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Thank you for reading this book! I am honored that you are diving into the first book in my Fire Giver Series. 

To show my appreciation, I want to offer you a free book for reading this one. Head over to my website, www.booksbymason.com, to download Nobility for free.
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Daylight crept over the glacial ridge, casting streaks of yellow upon the icy land that sparkled in the sunlight. Wrapped in layers of heavy blankets and a thick coat, Adara sat upon the edge of a cliff awaiting that first kiss of warmth as the sun's rays hit her. The light hit as a gust of icy wind slapped her in the face and forced her to bundle herself tighter under her covers. She hunkered down in the hole of snow she had dug around herself in the early hours of the morning. 

Her Symbiote flashed warnings that the temperature readings read dangerously freezing levels. If she didn't adjust her heat settings, she would freeze to death. She had risked death camping out in the frozen wasteland. It cost her a week's worth of joules to survive the night. But to see the first morning rays of sunlight in months made it all worth it to Adara. 

Especially today, on her eighteenth birthday. She adjusted her Symbiote's joule expenditure by a scarce margin, feeling instantly a shot of warm energy coursing through her body and pushing away the feeling of cold. Adara sipped at her hot tea and smiled as warmth traveled down her throat, regretting instantly not having drank the tea first before spending her limited supply of joules. 

"Happy birthday, Adara," she said to herself.

The Symbiote on her left arm buzzed and glowed orange to show three unread messages. She clicked on the screen and played the first message. A holo-projection of a well-manicured man in an expensive suit shot out of the Symbiote. It suspended itself in the air before Adara.

"Good morning, our noble hero! HexPro thanks you for the work you will do today in Settlement Houston. Your work helps us restore the planet to its natural state. Your daily efforts—"

Adara shut the message off. HexPro sent the same monotonous recorded message to every Settler every day across the globe. HexPro believed it gave Settlers vision and purpose for what they did. Most found it annoying. Some bought into the propaganda. Others made jokes about it. 

Adara didn't care. Like everyone else, HexPro was her boss, and nobody liked to hear from their boss, especially on their birthday. Besides, that the recordings showed no one dressed in layers to stay warm made it very hard for Adara to feel supported or appreciated. She clicked on the second message and, this time, a hologram of a woman in glasses and a power suit appeared.

"Dear Adara of Settlement Houston. With it being your eighteenth birthday, you become a possessor of your share of your father's inheritance. You will see in your status bar that we have added your portion of the inheritance of joules to your account. Because of recent HexPro regulations concerning inheriting joules from deceased family members, I am required to inform you that your father's inheritance has depreciated."

"More like HexPro increased their taxes on the dead," Adara grumbled into her tea.

The prerecorded message continued. "At HexPro, we are sorry for your loss. Please send questions you might have to our customer service department and we will get back to you in a timely manner of twelve to eighteen months. Have a warm day!" The holo-projection ended with the woman giving a fake smile. 

"It's like you never mattered to them, Dad," Adara said.

Looking at her status bar, Adara witnessed her father's heat cells, known as joules, being transferred over to her. Joules served multiple functions in Adara's world. Symbiotes used them to keep people warm, a vital necessity in a world covered in ice. Because of this, they also served as the world's global currency. Adara's inheritance was one fourth of her father's final joule supply when he died. The number was dismal, far less than what her older brothers, Corly and Jadireal, received years ago.

"Poor Tyse, when he gets of age to get his portion of the inheritance, he'll end up having to pay instead of receive," Adara said when she saw the tiny number of joules. It was a joke, but part of her feared it might one day be true.

Seeing an increase in her status bar on her Symbiote, and feeling another icy gust of wind, the temptation to raise her joule expenditure again and warm herself screamed in her head. It wouldn't take much. An increase in the dial and immediate comfort in the wake of scouring winds and below zero temperatures. 

But she didn't. Instead, she dropped her expenditure to the degree it was previously, to prove to herself she could take the cold. This was her father's only surviving gift, and Adara would not waste it for a few hours of warmth. Every hour her joule count decreased as the Symbiote used them to keep her warm. It was the same with everyone else on the planet since the New Ice Age began.

Governments and their economy collapsed overnight when the world froze over. From the frost arose HexPro Corporation with a solution on how to save lives and restore balance with their invention of the Symbiote and the use of joules.  

Since that day, there was a new world order and hope. No longer was humanity freezing to death in the night. Now all you needed was a Symbiote and a wealthy supply of joules. Some used up a large amount of joules per hour, walking around in the icy winds and snow with little clothing to show off their immense amount of wealth. Most people, especially those who lived out in Settlements like Adara, used only enough each hour to prevent themselves from freezing to death.

Adara held her arms close to her body and hunched her shoulders up to her ears. Keeping her lips sealed, she breathed through her nose to conserve heat. She pulled the hood over her head tighter and clenched her teeth with every gust of chilling wind.  

Adara lived one step away from freezing to death.

The third message flashed across the screen of her Symbiote. Opening the message showed an image of Adara's grandmother. Gram. She was a short and stout woman with wind-weathered skin and silvery hair that hung down past her hunched shoulders.

"Happy birthday, sweetie!" shouted Gram's recording. "I'm sure you've enjoyed sneaking out to watch the sunrise, but it's time you returned home. Tyse will ask for you once he's up, and we both know you can't be late again for work."

Gram leaned in closer, as if to whisper a secret. "Besides, you don't want to find yourself captured by those pesky Chantels."

Adara snickered. "Nobody's seen a Chantel in five years, Gram," Adara said to the recording. Most in Settlement Houston believed the Chantels froze to death for their refusal to use Symbiotes. Years without a sighting turned them into the boogeymen parents told their children to scare them. 

"Do you think the view looks stunning from up there? It's been ages since I've watched the sunrise from the clifftops," Gram's recording said.

In answer to Gram's comment, Adara climbed further out of her hole and peeked out over the cliff's edge to look upon Settlement Houston as the sunlight fell upon it. Adara had to admit it was a beautiful sight after weeks of darkness.

Sunlight glinted off the small square metal buildings clustering around Settlement Houston's two primary sources of survival, the joule mining facility and the shipping yard. A large metal chain-linked fence wrapped around three quarters of the Settlement, the fourth quarter exposed to the fishing port. Only two fishing boats sat on the tiny pier, small boats that brought in the fish and whale that the Settlers ate, along with supplies from HexPro. The Settlement's real purpose and income rested in the mining facility, where miners like Adara harvested heat from magma deep within the earth's crust that HexPro converted into joules. 

Even from where she was, Adara heard the Settlement awaken. Sled dogs barked and fishermen worked along the pier.

"Why don't you come on home," said Gram's recording. "I'll promise to have breakfast waiting for you. Tyse has a gift he wants to give you before you head to work." With that, the message ended and the holo-projection of Gram disappeared. 

Adara climbed out of her hole, gathered up her supplies, and made her way back into the Settlement and past the sleds and snow skiffs parked outside the Settlement gates. Propaganda posters on the buildings read, "You are the true heroes," "Your efforts will save the planet," "HexPro honors you," and Adara's favorite, "Have a Warm Day on behalf of HexPro." Over the years, the messages had become faded, torn, or covered with graffiti. 

Main Street wasn't much of an actual street, but an area where foot traffic packed the snow down enough to where Adara didn't sink to her calves. Shop owners were already setting up their wares when Adara passed by, waving and giving pleasant greetings. On the first day of sunlight, people were nicer.

She came to her home, another square metal building identical to all the rest. Two things hit her as soon as she opened the door: the first the smell of cooked fish and biscuits, the second a ten-year-old boy throwing himself at Adara. 

"Happy birthday!" Adara gasped as the momentum of her little brother, Tyse, threw them both backward into the snow. Tyse laughed as she swatted snow on his face. 

"Hey now! This is no way to treat someone on their birthday," Adara teased. 

She tried to wrestle Tyse's face into the snow, but he slithered out of her reach and dashed into the house. Adara took chase and together they jumped over furniture and rushed past Gram. With a spatula waving in the air, Gram shouted, "Hey, not in my kitchen while I'm cooking."

Adara gave a mocking curtsy. "Yes, of course, my Chiefess."

"Hey," Gram said, pointing her spatula at Adara and trying to suppress a smile, "That's Madam Chiefess to disrespectful kids who bring mud and snow into my clean kitchen."

Adara looked around at the assortment of dirty laundry, dirty dishes, and piles of miscellaneous materials she affectionately called "junk".

"Yeah...'clean' is what I was thinking of using to describe this place. This is a fire hazard, right?"

Gram scoffed. "A fire in a never-ending snow storm. We should be so lucky."

At that moment, Tyse came flying out of his bedroom and stopped before Adara. He held a small tin box. "I got you something for your birthday! Made it myself," Tyse said as he offered the box.

"You did?" Adara said. She shared a smile with Gram as she took the present from Tyse and opened it. "Well, it best be better than the snow slug you tried to give me last year because I can do without—"

Adara fell speechless. Inside the box was a small rectangular piece of sanded wood on a thin chain that had Adara's name carved into it. Adara lifted the tiny piece of wood up out of the box and gasped. 

"Wood? Where did you find wood?" 

"Gram got it for me. Do you like it?" 

Adara ignored him and asked Gram, "Where did this come from? This must have cost a fortune!"

"Relax, I'm the Chiefess, remember? I've got connections," Gram said, waving her hand as she turned back to her cooking.

"But for something like this? How did you afford this?" Adara wasn't pleased.

Gram grimaced. "Didn't have to. That shard came from your father's collection."

Suddenly, the piece of wood felt heavy in Adara's hands.

"Gram found it in a box of his old things. She let me carve your name into it. Do you like it?" Tyse asked again.

Tears welled up in Adara's eyes. She slipped the wooden shard necklace around her neck, crouched down to hug Tyse, and whispered into his ear, "It's the best gift I've ever received."

Gram stood over them both with a paper bag held out for Adara. "Best eat on your way to work, or you'll be late."

Adara took the bag, hugged Gram, hugged Tyse a second time, and said, "Thank you both! This is the best birthday. I'll see you after work."

They waved her off and Adara dashed back out into the snow, one hand shoving down a fish biscuit into her mouth and the other hand fiddling with the wood shard around her neck as she marched through the snow toward the mining facility. Settlers appeared on their way to work or to buy groceries from the market stalls. They smiled back at Adara, seeing her beaming smile, but she barely noticed them as her thumb rubbed against the wood shard.

"I'm sorry, Aebby, but I had to raise my prices. My supplier increased his prices, and it's forced me to do the same," Adara heard a shop owner ahead of her say. Aebby was another one of the elderlies in the Settlement, one of Gram's friends. She was tiny, and thin to the bone, not that you could tell with the heavy, puffy coat she wore. Stitched to the front of her coat was a yellow sun with a crack running down the center. It was the symbol of the Congregation of the Sun, a small religious organization in the Settlement. 

More like a crazy cult, in Adara's opinion.

Adara made it a habit of avoiding the Congregation of the Sun. Most of the Settlement did. They had some unusual views and opinions on the ways things should be done. Adara didn't like them. They always felt like they were teetering on the edge of doing something radically dangerous. But she knew Aebby was a gracious lady, and Gram seemed to like her, and that was good enough for Adara.

"Please, Mauris, I can't afford this and I need the food," Aebby begged.

"Good morning, Aebby. Good morning, Mauris. Aebby, would you like me to get that for you?" Adara offered as she approached.

"Giving out of charity now, Adara?" shouted a voice behind Adara. She turned and standing across the way from his own butcher stall was Pax. Pax was the Settlement butcher and one of the elected Speakers of the town's local government. He was a fat man with hair only on the side of his head. He wore no coat, despite the freezing temperatures, and wiped his greasy hands on his stained apron. 

Pax was the richest man in the Settlement, and he liked to show it. He kept his Symbiote turned up enough to lounge around in his apron in the freezing temperature while everyone else froze to death in their heavy coats. It was a show of his wealth to everyone in the Settlement. Pax owned many of the small businesses in the Settlement. Not much got done without Pax's financial support.

Adara hated Pax.

"Let me guess, Pax. You're the reason Mauris had to raise his prices." Mauris ducked his eyes from Adara and pretended to fiddle with something else in his stall. Adara gritted her teeth in frustration. "You don't even care. You make Aebby starve. She lost her husband. Don't you have a heart?"

Pax waved his hands and feigned innocence. "Hey, these are harsh times. I'm as hurt by HexPro raising their prices on supplies and merchandise as everyone else. I can't keep every elderly from freezing to death in this Settlement."

Adara wanted to scream. She turned back to Mauris and snapped, "Get Aebby whatever she wanted. No! Double everything she wanted. I'll pay for it myself."

"Oh, sweetie, you don't have to do that," Aebby tried to protest, but it fired Adara up. 

"Do it, Mauris." 

Mauris nodded and packed Aebby's bag with produce. Adara glared at Pax as she offered her Symbiote out to pay Mauris. Adara didn't want to look at the figure. She knew it was a good portion, if not all, of her father's minuscule inheritance. She didn't care. This was about getting back at Pax.

Pax, however, sneered back at Adara as he continued to wipe his greasy hands on a rag. "That's quite the purchase, sweetie." The way he said the word made Adara's stomach cringe. "You don't have another one of your father's skiffs to sell me when you get cold at night. But there are other things I'll pay you for if you get desperate." The look he gave Adara made it feel like a legion of snow slugs crawled beneath her skin.

"Nobody on the planet is that desperate," Adara spat back.

Pax chuckled and said, "We shall see, then."

When Pax returned to his store, Aebby rested a hand on Adara's arm. "Bless the Lost Sun for you, child! Bless you!" Adara grimaced. Wanting to avoid any more uncomfortable praise from Aebby, she rushed off to the mining facility on the far edge of the Settlement. Aebby continued calling her praises as she walked away.

By the time she reached the entrance, a small crowd stood outside, waiting to enter. Pleasant greetings, a few happy birthdays, plenty of early morning grumblings, and a mandatory time clock check in followed by an electronic welcome from HexPro greeted Adara.

None of the other workers cared or paid attention to the electronic message. It was the same every day. HexPro loves you. HexPro is proud of you. HexPro honors you as the saviors of humanity.

Blah. Blah. Blah.

The same message every day. The senior miners always grumbled, knowing better than to believe what their employer told them. It rubbed off on Adara.

"Adara! Hold up!"

Adara spun on her heels to see her supervisor, Rohn, approaching. Rohn was a burly man in his gray jumpsuit with thin hair on his scalp and a thick mustache beneath his nose. He didn't wear so few layers because he was wealthy like Pax, but because the high temperatures of the mine kept the workers warm and needing to spend fewer joules to survive. That drew many into taking on the dangerous career, Adara included, who had already changed out of her coat and into her jumpsuit.  

"What is it, boss?" Adara called back. "Lycas is waiting for me, I'm sure."

"He is, and I've already briefed him on the changes," Rohn said. 

Adara groaned. "How bad?"

"You will not like this. HexPro changed our fuel from the Flux blend to the Viona blend."

"The Viona? But that's twice as unstable and half as effective!" Adara groaned again. 

"But three times cheaper to manufacture for them."

"Not that we will see any discount on prices. It's bad enough they make us buy our own fuel, but to switch blends on us to something so dangerous to save them money. Are they trying to kill us?"

Rohn grimaced. It was an expression seen more in his cheeks than with his lips because of his big mustache. "You'll hate this next part."

"What is it?"

"Your tunnel hasn't met quota in two months. HexPro says that if you don't produce something soon, then they are firing you."

"What? They can't do that. I'm under contract. I'm protected."

"Not anymore. You're eighteen as of today, which means the protection clause for working as a minor has expired. They'll fire you if you don't produce something soon—today, in fact. I'm sorry, lass."

"That isn't fair! I know we are close to finding something. I can't afford to lose this job, Rohn."

Rohn rested a meaty hand on Adara's shoulder. It wasn't creepy like Pax. Rohn wasn't like that. He was more like a father figure. "I know you, lass, and I'm rooting for you. You'll find a vein, I know it."

Adara nodded. "How much time are they giving me?"

"Until the end of the day."

Adara didn't wait for another word. She turned and ran to her station, praying for a miracle.

Her station lay deep in the tunnels, down a channel that ended in a workshop area. The machines made the cramped space hot, and Adara reduced her joule expenditure and sighed. The work was dangerous, but it was warm here. In a world covered in ice, that meant everything. At the station, a large man-operated drill penetrated a hole in the ground. Gears turned on the bulky machine as the drill cut deeper into the frozen crust where Adara hoped to find a source of magma to harvest for joules.

A boy only a few months older than Adara operated the machine. Dirt and grime covered his exposed skin and overalls. He operated with careful precision, pulling levers and checking readings that the drill sent to his Symbiote.

Adara smiled when she saw her personal engineer, Lycas, already at work. He normally waited until she arrived, but not today. She suspected today he got started early after hearing from Rohn.

Lycas beamed when he saw Adara enter the work-site. He pulled on several levers, powering down the drill to a subtle roar before pulling off his goggles and gloves. "Hey, Adara. Happy birthday! "

Adara blushed. "Thanks, Lycas."

"A miserable way to spend it, right?"

"I can think of worse ways to spend a birthday."

"Like going on a date with Pax?" Lycas teased.

Adara made a gagging sound. "I'd rather be eaten by wolves."

Lycas laughed. "Then spending a day in the mines ensuring the security of humanity can't be so bad," Lycas said, making fun of the HexPro mantra.

"Yes, let's have a warm day," Adara joined in with the teasing. "I take it Rohn spoke with you when you came in."

Lycas grimaced. "Don't worry about it. I know we will strike gold today. I can feel it. Got the drill warmed up for you."

Adara rushed toward the worktable and put on her goggles and gloves. "We'll have to push ourselves to make it happen." Adara took the controls and readjusted the settings. "I'm increasing the power by twenty percent."

"On the Viona blend? Not sure the drill can take it. The fuel's pretty unstable. You sure that's wise?"

Adara patted the side of the drill and said, "Don't worry, Lycas. The old girl can take it. I'll take the driver's seat today. You focus on keeping me loaded up on Viona."

"You've always been the better driver. Have at it."

The hours passed with backbreaking work. Adara stayed behind the controls for the drill, pushing it beyond her normal levels of comfort. A high-pitched whine came from the drill, different from its usual roar. Neither Adara nor Lycas made any comment about it. Adara pushed the drill and ignored its protests as the day went on. 

The weight of loss loomed over Adara. She needed to find something. Having already lost her father's inheritance, she couldn't risk losing this job as well. What would happen to Tyse or Gram if she lost this job? Gram received no payment as the Settlement's Chiefess. It was an honorary position that granted her power to settle disputes and votes between the Speakers, nothing more. The family relied on Adara to support them. She couldn't let them down.

But she found nothing. They were flying through the Viona supply faster than they were drawing in a profit. With every hour they were losing joule rather than making it, and the drill showed signs of breaking down. Red lights flashed on the screen, plastering warnings before Adara. Her heart gave out with the drill. 

"Adara, you need to pull back! The drill can't take much more of this," Lycas said over the radio.

Adara checked the time. The day was nearly over, with nothing to show for it. HexPro had a strict no overtime policy with heavy fines for those who broke the rule, and they were very near to breaking it. Still, she couldn't give up. Not now. "She can take it! We are close, I know we are. Load up another barrel of Viona."

Lycas protested, but Adara insisted and, as she knew he would, he consented. He brought over another barrel and swapped it out with the empty one. Adara pulled on the levers and sent the drill back into the hole, driving her will behind it for a miracle.

When it came, it was not what Adara wanted. 

Suddenly, the drill shook with a violent tremor. It hit a solid piece of bedrock at an acute angle and sent a cascade of dominoes falling. Rocks splintered and cracked from the ceiling and rained upon Lycas. Stones struck the Viona barrel. Fuel sprayed everywhere.

"Lycas!" Adara screamed, and jumped from the driver's seat. Lycas lay on the ground, blood on his forehead. He gave a terrible groan. Adara grabbed his arm and shouted in his ear over the roar of engine and falling rock. "Are you all right?"
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