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      An angel called. A devil answered.

      

      Princess Charlotte is the sole heir to the kingdom of Paragon. But twenty-five years after she helped vanquish Empress Eleanor, her parents still treat her like a child—and it doesn’t help that her sunny angel disposition makes her easy to overlook. When the king and queen leave Paragon for an extended period, Charlie decides to prove her leadership skills by throwing a party themed around a popular Earth holiday.

      

      Environmental scientist Liam Morris doesn’t do relationships or celebrations. In his experience, relationships are nothing but distractions, most of them doomed to fail. Pair that with a celebration… No, thank you. He’d rather spend his days on an iceberg in the Arctic than around a table with his family.

      

      Things get complicated when Charlie snatches Liam from Earth and brings him to Paragon, hoping he’ll help her iron out the details of her event. Will grumpy, bearded Liam be the answer to her prayers… or more trouble than she can handle?
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      “Happy birthday, Aunt Avery!” Charlie proudly handed over the gift she’d made her aunt and added a kiss to her cheek for good measure. She’d spent hours designing the set of sapphire earrings—finding the perfect stones, mounting them in gold wire, then charming them with a spell she’d performed herself so that they’d always glow from within. She thought they were a suitable gift for a Highland lady. Charlie had taken care to choose a stone that complemented her aunt’s and Xavier’s clan colors.

      Avery gasped when she opened the box. “Oh, Charlie, they’re exquisite!”

      Her cheeks warmed. She’d never been good at accepting compliments, but there was nothing better in her estimation than bringing a smile to someone’s face. “Thank you. I made them dangle so that your powers wouldn’t neutralize the magic that makes them glow.”

      Avery’s innate ability as a witch was to nullify magic, although that particular power wasn’t nearly as impressive as her skill with her sword, Fairy Killer. With it in her hand, no dragon, including her mate Xavier, would ever challenge her. Aunt Avery was a total badass.

      But she’d also slowed down in recent years. Charlie had noticed that she trained less and slept more when she came to visit these days. With the silver that had appeared in her aunt’s hair and the fine lines and wrinkles that edged her eyes and mouth, Charlie couldn’t help but notice that Avery was the only person in her life who was aging. Perhaps that’s why her mother, Raven, and her father, Gabriel, had invited Xavier and Avery to this special birthday dinner at the Obsidian Palace. Birthdays mattered to Aunt Avery because, as a mortal, she’d only get so many of them.

      And Aunt Avery was fifty years old today.

      A lump formed in Charlie’s throat thinking about it. She’d read humans could live to be a hundred or more, but she didn’t like to think that her aunt had an expiration date. And what would happen to Xavier after she was gone? Dragons mated for life—their life, not the lives of their mate. He would never love again after Avery. Just the thought sent a twinge of grief through her heart.

      Charlie forced herself to smile brighter. The last thing her aunt needed was to be reminded of their dark future on her special day. She disguised the lump in her throat by focusing her attention on the birthday cake that remained on her plate—a scrumptious earthly tradition she no longer had an appetite for.

      Age was a funny thing. Technically, Charlie was twenty-five human years old if she counted using her aunt’s age as a guide, but she’d been fully grown for over a decade. Her accelerated maturity was due to celestial magic, the product of being the daughter of a witch and a dragon. In Earth terms, her kind were often called angels, but in the ancient Greek texts in the palace library, she was called a guardian. Neither term suited her. Charlie preferred not to label herself as anything but Charlie, princess of Paragon. Unlike Avery, she was immortal. She’d stopped aging years ago, when she’d surpassed her mother in height and was just shy of being as tall as her father.

      “I have one more gift for you, Avery.” Raven glanced at Gabriel conspiratorially. Charlie’s mother and father were always doing that, speaking to each other without saying anything. What she wouldn’t give to be able to read their minds some days.

      Dressed in the kilt and linen shirt that was common in his realm and looking serious, Uncle Xavier placed a hand on Avery’s shoulder, as if he knew what was coming and was as anxious as he was excited about it. Charlie wondered what it might be. Her mother and Uncle Nathaniel had argued about something recently and Avery’s name had come up, but Charlie hadn’t caught the crux of their disagreement.

      “Don’t keep me in suspense.” Avery placed her hand atop Xavier’s, glancing between him and Mom as if she was having an equally difficult time guessing what this might be about.

      Mom rubbed her palms together in slow circles and rose from her chair to pace the dining room. Charlie tracked her movements. Odd. That’s how her mom acted when she was nervous about something. “We think we’ve found a way for you to take Xavier’s tooth.”

      Avery’s face crumpled into a mixture of disappointment and annoyance. “Xavier and I have already tried everything, Raven,” she grumbled. “It’s time for all of us to accept that I won’t be here forever. It’s folly to keep trying. It just sets everyone up for disappointment.”

      Charlie’s mother was a powerful witch. If she thought there was a way, there probably was, but Charlie empathized with her aunt’s predicament too. Raising everyone’s hopes only to fail again and again must be devastating. Mom took a deep breath and let it out through her nose. “I know it seems like we’ve tried everything, but I’ve been working with the witches of Darnuith, aided by Queen Penelope. I believe we’ve found a way. And the best part is, we know it will work because it already has.”

      Charlie’s heart beat faster at the hope her mother offered, but her aunt Avery seemed far less enthusiastic about the possibility. “Darnuith? You told Queen Penelope about my mortality?”

      “Penelope is going to perform the spell to unbind the three of us again—you, Clarissa, and me—as Aborella once did. Once your power is gone, Xavier will feed you his tooth. We’ll wait for the dragon bond to take hold, then rebind ourselves and return our magic.”

      A dragon’s tooth could make another being immortal for as long as the dragon lived. Rowan’s mate, Nick; Nathaniel’s mate, Clarissa; Sylas’s mate, Dianthe; and Colin’s mate, Leena, had all become immortal in this way. But Avery’s innate power meant the magic of Xavier’s tooth was neutralized by her own before it could take root. Taking away her power long enough for the two to make the immortal bond was a brilliant idea.

      Only, judging by the way Avery shifted in her seat, squaring her shoulders as if readying herself for battle, it was clear she didn’t share Charlie’s fondness for the idea. “Absolutely not!” Avery snapped. “The three of us will be defenseless.”

      “Only temporarily.” Mom started pacing again. Beside her, Dad had gone unnervingly still, a behavior Charlie recognized was the calm before the storm. He was becoming agitated, and she suspected he wouldn’t be quiet for long.

      “You’ll be at the mercy of Darnuith,” Avery gritted out. “All Penelope would need to do is kill us all when we’re vulnerable and she could take Paragon.”

      A deep roar cut through her father’s throat. There he goes. Charlie had to stop herself from leaning away from him in her seat. He’d never been anything but kind to her, but that growl was a threat she could feel in her bones.

      “Last I checked, I am still king of Paragon, and I have no intention of handing the kingdom over so easily. No one will hurt Raven or a single hair on the heads of the three of you because I, along with Xavier and Nathaniel, will be there to make sure they don’t. Three mate-bonded dragons are something no intelligent ruler would intentionally antagonize.”

      Raven placed a calming hand on Gabriel’s arm and added, “Penelope has proven herself a trustworthy ally. She’s one of my best friends, and as queen she knows that this will put us in her kingdom’s debt. Believe me, Avery, I wouldn’t have pursued this if I thought it wasn’t safe. There is risk, and it won’t be easy, but I believe it will work. She’ll take apart the bond, we’ll lose our powers, Xavier will feed you his tooth, and then the witches will bond us again, as was done before. Nathaniel will be there himself to oversee all of it.”

      Xavier gripped his mate’s shoulders and shook gently. “Ye’ve got ta try, mo chridhe. It’ll kill ma ta lose ya, ye ken? I won’ ’ave it. Nah without a fight.”

      The lump was back in Charlie’s throat as a tear cut a trail down Avery’s cheek. It was all there in those stormy eyes. She could dismiss her sister, but she’d try anything for her mate.

      “Fine. I’ll do it.” Her aunt took a deep breath, her inner warrior seeming to wake up to the idea. “But for the record, I don’t think anyone should get their hopes up.” She directed that at Raven and Xavier with a steely glance at one, then the other. “It’s possible that as soon as I have my powers returned, the effects of the tooth will be neutralized and we’ll be back where we started. All of us need to prepare ourselves for a disappointing outcome.”

      Behind her, Xavier’s mouth hooked into a grin. “Ach, I prefer ta hope fur the best.”

      “It’s settled then,” Gabriel said. “I’ll ask Marius to man the kingdom in our absence.”

      Up to that point, Charlie had been content observing from the sidelines and praying Aunt Avery would attempt her mother’s plan, but her father’s words brought her back into the moment. She smiled up at her father and cleared her throat. “No need to ask Marius,” she said brightly. “I will head the kingdom in your absence.”

      Her mother paused, looking flustered. “Oh, Charlie, Marius has a wealth of experience from his work as ambassador. I’m sure he won’t mind.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t mind. Marius is busy with his own duties as well as his family. I am princess, and I have no other responsibilities. I’m happy to do it.”

      “Well, that’s so sweet of you, Charlie, really, but, uh—” Raven glanced at Gabriel as if pleading for him to back her up.

      A dull ache started in Charlie’s chest as she slowly came to suspect that her mother either didn’t think she was capable of leading the kingdom in her absence or didn’t trust her with the responsibility. “I am a fully grown adult. Older, in fact, than you were when you had me—”

      “But you’ve never done something like this before,” Raven argued breathlessly. “And we’ll be gone two to three weeks. Maybe longer.”

      “We will?” Avery flashed her sister a confused look.

      “We need to give the tooth time to become part of you,” Raven explained. “Penelope says that if the magic is given time to root in all your cells that when your abilities return, they won’t recognize it as something foreign. Only we don’t know exactly how long that will take.”

      Avery closed her eyes for a beat as if she found the idea overwhelming.

      Charlie made use of the silence that followed to continue to plead her case. In a kind but confident tone, she said, “I understand why you’d be worried, but I’ve participated in every aspect of running this kingdom from your side for no less than five years. I know the ins and outs as well as anyone, and aside from one meeting of the Elder Council, which I can lead in my sleep, there is nothing but managing the house on the royal schedule at the moment. Besides, it’s not as if Marius won’t be here if I have questions. And if by some twist of fate he’s unavailable, Alexander and Maiara are still in residence, and Colin and Leena are too.”

      “She has a point,” Gabriel murmured, eliciting a pained look from her mother.

      Aunt Avery and Xavier became suspiciously quiet as they no doubt attempted to avoid getting caught up in the family tiff. Charlie hadn’t meant to make anyone uncomfortable—it just seemed obvious to her that this was her job and one she could easily do.

      Her mother coupled her hands in front of her hips. “Listen… Charlie… You’re right. You are ready, but why don’t we let Marius take this one, and then when your father and I return, we can gradually transition more responsibilities to you and create some opportunities for you to practice your leadership skills during shorter absences and under more controlled circumstances.”

      A deep well of disappointment opened in Charlie’s chest. “You don’t think I can do it.”

      “That’s not what your mother is suggesting,” her father said. “We want to be fair to you. I’ve managed people for most of my existence, and I would never spring a responsibility of this magnitude on someone of your age and experience with this short notice.”

      Charlie could hear the note of finality in her father’s voice and frowned at the floor, knowing that the decision had already been made. As disappointing as it was to her, the last thing Charlie wanted was to be a burden on her parents during this already difficult time. If they were worried about the kingdom, they wouldn’t be free to concentrate on the spell that could save her aunt. She’d only wanted to help, not to cause them more worry.

      “All right,” she said softly.

      Her mother gave her shoulder an empathetic pat. “I’ll tell Marius to allow you to lead Elder Council and to lean on you as much as he needs to.”

      Charlie’s smile was shaky as she replied, “Okay. I understand.”

      “Then it’s settled.” Her mother turned back to her sister. “Avery, Xavier, let’s plan to leave first thing in the morning.”

      Avery clutched Xavier’s hand, her lashes fluttering. “Three weeks means we’ll miss Christmas in the builgean.”

      Xavier shook his head. “If this works, it’ll be the greatest gift ya could bestow ’pon our clan. There’ll be other Christmases, curaidh.”

      Funny, Charlie had participated in a few Christmases with her mother and human grandparents when she was very young, but it had been more than two decades. Once it was deemed dangerous for her to leave Paragon, their family stopped the tradition, even when her grandparents came to visit. She couldn’t remember much about the Earth holiday or why it was so important to humans. The way her aunt and uncle were acting, it was a true loss to miss it.

      “We should make preparations,” her father said before rising to leave the room. Everyone stood to follow, murmuring about what to bring on their royal trip to Darnuith. Charlie was left staring after them, fists clenched. Deep inside, she just knew she was born to lead, and she vowed to someday prove it to them.
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      The library of the Obsidian Palace was one of Charlie’s favorite places to be. When the palace was renovated after Eleanor was overthrown, her mother and father had doubled its size and one could spend hours perusing three stories of shelves. There was no librarian, but thanks to a clever locator spell, you simply asked the library itself for a book on any topic and she would deliver. (Charlie had always thought of the library as a she, although she knew it wasn’t sentient.)

      She stood before the perpetual flame at the center of the library and wrote Earth-dimension Christmas on a slip of paper. Folding it twice, she tossed it into the flames. A rumble like a minor earthquake shook the floor beneath her feet, and then a book appeared on the table beside the fire.

      No title graced the cover or the spine, which looked to be solid gold and was patterned with a garden scene, but inside, the parchment held passages about Earth history and folklore. Charlie carried it to one of the long wooden tables at the center of the library and sat down to flip through the pages for an entry on Christmas. They’d celebrated Avery’s birthday with an Earth cake. Maybe there was something Charlie could do to lessen the sting of missing this other Earth holiday.

      “Christmas… Christmas…”

      “There you are.” Marius entered the library behind her, his eyes drooping like he hadn’t slept in days. The baby on his shoulder had no such issue. She was sound asleep, her tiny features and round cheeks perfectly peaceful. Olivia had hatched only a few moon cycles ago, and her sleep schedule seemed to be completely flipped.

      “You look exhausted. This little one keeping you on your toes?” Charlie stood and gave her favorite uncle a gentle hug, careful not to disturb Olivia.

      Marius grunted. “Thank the Mountain dragons don’t need much shuteye. Neither of us are getting much these days. I caught Harlow asleep standing up yesterday. Right in front of the sink with the water running, out cold.”

      Charlie grimaced. “I heard you pacing the halls with her outside my room last night. Or I should say I heard her. An incredible set of lungs on this little beasty.”

      “Sorry to wake you. I was trying to take her far enough away from our chambers she wouldn’t wake Harlow and the other whelps. But these obsidian halls carry sound like nobody’s business.”

      “No worries.” Charlie shot him a commiserative smile. “If you ever want to leave her with me for a night so you two can catch up on some sleep, I’d be happy to take her.”

      “Mountain, that is generous of you. Harlow told me to bring her to try to wake her up so she’d sleep tonight, but you can see how that’s going. The Mountain herself could erupt and this one would snooze through it during the day.”

      With a supportive pat to his shoulder, she grinned. “You are doing an excellent job, Marius… An excellent job convincing me never to have children.”

      They both laughed, although inside her chest, a deep sadness bubbled under the surface. Children were something she doubted she’d ever have to worry about. She didn’t have much of a romantic life to speak of. Although she was a princess and had been told she was beautiful by dragon standards, she was not a dragon, and her would-be suitors in the kingdom had balked at her feathery white wings and inability to shift. Aside from a few kisses at royal gatherings, she’d had only one true lover, a vampire from Nochtbend who’d lost interest once they’d had sex and he’d tasted her blood. She’d agreed to the bite, not knowing that her blood, seeped in her magic, carried an electric charge that burned his mouth. He’d stopped courting her after that.

      Charlie gave herself a mental shake and glanced at her uncle. “Um, it sounded like you were looking for me?”

      Marius’s eyes had gone blank for a moment. He started, running a hand down his face. “Yes. I spoke with Raven before the group left for Darnuith this morning, and she told me to let you lead Elder Council next week. As far as I’m concerned, I’m happy for you to help with whatever you’d like to help with. I’m surprised your mom and dad didn’t leave the palace in your hands, honestly. You’re more than capable.”

      “Thanks, Uncle Marius. I appreciate that. You can count on me to help in any way you need.” Her gaze flicked toward her toes. “To be honest, I was disappointed they wouldn’t leave me in charge, but the spell they’re doing with Avery is very stressful for them all. I’m sure it’s more about them than about what they think of me.”

      He squeezed her shoulder supportively. “It’s very mature of you to put their feelings ahead of your own. But I want you to know that as their delegate, I need your help. I’ll have a schedule sent over. Maybe you can manage the morning staff and I’ll do the evening shift, when I’m up anyway.”

      “Done,” she said confidently. It wasn’t like the palace needed much managing. The staff had it running like clockwork.

      Marius gave her a nod as if they’d reached some sort of formal agreement. She’d always been exceptionally close to Marius since the time he’d rescued her from the underworld when she was just discovering her powers. She wondered if he actually needed help or if this was his way of soothing the burn of her parent’s decision. If it was, she loved him even more for it.

      “What are you doing in here anyway?” he asked.

      She placed a hand on the book and quirked a smile. “You’re going to think it’s dumb.”

      “I highly doubt that. You’re a brilliant girl, Charlie. Nothing you’re interested in is dumb.”

      As always, her cheeks warmed at the compliment, but her wings might have plumped a little too. “I thought it would be nice to put on a Christmas for Avery and Xavier.”

      “A Christmas? Oh, isn’t that some sort of Earth celebration?”

      She nodded. “I heard Avery tell Xavier that they’d miss the holiday while they were in Darnuith performing the spell. She seemed really disappointed. Technically I could probably time walk them back a few weeks so that they could experience it with their clan, but I thought it would be a fun surprise if I threw a Christmas here instead. We can celebrate what hopefully will be her newly won immortality in a way she’s comfortable. I’m sure Mom and Clarissa would appreciate it too, considering they grew up on Earth.”

      Marius’s gaze warmed tenderly. “Incredibly thoughtful. And smart about avoiding the time walking. It’s dangerous.”

      She shrugged. “Not as dangerous as it used to be.”

      He cleared his throat and changed the subject. “How does one throw a Christmas? I admit I know nothing about Earth celebrations. Harlow and I had an Earth wedding, but Raven planned the entire thing. All I can guess is that there’s probably cake. Humans have a cake for everything.”

      “I remember your wedding cake!” She giggled. “And Mom made Avery a smaller version to celebrate her fifty-year birth anniversary. It was good too.”

      He nodded. “So maybe a cake for their return.”

      “But what makes it a Christmas cake?”

      He shrugged.

      “That’s why I’m here. I’m doing research. The library sent me this book, so hopefully there’s something here I can use.”

      A yawn stretched Marius’s mouth. “You should talk to Alexander. He lived there for centuries. Plus he’s an artist, so he could draw you exactly what it should look like.”

      “Oh, good point.” She rubbed her chin. Her uncle Tobias and aunt Rowan and their mates would have had plenty of experience with Earth Christmas too, but they were busy with their own lives. Truth was, she didn’t want to ask for help, not even from Alexander. It was too hard to explain to Marius that the entire point of throwing this party was to prove to her parents that she could handle organizing something complex and original on her own. If one of her relatives was involved, it would be too easy for her mom and dad to assume they’d done most of the work for her. She had to do this herself.

      “Did someone say my name?” Alexander appeared in the door of the library, dressed in torn Earth jeans, a white T-shirt, and the paint-splattered leather jacket he was rarely seen without—Earth garb the artist refused to give up. He nodded at Marius. “Harlow sent me to find you. Seems Archie’s got his head stuck in the chair again, and she needs your help getting him out.”

      Archie was Harlow’s second youngest and was going through a phase where he was into everything. Marius closed his eyes and gave his head one hard shake. “That boy is going to drive me back to the fighting pits. We didn’t have these problems with Anissa.”

      “Anissa was an only child,” Charlie added. Anissa was Marius’s firstborn and a single egg. She was already grown and away at university. Archie was from Harlow’s second pregnancy, one of three children and the only boy. Annabelle and Aria were absolute angels, but Archie never missed a chance at trouble. Olivia was the result of Harlow’s third pregnancy, a rarity for dragons, and aside from never sleeping at night, seemed just as sweet as her sisters.

      “How does one get their head stuck in a chair?” Alexander asked.

      Charlie laughed, picturing the pudge-faced Archie in his predicament.

      Marius’s lips slanted in an adorably frustrated way before he answered. “Take a chair with widely spaced spindles and add a boy with an oddly narrow skull who can’t stay out of trouble and somehow it happens. This is the third time he’s done it. You’d think he’d learn by now. I’m starting to believe he might like it, to be honest.” He headed for the door at a fast clip.

      She called her goodbyes after him and Olivia, who drooled on his shoulder, still in dreamland.

      “Has his hands full.” Alexander chuckled. “Times like these, I remind myself why it’s probably a blessing Maiara and I can’t have children. I do not envy him, you know?”

      She giggled. “I enjoy children, but I also like to sleep. Maybe in a hundred years if I ever meet the right male.”

      Alexander pumped a fist in solidarity. “So what did you want to ask me about? I heard you mention my name.”

      She hesitated for a moment. It wouldn’t hurt to ask—she simply wouldn’t accept his help if he offered. “Do you know anything about Christmas?”

      “The Earth-dimension holiday?”

      “Exactly the one. I want to throw one for Avery and Xavier when they return.”

      Alexander thought about that for a moment. “Can’t say that I do. I never celebrated the holiday myself when I lived there. My mate is from a different culture, one that did not know Christmas, and I never had a reason to participate.”

      “Oh. Never mind then. I’ll think of something.”

      He gave her a shallow bow, then left the room.

      “Looks like you are my only hope,” she said to the book. She grabbed a pad of paper and a quill from the library desk, then started sifting through the pages. “Christmas… Christmas…”

      She found the entry under religious holidays near the back of the book. Christmas is both a religious and secular holiday celebrated by humans. Some believe it is the birthday of the son of one of their gods. Others celebrate a celestial being who lives at the North Pole of their planet, where it is always winter. This being is called Saint Nicholas or Santa Claus and is often depicted wearing a red suit and having a beard. If children are good all year, he magically knows and rewards them with a toy that he leaves in their home on Christmas eve night.

      Charlie furrowed her brow. “He breaks into people’s homes in the middle of the night to leave gifts? Weird.” She made a list on the notepad. Demigod. North Pole. Red suit. Beard. She underlined the name Santa Claus three times. It wasn’t much to go on. Why wasn’t there anything about cake? She really wanted this to be good. She wanted her parents and her aunts to see what she had done and know that she was a capable adult and worthy leader. A true princess of Paragon.

      She flipped through the gold book again but could find no other information on the subject. Tapping her thumb on the notebook, she wondered where she should look next. Leena might be able to find information for her in the scrolls of Rogos or gaze into a pool of the goddess’s tears to scry it for her. But that would mean bothering the scribe, who was always incredibly busy. Plus she very much wanted to accomplish this on her own.

      Studying her notes yet again, a wave of excitement washed through her as an idea brightened the corners of her mind. The answer was right in front of her. Santa Claus was a celestial being who lived at the North Pole! Charlie was also a celestial being, one who could travel between dimensions and was impervious to extreme heat or cold.

      She didn’t need help or another reference manual. All she needed was Santa Claus.
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      The beam from Dr. Liam Morris’s headlamp lit a circle of ice below him as he guided the ice auger into position. Inside the space-suit-style gear he was wearing, he didn’t feel the cold, but the wind was another story. He leaned into an especially strong gust, gripping the auger, which was thankfully mounted to his Arctic rover, for support. A light snow had started, but the sky was threatening a full storm. He needed to hurry. Even with his specialized equipment, he’d rather not face the full brutality of this unforgiving environment. The North Pole was encased in total darkness this time of year, and he was one of only a handful of scientists on the planet willing and able to brave it for the sake of science.

      This excursion was absolutely necessary for his research. Satellite surveillance could tell a lot about the shifting ice in the Arctic, how thick and wide it was at various points during the year, but the composition of that ice when it was at its thickest was what interested Liam. Knowing what microbial and chemical components composed the layers and how that mix was different from the year before would go a long way in understanding how the earth was changing, how concentrated the pollution in the ocean was at this remote location, and the potential dangers to come.

      He locked the specially designed auger into place, a more difficult job than it seemed thanks to his thick gloves, and entered the code to start the extraction. His suit had a system to warm the air inside his helmet, which made his breathing sound like Darth Vader’s, and he concentrated on the sound to calm himself as he worked. Then there was nothing to do but wait for the extraction program to run its course.

      “Liam, you still with me, buddy?” The intercom in his helmet transmitted the voice of his partner, Noah.

      “Still here. Charge on the rover is good. All vitals good. Sample extraction is at ten minutes, twenty seconds and counting.”

      “Excellent.” Static buzzed in his ear. “So what did your fiancée think of you coming on this expedition over the holidays?”

      Just like Noah to get personal when he had nothing to do but wait and maintain communication. “My ex-fiancée was more than happy to hear I was going to the ends of the earth, although I think she’d be happier if I jumped off it.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Honestly, I don’t give a shit what she thinks. Breaking it off was a relief. Marriage is a sham, Noah. The only people who want to be married are those who would benefit from the social contract. She wanted the Morris name, both for the publicity and for the money she thought I was worth. Boy, if you could have seen her face when I told her the real story. She couldn’t throw the ring at me fast enough.”

      “Wait, wasn’t
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