entirely serious. “She has to experience her current emotions so she can move forward with her sister.”

Levi gritted his teeth. It helped anchor him. Helped remind him that he wasn’t there to solve Gemma’s problems for her. That was the first thing he’d been told when this assignment had been presented to him.

You won’t be able to solve the problem for her.

It was a particular skill of his, not solving people’s problems, only helping them. That’s why he’d so easily agreed. He had spent his life supporting his father through the divorce, then with raising Haley, his younger sister. He had years of experience.

But why did that feel so disingenuous now? As if there were something wrong with the way he had framed it?

He shook it off. It was probably the transition from the life he had known to this life. To this different time, this alternate universe. It was probably nothing to worry about.

So why did it feel like something he should worry about?

“Do you know everything?” Levi asked, trying to get out of his head. Another thing he never did. What was it about Jude that made him want to speak? “About everyone’s lives?”

“No,” Jude said. “But we’re given a file on our charges and their charges.” She waited a beat. “I know what I need to know, and I guide you when I need to guide you.”

Levi gave her a level stare. “Lots of wishy-washy stuff, that.”

Jude shrugged. “You’re a ghost, Levi. You’re as wishy-washy as they come.”

Damn. She was right.

“So when can I—”

He stopped speaking when he realized Jude had disappeared.

“Great,” he said. “That probably means you think I don’t need guidance anymore.” When he got nothing, he continued louder. “I’ll go speak with her now.” He pretended to walk forward, even took a couple of steps. Still, nothing.

“I have to speak with her now,” he said to himself. It took him a few seconds, but he managed to move his body. Before he could make much progress, a car passed him, Gemma in the front seat, her eyes glued to the road in front of her. He stared after her.

What was he supposed to do now? He had come here with a taxi that had been paid for by whomever had left that note in his room telling him to take the taxi. He assumed it was Jude, and it probably had been. But now he was stranded with no transport and no money. Not only that, he didn’t know the first place to start looking for Gemma.

In his time, his world, whatever universe he had come from, he lived in the Northern Suburbs of Cape Town. Kuils River was relatively large, the areas within it ranging vastly in terms of social and economic status. His family fell somewhere between the rich and the poor, but that only meant Levi had been exposed to both lifestyles, neither of which appealed to him. Having spent his entire life there—school, work—he was familiar enough with it that he’d be able to wander around and find things if he had to. But even there, he wouldn’t have been able to find a complete stranger.

He wasn’t in the Northern Suburbs now, nor was he in the world or time that he came from, anyway. According to Jude, nothing major had changed.

But Jude had also left him stranded outside a bookstore.

It should have concerned him. That he had no transport to get back to the hotel, that he only had one more night there, that he was a ghost whose entire existence depended on a woman he had shared an okay—fine, spectacular—kiss with. It should have worried him, and yet he could only think about Gemma.

How was she handling this first meeting with her sister? What had she said? Did she regret it? What would be her next steps? They were illogical thoughts, illogical questions. Why did these things matter? They didn’t, he told himself. And he couldn’t stop them for the life of him.

It must have been because he was a ghost whose purpose was Gemma.

That must have been it.

Now he had to find his way to her.

As he thought it, he felt that feeling of being swept into a hurricane again. Only this time, it felt as if the hurricane was inside him. No—as if it were him. As if his cells had come apart, spun around at a high speed, and come together again.

It left him nauseous and dizzy, as it had the first time.

It also brought him to a different place.

It took all of a minute to figure out what that place was.

Gemma took the ice cream and her phone and sank down to the floor.

“I can’t believe you did that,” she said out loud. “I can’t believe that when you met your sister for the first time, you decided to lie to her. Now she’s not only going to think that you’re a weirdo, she’s going to think that you’re a liar, and I don’t even know which is worse.”

Gemma took a generous scoop of mint and chocolate and shoveled it into her mouth. “You’ve had a bunch of stupid ideas in your lifetime,” she said, speaking through the frozen deliciousness, “but this? This was the stupidest thing by far.”

Gemma stared at the pile of books she’d packed on the counter before taking the spares to the bookstore. They were bright, her sister’s name on their spines in different colors, but the same font. It was impressive. To see how many books there were, all with GAIA ANDERS on them. Again, she felt that unreasonable pride. She had no doubt she would feel even prouder if she picked up a book and read it.

But she still couldn’t bring herself to. Her actions that evening certainly wouldn’t help that. When she was reading now, she would spend the entire time thinking about how she had made up a plot of a book when Gaia had asked her which one of Gaia’s books was her favorite. And Gaia had gone along with her nonsense, too. Either because her sister was too polite to correct her, or because Gaia was testing her.

Gaia’s first impression of Gemma would always be the lie.

“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she muttered, closing her eyes and knocking her head lightly against the cupboard behind her with each word.

“You’re not stupid,” a deep voice came from the shadowy area of her front room. “You panicked.”

Her initial reaction was to throw her spoon in the direction of the voice. She got as far as lifting it, but then she realized that if she threw it, she would have to get up to get a new one.

She stayed on the floor with her spoon.

“I really want to help you,” she said, “but I’ve had a rough day. Can you come back in the morning? I’ll be in a much better space then. Might even be okay with you coming into my home.”

No ghost had done that since the first year of her gift. Back then, they’d appear anywhere. Didn’t matter where she was or whom she was talking to. Mr. Harris told her that if she didn’t speak with the ghosts, no one else would see them. If she acknowledged them in any way, though, they’d materialize, and she’d have some awkward explaining to do. Like when her father had seen Benny the Ghost half-naked in her bedroom.

After that, she’d explained to the ghosts that she wouldn’t engage with them if she wasn’t alone. The ghosts soon acquiesced; she could only thank the Powers that Be or whomever had decided to cut her a break.

Least they could do, since you’re the only person in the freaking world with this ability.

To be fair, she didn’t know if that were true. She was only sure that the people in her life didn’t share the ability. She’d had a hell of a time finding that out—it had taken some very creative inquiring—and their answers might as well have meant she was the sole person in the world to see and help ghosts.

She didn’t mind helping. It was tricky to manage, but she’d quickly realized that her gift was bigger than herself. And if she was honest, she felt honored that she’d been chosen, out of everyone, to do this thing. So she would handle tricky, even if at times it meant ghosts invited themselves to her pity parties.

“I didn’t mean to,” the voice answered.

It was low, deep.

Familiar.

No.

She chose to agree with her inner voice.

“You didn’t mean to what?” she asked.

“Come into your home.”

“But you’re here.”

“Yes.”

The word floated in the air. No other words joined it, so she was left without an explanation. She didn’t ask for one, though she desperately wanted to. She liked the ghost’s voice. Liked how soothing it was, how the low pitch made her skin feel all prickly.

Ha! Now she knew she was in a state. Fantasizing about a ghost’s voice.

Maybe it was because it told her she wasn’t stupid. It was always nice to hear that. Besides, she had panicked, so maybe that assessment was right.

Wait a minute.

“How did you know I panicked?” she demanded. “No—how did you know what I was talking about?”

“I watched you.”

“You …” Maybe she did need to get this spoon involved. She stood, setting the ice cream on the table, tightening the grip on her weapon. “You should leave.”

“You’re kicking me out?”

“You appeared in my house uninvited, and you told me you watched me. What else am I supposed to do?”

“I thought you’d be used to this kind of thing, since you see ghosts.”

“None of them stalk me.”

“Funny you should use that word. As I understand it, that’s exactly what you’ve been doing with your sister.”

She opened her mouth to ask what he knew about that, when he stepped into the light.

It was him.

The man she wanted to climb.

The man who kissed as if he’d been born to kiss.

The man who kissed as if he’d been born to kiss her.

“You’re a ghost?”

He spread his arms, as if to say, there you go. As if she were some kid who’d gotten a math equation right on the first try. Which was ridiculous—she had never gotten a math equation right on the first try in her life.

“I kissed you,” she accused. “We kissed. In front of people.”

“We did.”

“Why? Why would you let me kiss you?”

There was the slightest beat before he said, “It was a good way to introduce myself to you.”

“Was it?” she said sharply—and did not like it. She was not a sharply spoken person. She was a kindly spoken person, damn it.

“I admit, it was a lapse in judgment.”

His expression was stoic. All emotion, any emotion, safely tucked behind that angry hair. Behind that deceptive hair. She should have known it hid a dishonest person. Aggressively sexy was not a thing, and here he was, proving it.

“You know what this means, don’t you?” she asked, her voice all light and fluffy, like a cloud.

Like a storm cloud, yeah.

No one asked you, she snapped at that stupid voice in her head.

He was staring at her when her eyes met his. Waiting on something. It took her a while to figure out he was waiting for her to answer her own question.

“It means that you exist now. In this world.”

He frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“Of course you do,” she said, more gently than she felt. “I’ve never met a ghost who didn’t know the rules of their existence.”

“You’ve never met a ghost like me.”

Some secret part of her trembled at the way he said it. With a confidence that rarely came off as undickish, but did now. She wouldn’t even blame him if it were dickish, because dickish did seem like the right adjective when it came to him, for more literal reasons than she cared to admit.

He was right, though. Not once in the twelve years since she’d lived with her abilities had she seen a ghost like him. Sure, there were attractive ghosts. Sure, sometimes she wondered what it would be like to know those ghosts when they’d been alive. But she had never crossed a line with a ghost as she had with him. She had never wanted to kiss a ghost, let alone actually kiss them.

Except this one.

What was so special about him? Her eyes scanned him without her permission. Her cheeks blushed without her permission, too, when she realized her heart was beating faster because of her perusal.

So, okay, yes, fine, he was exceptional-looking. Besides his height and his aggressively sexy facial hair, his shoulders were broad. And yes, there were many men who had broad shoulders, but none that looked like that. It was somehow a combination of come, let me help you with your burdens and come, let me throw you over my shoulder because you’ve been misbehaving. The earring made her think the punishment for misbehaving would be very good indeed …

She blinked. Her thoughts were never this depraved. She could recognize an attractive person, of course, but usually, she didn’t think about them in this way. She certainly wouldn’t have imagined scenarios where she wanted to misbehave so that she could test her hypothesis about a set of shoulders and an earring.

Maybe there was something special about him.

Even so, that something special was confined to his appearance. To his eyes that were piercing and somber and appeared to be the same color as that special blend of brandy she liked. To his mouth that was grim and thin but could kiss her as if she were a fairy-tale princess who needed true love’s kiss to return to life.

This was already the most complicated ghost relationship she’d had, and she didn’t even know his name.

“I can’t imagine your superiors are happy with you,” she told him lightly, putting her ice cream back in the freezer and taking out mugs for tea.

When in doubt
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