

    
        
          Mortal Mate

        

        
        
          Viola Tempest

        

        
          Published by Viola Tempest Publishing, 2022.

        

    


  
    
      Mortal Mate

      

    

    
      
        VIOLA TEMPEST

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Mortal Mate

        © Copyright 2022 Viola Tempest

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.

      

      

      

      
        
        Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Names, characters, and places are products of the author’s imagination.

      

      

      

      
        
        Cover Design by DoElle Designs

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Gemma

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I sit up in bed, gasping for breath. I run a hand along my face, blinking furiously until my eyes adjust to the darkness surrounding me.

      It’s the same dream that wakes me every night. It always starts okay, perfect even. I’m back in my childhood bedroom, sixteen years old and innocent to the world around me. Quentin Forsyth is there, my next-door neighbor and closest friend.

      But then the dream shifts, taking me to the time when the moving truck arrived, and he was whisked from my life completely. But lately, I’ve been having these dreams, where it’s him… but older. He’s the same age as me, but something else has changed as well. What happens next is always different, but somehow, the dream always twists. And suddenly, it’s not Quentin, but rather a monster wearing his face.

      I swing my legs over on the bed. I already know that trying to get back to sleep would be futile. Grabbing my phone from off the side table, I see that it’s still hours before my shift starts, but I can at least get a head start on the day.

      It doesn’t take long for me to shower and get dressed. By the time I sit down at the dining table with my cup of coffee, my roommate is only just getting out of bed.

      “Morning,” Micaela says with a yawn, pulling her robe tightly around herself. “God, Gemma, what time did you wake up this morning?”

      She pours herself a cup of coffee from the pot I made and sits down across from me. She’s never been an early bird, and her heavily lidded eyes struggle to stay open. Even half-asleep, she still looks good. I’ve always questioned how she can always be flawlessly beautiful without trying.

      “Early,” I respond flatly.

      “Do you have work today?” she asks when she figures out that I’m not going to give her previous question further explanation.

      “Yeah.” I take a sip from my mug and place it down onto the solid wooden table. “It’s just a noon shift, though.”

      “Are we still on for tonight?” Micaela asks.

      I raise an eyebrow. “Tonight?” I don’t think I’ve forgotten anything.

      Micaela gasps, slapping my shoulder. “You promised last week that we’d go to the club! You know, that one on Baker Street that everyone’s been raving about for forever.”

      I take a deep breath and lean my head back. “Did I?”

      “Gemma!”

      “Okay, okay,” I say, raising my hands into the air and chuckling. “I’ll come home after work, shower, and we can go for a while. I’m not staying out all night, though.”

      She smirks. “That’s what you say every time we go out.”

      “Oh, shut up,” I remark, but I laugh.

      There’s silence for a while as I sip the rest of my coffee. My mind drifts back to the dream I had last night. Quentin’s smile haunts my mind, even though I know he’s gone. He left years ago, and he’s never coming back.

      “You’re thinking about him again, aren’t you?” Micaela asks, and my eyes snap up to meet hers. “Quentin. I know that look on your face.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, standing from the table and wandering over to the sink. I rinse out my cup and place it onto the counter.

      “Gemma,” Micaela moans reproachfully. “Talk to me.”

      “I had another dream,” I tell her. “They’re becoming more frequent again.”

      She’s quiet for a few minutes, and I turn to look at her. Her face is drawn up in thought. I can see she’s hesitating to tell me something.

      “What?” I demand. “You think I’m going insane?”

      The question was meant to be rhetorical, but Micaela hums to herself. “Not insane. I just think you’re spending way too much time thinking about your past. I know your father—”

      “Don’t bring my father into this,” I snap. I don’t mean it to come out as harsh as it does.

      “You have to forget about Quentin. All this worrying isn’t going to get you anywhere.”

      “And how do you suppose I get him out of my head?” My temper escalates, and my face flushes with heat. “Just forgetting about it doesn’t exactly help, Micaela.”

      She shrugs, completely nonchalant. “If you’re going to yell at me, I don’t want to hear it. All I’m saying is that you need to figure out why you’re so hung up on a boy you lost eleven years ago.” I don’t have any words for this, but luckily, Micaela has never had any issues with speaking her mind. “I think you deserve a night out. Let loose; forget about the past.”

      “Easier said than done,” I mutter. “I’m going to get ready. Let me know when Jayden gets here.”

      I spend the rest of the morning getting ready for work. I pack my bag with my uniform: a skimpy outfit that I could never wear in public and a sparkly headband to match. I pack some granola bars, and shove some sports drinks in as an afterthought. Once I’m confident I have everything I’ll need, I sit on our couch and flip through some of the channels on the television.

      A familiar buzz sounds from a panel in the wall, and my head snaps around. Micaela beats me to it, and responds by pressing a button to allow the person in. “It’s him,” she tells me. “I think it’s so sweet that he drives you to work every day.”

      “Well, he’s working from home right now, and he doesn’t really like me using public transportation. Says I’m too good for it.” I shrug. The sentiment is nice, but I hate having to rely on someone this much. I’d much rather take the bus and pay the extra fare.

      Micaela makes a sound in the back of her throat to indicate something, like delight or tenderness. “I wish I have someone like that.”

      I take a deep breath. “Yeah.”

      “You should invite him out with us tonight!”

      I stiffen. “Uhm, no. It’s really not his crowd. He’s never really been into the ‘normal’ definition of a fun night out.”

      “Boring,” Micaela says, elongating the first syllable. She yawns dramatically, causing me to roll my eyes.

      Before long, there’s a knock on the front door, and I swing it open to reveal a tall, lanky figure. Jayden stands there, hands shoved inside his pockets.

      “Hey, Gemma,” he says, leaning forward to peck me on the cheek.

      “Hey,” I echo, then turn to Micaela. “I’ll see you after my shift, okay?”

      She sends me a mock-salute, and I step out into the hall, closing the door behind myself. Until it’s just Jayden and I, both of us awkwardly waiting for the other to say something first.

      I crack. “Shall we?”

      He nods, and I start down the hallway toward the elevator. We’ve been dating for about a year now, ever since we matched on an online dating app during a personal moment of weakness. And since then, he’s been a solid rock to lean on and remind me that good people still exist.

      “I’m having dinner with my family tomorrow. You’re welcome to come, if you’d like.”

      A grin spreads across my face. I’ve always loved his parents and sister like they’re my own, and the feeling is reciprocated. “Sure. You’ll come pick me up?”

      “Of course,” he says, matching my grin. “My mom misses you coming over to bake cookies with her.”

      I almost cringe at the thought. “I didn’t think she wanted me back since I almost burned down your kitchen last time.”

      He chuckles. “No harm done.”

      “Then I’ll set something up with her,” I say, nodding my head. His mom is the loveliest, most pure-hearted woman on the planet. She reminds me of the few memories I have of my own mother before she passed away. It’s nice having that figure back in my life.

      “Good. Dad won’t say it, but he misses gorging himself on baked goods every weekend.”

      I don’t say anything, but simply smile. Jayden’s father is just as kind as his wife, and the complete opposite of my own paternal figure.

      I honestly don’t know what I’d do without all of them.
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      “Bye, have a good day,” Jayden tells me, leaning across the console in his car to peck my lips. “I’ll come pick you up at five?”

      “Five-thirty,” I correct. “And thank you again; you seriously don’t have to drive me everywhere, you know.”

      “I know,” he says, and kisses me again. “I’ll see you later.”

      I step out of the car, my backpack clutched in my hand. I wave as he drives away, and don’t move until he’s left the parking lot and out of sight completely. I spare a glance up at the restaurant sign above the door. I’ve been to Macey’s Bar and Grill a few times, but never with Jayden or Micaela. I always tell them that, after working there for so long, I can’t stomach going there in my spare time.

      In reality, I’ve never even submitted an application to Macey’s. They’re never hiring, anyway.

      I shoulder my backpack and turn to walk down the street. Not too far down the road is Baker Street, which I turn down and walk a little way to Temptation; the adult entertainment club as it’s more respectfully known as. During the day, it operates more as a bar and lunch spot with dancers to appease the male audience. At night, it gets more tip-heavy, but all the girls want those spots. Better routines and a larger crowd mean more money, and the night goes by faster.

      After pushing open the front doors, I make my way into the back. It’s a tight, close-knit area lined with vanities across one wall and racks of costumes along another. Curtains wall off changing rooms, but hardly anyone bothers with them.

      “Gemma!” One of my favorite coworkers, Shelly, calls out. “Stuck with the early shift, huh? Well, at least we don’t have to deal with the insanity of tonight.”

      “What’s so special about tonight?” I ask, shedding off my boots and pulling my outfit from my bag. “It’s just another Friday night.”

      Shelly smiles. “You didn’t hear? Apparently, they’re doing another event. ‘Blacklist,’ I think they’re calling it. It’s some sort of ‘take three shots, get a fourth one free’ type of deal. It’s going to be crazy full of drunks.”

      I cringe and run a hand down my face. “Don’t tell me that. I’ve got to come here later with my roommate.”

      Shelly tilts her head to the side. “Does she know you work here?”

      I shake my head. “Not if I can help it.”

      “You know the drill. Write it on the mirror,” she says, jutting her chin toward the large, floor-to-ceiling mirror that covers nearly the entire wall.

      Hanging in a basket and screwed into the wall is a cup of dry-erase markers that are used to write down schedules, notes to each other, and positive messages. One of the corners is written “classified,” with a list of girls’ names underneath. If a coworkers’ name is on that list, it means we have to pretend we’ve never met them before at any cost. I grab one of the blue markers and scribble my name down onto the mirror.

      I have a feeling it’s going to be a long, long night.
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      I’m sixteen. The entire house is quiet beyond the whirr of the fan circulating air through my bedroom. I shuffle forward on my bed to sit at the edge. My room is plain; everything is mostly gray or white. I had little say in the decorating. However, things I do have control over are the posters up on my walls. Different classic vampires from movies, comics, and a variety of different mediums hang on the wall with thumb tacks. My mother isn’t happy about it, but reluctantly understands my obsession.

      My window is open, and through it, I can see a girl. She’s small, petite, and sits hunched at her desk, scribbling away at the homework I know I should also be doing. Her long blonde hair is draped over her shoulders haphazardly, but I think it’s adorable. She’s still in her workout clothes, and I know from prior conversations that she’s just come home from javelin practice.

      I stare for longer than what’s acceptable. We’ve been friends ever since we were children, but as soon as high school came along, we became distanced, though no fault of hers. We’ve stayed friendly, but I’ve always had the biggest crush on her.

      Supposedly sensing my stare, she looks up and twists in her chair. I raise my hand in a wave, smiling sheepishly. She waves back, a wide grin spreading over her face.

      Making her way over to the window, she pulls open the glass and leans onto the sill. “Hey, Quentin.” My heart leaps at how she says my name. “What did you think about Mrs. Delana’s lesson today?”

      I rub the back of my neck. “I wasn’t paying attention.” I was staring at you the entire time, is what I neglect to add.

      She laughs, her shoulders shaking as she hangs her head. “You’ve got to take Algebra more seriously.”

      “I’ll take that into consideration,” I say, staring intently into her piercing blue orbs. She opens her mouth to say something, but is cut off by an angry voice.

      “Gemma!” I hear her father’s voice slur from somewhere inside her house. She flinches, her smile instantly dropping from her face.

      She places her hands upon the sliding glass. “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?” Without waiting for a reply, she slams the window shut and pulls the curtains across, entirely blocking me out.

      That’s the last time I see her for a long, long time.
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      Later that night, I sit at the table and poke around at the food on my plate. My mom has made tofu and steamed vegetables. I can barely stomach this new vegetarian diet she’s forced upon all of us. I lock eyes with my father for a split second and see him slip a piece to the dog under the table. I avert my gaze and clear my throat.

      “What’s wrong, sweetie?” My mother asks. “You’ve barely touched your food.”

      “I’m just not very hungry,” I tell her. In reality, I’m starving. But this stuff has never satisfied my appetite.

      My mom sighs, her fork clinking against the plate as she sets it down. “Is this the vampire thing again?” When I don’t answer, she turns to my father. “Owen, help me out here.”

      He coughs, his hand springing back onto the table as the dog munches happily on a carrot. My mom glares at him. “Quentin, eat what your mother made,” he says finally, looking to his wife for confirmation. Hypocrite.

      “I’m seriously not hungry,” I say, pushing the plate away from myself. “Can I go up to my room?” My parents share a glance, and my eyes narrow at the sight.

      My father takes a deep breath. “Look, Quentin. We were going to wait until later to tell you, but—”

      “What’s going on?” I demand, looking between them.

      “Your father got a promotion, but it’s in Wilburn. He starts on Monday.”

      I’m excited for a few moments before I realize something. “Wilburn is three counties away. He’s going to drive there and back every day?”

      My mother shakes her head. “We’re moving first thing tomorrow morning. Movers will be packing up everything and bringing them along to the new house.”

      My head spins. “Are you serious?”

      “Everything happened so quickly,” my dad says. “I only found out this morning. We found a real estate agent who got a great deal on…,” my father continues talking, but I don’t hear anything beyond a faint ringing in my ears.

      What about Gemma? I’m just supposed to… leave? “We can’t just go,” I plead. “I have friends; I have school. I can’t even say goodbye?”

      “We thought it was better this way,” my mother says softly.

      I stand up from the table, my chair scratching against the wood as I do. Without another word, I leave and head up to my room.

      My hands ball into fists. How could they do this to me?

      Looking out my window, I see that Gemma’s own curtains are still drawn shut. I want, desperately, to see her, to tell her I’m leaving, and how I’ve felt about her all these years. But no matter how much I wish she would pull open the fabric and look out, she never does.

      I grab a pencil off my desk and throw it across the gap between our houses. It taps pathetically against the glass and falls to the grass below.

      “Gemma!” I call out, but it’s no use. She must be downstairs or having dinner. Or perhaps, she doesn’t even want to see me at all.

      I try for another ten minutes until my cup of pencils and markers is completely emptied. I sit down on my bed and stare up at the poster on the ceiling. It’s old and torn in some places, but it’s signed by one of my favorite actors.

      I shut my eyes, trying and failing to drown out the entire world.
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      Rain pounds mercilessly, drenching me from head to toe. It’s been six years since the move, and I still hate this city with a passion. The only upside is that this city is easy to blend in, get lost inside the fray of all the other miserable citizens.

      I round the corner, and despite the darkness and rain, I see a cloaked figure standing in my path.

      “What the hell?” I demand and attempt to side-step the man. He simply mirrors my movement, gracefully blocking my path.

      Temper boils in my veins. I don’t have time for this.

      But before I can do or say anything, searing hot pain shoots down my arm and through my entire body. It takes me a moment to realize that, in a split second, the man had grabbed my arm and brought my wrist to his mouth.

      My back stiffens, and I cry out. The pain quickly turns into something else, something more.

      I curse, but the man keeps holding my arm tight against his face. Eventually, he looks up at me, and I see pale white skin reflecting in the moonlight. My blood drips from his chin, and he smiles.

      More excruciating pain, and I look down to see a handle sticking out between my ribs. A knife. I’ve just been stabbed with a knife.

      My vision blurs, and the last thing I hear is the pale man laughing as I fall to the ground.
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