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Enemies at birth. Soulmates at first touch. 

Cindra is running hot, a trait that renders a Nepherian female untouchable and ineligible for a mate pairing. 

Celso, revered ice warrior and protector of the Kelvinian people, needs to take a mate before he can ascend to the throne. Problem is... no female within the realm can withstand his chilling touch.

When Cindra is captured by an ice brute with a soothing touch and scorching kisses, she’s tempted. After a lifetime of longing for physical contact, how will two enemies who’ve found solace in each other’s arms protect their love without igniting a war between their worlds?
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CHAPTER 1
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Run or be ready to die.

Terror made Cindra’s heart pound. Overhead, a pale gray moon hung in the midnight black sky, making her more vulnerable to discovery. No time for caution, she plunged forward into a dark, rocky ravine. Her lungs burned, and her too-thin legs quaked from exhaustion. At the scrape of boots on the crumbled asphalt, Cindra pressed her back against a jagged wall. Suddenly, a steamy hiss filled the air. The rock beneath her fingers burned a bright orange glow before liquefying under her touch. Entering the forbidden zone had been a mistake. But, there was no other way for her to release a fire burst without injuring her fellow indentured laborers. Even for a fire elemental, male or female, she was running too hot. 

She had thought the journey was worth the risk. What a fool. After the last sector patrol air ship had scanned the Nepherian territory border wall closest to Kelvinia’s ice lands for intruders, she’d set off for the forbidden zone. Sure that she could return to the tunnel she’d made before anyone found her, she crawled under the barrier separating the two elemental nations. Scratches and cuts from the jagged rock covered her arms and legs. The wounds were reminders of what the brutal journey back to the mining camp would inflict upon her weakened body. A desolate place, she’d survived in the mine since her eighth season. What old earth peoples referred to as years. 

Pumping her arms, she sprinted for cover. But every direction she ran, the spotlight mounted to the air ship’s hull tracked her movement. Footfalls closed in, one male, or a thousand, followed at a steady pace behind her. It was hard to distinguish an accurate number over her ragged breathing. She could hear branches being trampled with heavy weight behind her. Whoever tracked her was big. 

Expecting to find more rock and barren land, what she bypassed was the skeleton of a ruined city hidden within the Appalachian Mountain range. Cindra wrinkled her nose. The air held the pungent scent of years old decay and sulfur, as if the blood and remains had fused with the crumbling structures. Weather and forces of nature had carved a deep scar here. The Toxic War’s destruction was like a searing brand on the toppled housing stacks and twisted metal beams. At the start of the war, many had tried to escape the nuclear blasts by hiding in the Appalachian Mountains. There had been no escape. 

A thought occurred to her. 

If she was in the forbidden zone, then no one should be following. So, who hunted her? Was it guards from the Nepherian patrol ship? Or, was it spies from one of the other three sectors? Her people shared a border with Kelvinia. The water elementals who lived there supplied water and ice to all the sectors. Nepherians had the responsibility of providing heat and light within all the sectors. Prevail’s wind elementals helped with the world’s energy supply and pollination. Earth elementals of Thornica nurtured the land that grew most of the food all the sectors needed to survive. 

Finally, she reached a vast clearing. The wind was soft here, so likely, it wasn’t one of the wind elementals pursuing her, but the trees still seemed to crackle and move like a mighty force headed her way. A feeling of dread knotted her stomach, and then she heard a male’s voice. 

“Female. Raise your hands so I can see them,” the male voice demanded. 

An involuntary tremor snaked down her spine. She didn’t think it was the voice of one of her kind. What would this male do to her? God, she shouldn’t have left her sleeping pod. Rising panic filled her. A familiar tingling began in her palms. Glowing orange swirls started to form on her hands, an intricate pattern circling her fingers, wrists, and arms. Terrified, she lost control of her power for the briefest second and a fire ball ignited in front of her. Everything seemed to freeze. No one was supposed to know how much fire power she could command.

“Please, leave me alone.” 

There was silence, but then she heard movement, popping, cracking, and hissing around her. 

“I will not ask again, fire witch.” 

Anger surged in her veins. She was no witch. Fire elementals could summon and control flames, not cast spells. 

“There are no such beings. Now leave me alone. This is a forbidden zone.” She could not see the hunter, yet she felt stalked, as if he’d release her just for the chase.

“Yet, you are here,” he chuckled. Instead of another demand, he found humor in their standoff. The response surprised her. 

Males didn’t laugh when they gazed upon her. She’d been sold as an indentured servant to a Nepherian mining company. As a mucker, she was responsible for moving rock and stone, and then melting both to create more land mass. 

“I am not your concern, warrior.” 

The fire ball separating the two of them quickly drained her energy. If she could not rid herself of her unwanted guest soon, she would be at his mercy. 

“Are you sure I am a warrior?” he quizzed. “How can you  clearly see me through your orange glow?”

Cindra didn’t respond, sure that he was toying with her. Inter-elemental races negotiated, collaborated together. In past centuries, humans had the option to integrate or segregate themselves. Now that the four elemental races were forced to work together for their basic survival, that’s all they did—work together. They did not conduct casual conversations. Interestingly enough, thirty years after the Toxic War ended, the people of the former North American continent had enacted a law forbidding inter-elemental mating. 

“I know your type,” she wagered. It was a lie. After ten seasons in the mines, she had seen little of warrior males. Those doomed to a life of servitude were too thin and gaunt, like her. 

“Are you a runaway sin-ji?”

Sin-jies were pleasure females used to quench the physical needs of male guards. He accused her of being a whore; all the while amusement lit his voice. Cindra channeled more energy into her palms. A fiery tendril shot forward in the direction of the warrior. The crack of her fire whip hitting its mark brought a smile to her face. 

“You attacked me,” he roared, his rich baritone booming in the night. Where she’d heard night creatures before, they fell silent when confronted with this male’s anger. 

“You called me names,” she said incredulously. “Twice.”

His laughter quickly replaced the angry outburst from before.

“Indeed,” he capitulated, a hint of admiration in his voice. “But, I did not give you permission to strike me.”

The air around her suddenly grew cold. What... what was happening? Cindra held her breath. Would he punish her? Many times she had suffered at the hand of males. Her handlers had withheld food and water until she was too weak to defend herself. Another shiver shimmied down her spine. His voice was closer now. It was a nice voice, filled with warmth and depth, but the temperature change had to be him. 

Panicked, she pulled on the last of her energy. “Stop it,” she panted. Wielding her arms in a wide circle, she wove a sphere around herself. A protective cocoon. “I will not allow you to punish me,” she yelled.  

She was mine property, no different than a backhoe or a crane. Even with her being considered company property her handlers had limits. Cindra took comfort in the fact that they couldn’t kill her. Because of her unique fire handling abilities, the mine, and therefore the handlers, enjoyed the financial fruits of her labor. This warrior, on the other hand, lacked a vested interest in her physical welfare.

The air grew colder. Normally, she would welcome the relief, but fear gripped her instead. 

Just then, the male, tall and brooding, appeared outside the fine strings of fire that linked together to form walls she’d constructed. The interlocking pattern was intricate shield that allowed them to regard each other. He peered through the web. 

“Who hits you?” he growled.

Dark hair hung in thick waves down his back. Eyes the color of the bluest ocean before the Toxic War seemed to sparkle against the firelight, vivid and cutting like sea glass. His features were stern, yet refined, as an old-world aristocrat. A straight nose stood guard over high cheek bones. His full lips had her licking her own, and his jaw darkened by stubble rivaled a diamond on the hardness scale. Slowly, he trailed an assessing gaze over her glowing hands, her face, and then her too lean, boyish body. Cindra lifted her chin, unashamed of her urchin appearance. 

“Leave me alone.” She let urgency seep into her voice. 

While Cindra stared, he moved right up to the crisscrossed fire ropes. His chest touched the flames. Concerned for his safety, she bellowed for him to be careful.

“Be care-” She stopped abruptly. Steam, actual ghostly wisps of vapor rose between them. She gasped. 

His chest, unharmed by her fire, rose and fell with ease. Was he her kind? He wore battle leather similar to that of the Nepherian guards. His vest appeared to be of a mammalian source, but the war had killed off thousands of land species, so she had limited experience with their garments.

“Let down your guard, female,” his voice gentled.

She shook her head no. He frowned, and she could tell by the lines creasing his forehead that this male was not defied often. How could she make him understand the wall was to protect them both? 

“Go, please. I do not wish to hurt you. I ...” She swallowed, shame making the truth hard to admit. “I am dangerous.”

Instead of caution, he regarded her through narrowed eyes, curious. 

“You spin this fire web to—”

She interrupted, “To keep you safe, yes.”

He nodded in understanding. Cindra breathed a sigh of relief. She stayed behind her web, watchful and quiet. He turned his back to her, and she wondered where he would disappear off to. The warrior had been kind to her. Everything reversed in a flash. One minute, he faced away from her, but then he spun his massive body in one quick motion, punching a meaty fist through her web to grip her wrist. His touch brought immediate relief to the fire coursing through her veins. She could thank the goddess, but the contact caught her off guard. Instinctively, she jerked backwards, stumbled, and lost her footing. Loose rock rolled beneath her feet further, unseating her balance. Dear Goddess of the Flame, she was going to fall into the canyon below. Just as she felt her body tilt on its axis, strong arms gripped her waist and pulled her in close. 

“I’ve got you, witch,” came his graveled tone.

With her breaths sawing in and out of her lungs, Cindra was too grateful to argue. Instead, she wrapped her arms around his wide torso and squeezed. As she cozied up to the male, more steam snaked its way heavenward, enveloping them. 

“Thank you, warrior,” she sighed in relief, allowing her head to fall to his chest. Hmm, she inhaled the warm mist that carried notes of his unique essence. His scent was quite pleasant.
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CHAPTER 2

[image: ]




She was his enemy. 

Celso, Prince of the Kelvinian sector, head of the royal guard, battled his urge to crush the female to him. It was just a touch, but her hands on him changed everything. He could not remember the last time a member of the opposite sex had embraced him without crying out in pain. Yet, this tiny creature, thin and ragged, clung to him. A Nepherian fire elemental sought his comfort, a powerful one, judging by the fire ball at her command. Even now, he could feel the heat of her palms pressing into his back, warming him. She did not trigger him to defend himself. No, his body responded to her unlike any other. 

A tiny sigh escaped her lips, and Celso forgot to think. Had she pressed in closer to his body? He bowed his head, regarding his prisoner. She was tall for a female, probably five feet nine to his six feet. Perfect. He inhaled, allowing his senses to take over. Though she’d spun the fire, her skin held no charred stench. No, her scent was one of chilled vanilla cream and blackberries on a winter’s morning. Her hair, long and black as night, hung in soft, thick ropes brushing her shoulders. Golden eyes, soft red lips, and a stubborn chin suited her. Her body, though thin, had curves that any male would find pleasing beneath him. She enthralled him, and he wasn’t happy about it. Celso had a decision to make; kill her or keep her under his protection.

According to council law, he could imprison her until execution. But she was just a young female, alone and afraid. Not since his childhood, before he’d reached the age of maturity at sixteen seasons, had another been able to bear prolonged contact with his skin. The years had made him stronger... and colder. 

The female moved to pull away, but he stopped her, locking his arms around her small waist. After being without physical contact for so long, it was too soon to break their connection. 

“Calm, female. You are safe.” 

Quickly, he assembled what he knew of this precarious situation. She was a slave, of some sort, and by the condition of her gangly limbs, not well-cared-for. 

“We both should go,” she muttered. 

Celso almost laughed. This female had no idea her being found in the forbidden zone held no simple solution. How bad must her existence be on the other side of the border if she risked her life to escape to a barren no-males land? 
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