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Dedication:

Tigers have long been a favorite animal of mine, so when it came time to choose an animal for Ky’s character to morph into, the choice was easy. It’s only fair to dedicate this book to Waldemere and Kalista, the late resident Amur (or Siberian) tigers from the St. Louis Zoo. 

Waldo passed in December of 2021 from cancer after a Covid-19 infection, just nine months after his mate Kalista. Many summers were spent taking my children to see Waldo and Kalista and their babies playing in their pen in the Big Cat Country section of the zoo.  I thought immortalizing them in my story was a fitting tribute. (Much to the embarrassment of Ky!) 

Amur tigers are endangered. If you are interested in helping them or other wildlife, check your local zoo and ask about their conservation efforts and how you can contribute. 
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Gah! I hate when fur gets stuck in my teeth.

I slide a fingernail between my molars, then spit into the dirt at my bare feet. Shaking off the residual skin-squirm along my neck from shifting back to human form, I squint at the carcass I left behind in the night-darkened brush. “Dammit, Melody. Next time stop me before I eat a freaking rabbit.”

“C’mon, Ky. I suggested we drive together.” She giggles and dances her fingers across the sweaty skin of my chest. “You were the one who wanted to phase into a tiger so you could mess with Zaidyn.”

I laugh a little with her and picture Zaidyn’s face when I stalked him in the classroom his first day as a wizard-dryad hybrid. Newbie was scared shitless. Not that I really would have eaten him. Book nerd probably tastes like a Starbucks Pumpkin Spice Latte.

“You’re a selkie.” I tap Melody on the nose with my fingertip. “You know what the pull to morph is like. And screwing with wizard-boy is always fun. Gullible newb.”

And considering what he’s about to do to me... Well, messing with him again would relieve some of the tension.

Doesn’t matter anyway. Newbie isn’t even here yet. Besides, having human hair stuck in my teeth would really suck.

#skinchangerproblems.

She pulls my shirt out of her purse, and I take it. Morphing my clothes is easy enough now, but when my girl tells me to strip, who am I to argue? She touches my chest again and I grin. Yeah. She can objectify me anytime.

There’s no wind or even a breeze to ease the steamy night air here in the woods behind our friend Piper’s house. Despite the sweat dripping down my back, I pop my head into the neck of my tee shirt and jam my arms through the sleeves. Melody likes to see me shirtless, but our company won’t, and they should be here any second.

A mosquito bites my neck. I slap it and growl, fighting the urge to return to my previous shape and tear something apart. For whatever reason, animalistic anger is always the last thing to fade after a morphing.

Melody wraps her arms around my waist. “And you told me never to get between you and prey when you’re in an animal form.”

I run my fingers through her glossy red hair. The thought of her getting in the way when I’m out of control replaces the sticky sweat on my neck with an icy chill. I pull her closer, as if holding her tighter can save her from me. Even if she does listen to my warnings, I know one of these times, I’ll royally fuck up and hurt her.

Don’t go there, idiot. Not again.

I hide my unease with a half smile. “I know. I know. It’s my fault. But jeez, those little bastards are hairy.”

“Ha ha.” She pulls the scrunchie from her wrist and styles her long red curls into a messy bun, exposing the smooth skin of her neck. “I suppose now you don’t want to get pizza after we finish here?”

Yeah. After. As if we’re just here for a visit and not...the other thing. My gut clenches, but I shrug. “I can still eat. There wasn’t that much meat on Buggs.” I can’t fool her, though.

She rubs her fingers on my cheek and covers my lips with hers. It almost distracts me from what I’m about to do.

Almost.

At the sound of sticks cracking, I break away and lean my forehead against hers.

“Hey, guys,” Piper says as she practically skips over to us.

Zaidyn follows her a bit slower, but as usual, he doesn’t get too far away from her. Their weird dryad-magnet thing won’t allow it. Or he’s totally whipped. Dude does anything for his girlfriend. Not that I won’t do the same for mine, but sometimes it seems like Zaidyn doesn’t have a choice.

At least he has the magical laws on his side and knows he can stay with her.

I nod when they stop in front of us, but Melody hugs her best friend, Piper.

“Are you guys ready?” she asks them.

I doubt they hear the fear in her voice, but I do. I take her hand in mine and kiss her knuckles.

“Yep. All set.” Piper bounces on her toes. “Iggy and Gabby will be so surprised. I can’t believe we’re doing this!”

I blow out a breath and shake my head. “We.”

She stops bouncing, and her face turns pink. Zaidyn shoots me a glare.

Whatever. It’s always the same. Skin changer saves the day, and someone else takes the credit. Melody lays her hand on my arm, but I shake it off and walk away. “Let’s get this over with.”

They follow me toward the lake. I stop at the spot Piper and Zaidyn must’ve prepared earlier and size up the tarp that covers the ground—to catch the blood. It makes me laugh in a morbid way. Zaidyn’s such a nerd genius. He thought of everything. The gleam of metal draws my gaze, though. And once it does, I can’t look away.

I stare at the axe and freeze. Fuck me. How do I get myself into these messed-up situations?

“You don’t have to do this, Ky,” Melody whispers as she squeezes my hand.

I stare at the sharp edge and hold my breath for a moment. Was this how the rabbit felt before I caught it?

Zaidyn stands next to me and runs a hand through his wavy brown hair. “It’s, uh...it’s not going to take long. Piper and I practiced the spell Mateo gave us and...well, the words anyway. We couldn’t actually practice, practice. But if you’ve changed your mind—”

“Newbie, just shut up. I said I’d do it.” I smirk at Zaidyn and speak his book nerd language. “My word is my bond.”

He half laughs, then picks up the axe. His hands shake a bit, but I’m not sure it’s out of fear for me. He’s probably worried he’ll barf in front of Piper.

“Okay,” Piper says. “If you could morph into, you know...him, we’ll get started.”

“Yeah. Let’s get this over with.” I kiss Melody one last time with my own lips, then close my eyes.

Deep inside, I search the magic in my chest until I find the strand I need. A strand I’ve never felt before. One that Mateo—Gabby’s angel/skin-changer half brother—put there for me. I wince at the red-hot feel of it, then I give it a mental tug.

The fire consumes me.

My skin melts first, becomes almost fluid. It oozes over my bones as they stretch. Once the fire hits them, they liquify too and take their new shape. I bite back the scream because I don’t want to scare Melody, but I can’t contain the moans. This is new. Morphing never hurts like this. My hair, my nails, my teeth, my organs, they all tear apart and become something new. Someone new. Someone I’ve never morphed into before.

And that someone will probably kill me when he finds out about it.

I fall to the ground, landing on my hands and knees in the center of the tarp. I gulp in air as the last of the magic fades away, leaving me breathless and covered in even more sweat. It’s hot inside this body.

“Holy crap,” Piper whispers. “That was the coolest thing I’ve ever seen.”

Melody kneels next to me and places her hand on my back. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, give me a sec.” I move to a sitting position and put my head between my knees. “I just gotta catch my breath.”

Now I see why skin changers aren’t allowed to morph into demons. That hurt like a son of a bitch.

“Piper’s right.” Laughter fills Zaidyn’s voice. “Your magic is way cooler than ours.”

“No shit.” I raise my head and meet his gaze. Then I smile. “I told you so, Newbie.”

“You did.” His gaze travels over my new form, and he laughs. “I can’t believe it. If I ran into you on the street, I’d totally think you were Iggy.”

If he can’t tell the difference between my body and his best friend’s, the borrowed magic worked. My normally olive-toned skin is gone. Instead, I have Iggy’s suntanned arms and legs. And I can’t see them, but I know my brown eyes are now sky blue and my jet-black hair is blond.

Heh. Maybe I should run and apply for a loan now that I have his access to white privilege.

Bypassing a thought at what’s in my pants—no straight guy should know that much about another dude—my gaze stops at my feet. My two feet. The reason we’re all here.

“You’re sure this will work?” I look at Piper and Zaidyn. “The spell will keep his foot...fresh or whatever, so he can use it?”

I knew Iggy would succeed on his trip to Hell to get the demon responsible for helping that asshole unicorn leader. Easily. He’s a smartass demon himself, and his ability to bullshit and get what he wants is legendary. I’ve always been kinda jealous. But losing his fight with the Sentinel, the leader of Hell—and his foot in the process—proves even he can’t always win.

As much as I argue with Iggy, I respect him. Dude has some balls.

Aaaaand great. Now I’m thinking about them.

And he did uncover at least part of the truth. He also brought back Gabby’s half brother, but he paid a heavy price.

“Yeah. Mateo knows what he’s doing.” Zaidyn shifts his grip on the axe.

The quiver in his voice doesn’t inspire confidence. I glance down at my feet and try to imagine what it would feel like to only have one. Like Iggy. Guess I’m about to find out.

“Uhm...” Zaidyn clears his throat. “You should put your legs out in front of you.”

“Wait.” Melody turns my face—his face—to hers. “I—I don’t think you should do this.”

I don’t either, but this is nothing compared to what Iggy did. Wizard nerd hangs with Iggy more than I do, but even I can tell Iggy’s different after that trip. Messed up in the head with all sorts of PTSD. I’ve dealt with lots of shit in my life, but nothing like that. If I can help Iggy overcome at least one of the issues he’s dealing with, how can I say no? I may act like a dick, but I’m not one.

“Hey, it’s okay.” I touch her cheek with Iggy’s fingers. “I can do this.”

Tears fill her eyes, and she clutches my hand to her chest.

Zaidyn slides the handle of the axe between his hands like he’s testing the weight. He twists it over. And over. And over. His face is pale.

I stretch out my right leg and bend the left one at the knee to keep it out of the way. Just in case. I don’t want him to cut off both my feet. My heart slams against my chest, and I breathe like I’m running sprints. “Just do it.”

“You want me to put you in a magical sleep?” Piper asks.

I thought about that. “Nah. I won’t be able to morph back into myself. I’d bleed out.”

She bites her lip.

“On the count of three?” Zaidyn asks in a shaky voice.

“Fine.” I frown. “Aim right, Newbie. I don’t want to have to do this more than once.”

“Neither do I,” he says.

Piper softly mumbles words that I don’t understand. Don’t care to. My foot tingles like it’s asleep.

Melody still clutches my hand like a vise, but I squeeze hers, too.

Bet that rabbit’s laughing now. He’s about to hop out of my stomach.

“One...”

What the hell was I thinking?

“Two...” Zaidyn lifts the axe over his head. Piper’s words increase in speed.

Making a magical prosthetic foot? This is never going to work.

“Three.”

Piper yells one final word. My foot is ice cold. The axe sails toward my leg.

Dammit. I’m such an idiot.
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“Stop!”

A fireball slams into the blade. Sparks rain down, and the axe flies into the brush. I cover my head with my arm. Zaidyn swears. Piper screams.

But Melody kisses my hand over and over. “Thank God,” she whispers.

Iggy and Gabby stomp across the grass. Well, Gabby stomps. Iggy wobbles on his crutches. I get to my feet...his feet...shit. I stand and try to ignore the heat in my face. Melody stands in front of me and leans her back against my chest.

Gabby raises her eyebrows, and I stifle a laugh. Gotta be weird seeing her friend leaning all up on her boyfriend. But Melody must feel bad because she steps away after a few seconds.

“What are you doing here?” Zaidyn asks Iggy.

Iggy pushes him in the shoulder, and Zaidyn stumbles back a step. “Stopping my friends from doing something colossally stupid.” He turns his glare on me. “Dude. I told you never to morph into me.”

Really? That’s what he’s pissed about? I snort a laugh. “Relax. It was a onetime thing.” The magic I used to do it came from Mateo, not me. And now that I used it, it’s gone. I hug Melody around the waist and kiss her head, just to piss him off.

He leans on his crutches and wipes a hand down his face. His gaze zeroes in on his missing right foot—which I’m wearing. The rabbit stew sours in my gut, and I move my foot so it’s behind Melody’s leg. He looks at me and narrows his eyes.

“You shouldn’t have let them talk you into this, Ky,” Gabby says. She gives the others her mean-angel face.

She knows me, right? Nobody could talk me into this stupid stunt if I didn’t want to do it already. But then again, she doesn’t really know me. To her, I probably do seem like the asshole who would have to be convinced do something like this for someone else. Judgy angels. I thought she was different.

“Whatever,” I say. “It didn’t happen anyway.”

“Yeah, only because we got here in time to stop you. Barely.” Iggy waves a hand in the direction of my feet. “You do realize having your foot chopped off really fucking hurts, don’t you?”

“You think?” I cross my arms. “But how would you know? You were asleep when it happened.”

His eyes flare red, and he steps toward me. Gabby lays her hand on his chest to stop him.

I roll my shoulders and fight the pull of my animal magic urging me to defend myself. It was a low blow. But Christ. This was for his benefit. He could at least say, “Thanks for the thought.”

“Iggy,” Piper says. “We just wanted to help you. You did so much for us and—”

“Don’t.” Iggy jabs a finger in the air toward Piper’s face.

She steps backward into Zaidyn’s arms. “I mean—”

“I didn’t do anything for anyone. All I did was...” His voice catches, and he closes his eyes for a sec. When he opens them again, the blue has returned. “I blew it in Hell. I got what I deserved, and there is no way I’m letting anyone else go through what I did to fix a problem I created.”

Didn’t do anything? He fought with the queen of Hell and survived. That’s absolutely something. The rest of us avoid his eyes but share glances with each other. Gabby rubs her hand up Iggy’s bicep to his shoulder.

Damn. He’s more messed up than I thought. The pull of my defensive magic fizzles out, and I try to look bored. Don’t want to piss him off with my pity. I would hate that if it were me standing on one foot feeling sorry for myself. But dude needs to suck it up.

“You didn’t blow anything, Iggy.” Gabby turns his face toward her. “You came home. And you brought Mateo and my father back.”

“But not Alex.”

Iggy’s words are low, but we all hear them. I meet Zaidyn’s gaze, and he shakes his head. He and I are on the same page about this Alex guy. No matter what happened between Iggy and Alex, that asswipe was the one who tried to kidnap Zaidyn and Piper and did kidnap the other hybrid infants. He got what he deserved for sure. Iggy shouldn’t blame himself for that.

“Alex is a grown-ass adult,” I say. “He knew what he was getting himself into. You know, signing up to work with the rogue skin changers and create their master race of super soldiers. Getting stuck as the leader of Hell is his own damn fault.”

Knowing that my clan was to blame for this mess is still embarrassing. I only bring it up now to show Iggy that he isn’t.

“He didn’t deserve—”

“Yes. He did.” I poke Iggy’s chest. “It doesn’t matter that he tried to make amends so his boyfriend wouldn’t be mad at him. Besides, his boyfriend was the one who told us how to do this for you.”

This finally puts a dent in Iggy’s anger. He opens and closes his mouth a few times. “Mateo? This doesn’t sound like something he’d do.”

He isn’t wrong. That thought crossed my mind too when Zaidyn told me about it. But Zaidyn wouldn’t lie. Book nerd probably can’t.

“Well, he did,” Zaidyn says. He crosses his arms over his chest and looks down his nose at Iggy. “And he gave Ky the magic he needed to morph into you. So be mad at him, not us.”

I raise an eyebrow and hold back a laugh. Seeing Zaidyn try to take on Iggy’s attitude is always entertaining. But Iggy’s apparently in no mood to trade snarky insults with his BFF.

He frowns at the ground. “Why would he do that?”

“Because he’s worried about you. Just like the rest of us.” Melody reaches out and rubs Iggy’s arm—on his body, not the one I’m using.

I squeeze her closer to me, and she blows a breath out through her nose.

“It’s...it’s weird. He would never put anyone in danger. I mean, he knows what I did and...” Iggy adjusts his stance on the crutches and scoots his foot a little in the dirt. “I’m fine. I just need time to...figure some things out.”

Skin changers are the most shit-on magical creatures. I’ve dealt with oppression my whole life, so the inability to give a shit about hurting people’s feelings comes naturally. Tough love, some call it. Some say I’m just an asshole. Whatever. It gets the job done faster. And we don’t have time to wait for Iggy to get his head back in the game.

“Dude. You mope around your house.” I hold up a finger and tick off the many ways he is so not fine. “You won’t talk to the shrink. You don’t hang out with us. You won’t return our calls. You used to tell me I had anger issues, but now you fight with everyone. Including Gabby.”

He narrows his eyes, and his temples bulge like his horns are about to burst out. He shifts his gaze to Gabby. “You told them?”

“Yes. I’m sorry.” Her olive cheeks turn red, but she meets his gaze head-on. “I know you’re hurting, but I can’t help you alone. That’s why we have friends.”

“Yeah. And if you don’t like what we’re trying to do”—I wave at my foot—“get off your ass, stop feeling sorry for yourself, and talk to us so we can help you.”

The only sound is literally the crickets around the edge of the lake. Everyone stares at me. Melody leans into my side, and I tighten my grip around her, waiting for someone to explode on me for being a jerk. My money’s on Zaidyn.

But then Iggy shocks us all with a laugh. “I’ve talked to myself before, but I’ve never had myself yell back and tell me to stop being a crybaby.”

I grin and relax my shoulders. Then I close my eyes and tug on the magic thread that leads me home to my form. My skin ripples, and my bones snap back to normal. Iggy’s short blond spikes spill out into my longer black hair. It tickles the tips of my ears, and I sigh. There’s no pain this time. Easy as slipping into my favorite pair of sweatpants on a cold day. A perfect fit.

Iggy gives me a two-finger salute. “You looked better the other way, but at least now when you cuss me out, you don’t have my face.”

“He looks great to me.” Melody pulls me down for a kiss.

Our friends are used to seeing us connected at the mouth, and I’m always up for physical activity with Melody, but I pull away after a couple of seconds. The sooner this business is over, the sooner we can be alone.

“Why didn’t you let us do it?” I ask Iggy. “And don’t give us the BS about deserving to have yourself mutilated for the sake of a kidnapper.”

“I think we have bigger things to worry about. Blackwood’s follow-up hearing is tomorrow, and I don’t know if we have enough proof to keep him in the angel jail.”

Everyone nods in agreement, but I already know the bastard will get off. That’s how the magical justice system works. The ones in power get what they want, and the skin changers get shit on. Same old, same old.

Iggy stares at the ground for a second. “I appreciate what you almost did. Sure. I’d love to be whole again. To go back in time and change what happened, but I can’t. And I’d hate myself if you guys got hurt trying to give me something I can live without.” He raises his head, and his blue eyes barely hold in his tears. “This is my new normal. I’m dealing. And I’d take it over losing any one of you.”

Gabby wraps an arm around Iggy’s waist and wipes away her tears with her other hand. Piper and Melody sniffle, too. Even Zaidyn’s lips quiver a bit until he presses them together. Am I the asshole because I don’t cry? Probably.

But he’s right. He can live with one foot. And we have work to do. “How did you know we were here? And what we were doing?”

Iggy coughs into his hand and stares at the ground.

I know that look.

“I told him,” Melody says.

Zaidyn groans a little, and even Piper looks pissed. She reaches behind her head and all but yanks her hair out as she tightens her long ponytail.

I’m used to Melody doing things like this. She can’t ever keep a secret. I always know what she’s giving me for Christmas because she can’t hold back. But even I’m surprised.

“Why?” I ask.

“It’s his foot.” She shrugs.

I hold back the snarl building in my chest. We skulked around for a couple of weeks to hide it from our parents and Iggy. The newbie worked with Mateo on the spell, and I allowed him to insert the excruciating magic I’d need to morph into a demon. Not to mention the time I spent psyching myself up to deal with the pain that would come with having my damn foot chopped off.

“We all agreed to do this, Melody.”

“No, I didn’t.” She jabs her pointer finger into my chest and pokes me with her pink fingernail. “Besides, you always say people should have a choice about what happens in their life. This is no different. Iggy should have a choice, too.”

“She’s right,” Iggy says. “And there’s no way I’d ever choose this. I mean...”

He keeps talking, but I tune him out and study her. She picks at her nail polish until I tilt her head up with my finger under her chin and force her to look at me.

“If you didn’t want to do this, you should have said something. Don’t use him as an excuse.”

She works her jaw like she’s chewing on her tongue, and her face slowly turns red. She speaks between clenched teeth. “I did.”

I smirk. “No. You didn’t.”

“Ugh! Yes, I did! But as usual you didn’t listen to me.” She slaps my hand away and walks toward the lake.

I stand rooted to the spot. What is she talking about? I always listen to her. But my mind races through all the conversations we had, and I can’t remember a single time she said a damn word about not liking the plan.

Birds chirp above as they fly through the darkening sky toward the island in the center of the lake, and I resist the urge to join them and burn off the anger building in my gut.

“Is anyone thirsty?” Piper asks, pulling my attention back to them as they gawk at us.

“Sure. Yeah. I’m pretty hot.” Zaidyn clears his throat. “Let’s go inside and get...something.”

I roll my eyes at their not-so-subtle way of saying, “Let’s let them argue in peace.”

They head for the house, and Iggy pats me on the shoulder. “Sorry you got in trouble for me, Ky. Good luck.”

“Yeah.” Not the first time I’m in trouble with her, but at least the other times, I earned it. I take a deep breath and blow the heat from my gut.

Gabby helps Iggy maneuver through the yard to follow Piper and Zaidyn. I walk toward Melody and stop behind her.

“Mel, I—”

“Just forget it.” She quickly wipes away the tears from her cheeks.

“No. Talk to me.” I gently turn her to face me with my hands on her shoulders. “When did you tell me you—”

“Every freaking time we talked about it!” She shrugs out of my grasp, then takes a step toward me. She slams a tiny fist on my chest over and over. “I told you it was a bad idea right after you talked to Zaidyn, and he told you what Mateo suggested. I told you when we watched Zaidyn and Piper practice the spell that first night. I told you after you went to Mateo to let him put the magic inside you to morph into Iggy. And I told you again tonight right before you were about to go through with it!”

A sob finally makes her stop yelling at me. She covers her face with her shaking hands, and I pull her to my chest. At least she lets me hold her and doesn’t try to pull away again.

But she isn’t making any sense. I mean, I can see myself missing this once, but four times? Still, I’ve never seen Melody so upset before. I did this to her and my stomach clenches—even if I don’t remember her saying anything.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

“I don’t want to see you get hurt, Ky. I can’t... I can’t even...” She cries in my arms.

I kiss the top of her head and rub my hands up and down her back, trying to soothe her. Her shaking finally stops, but a few minutes pass before her sobs quiet. Each one cuts me deeper than that damn axe ever could.
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Chapter Three

[image: ]


I tilt my head back and drain the dregs of my coffee from the paper cup. Sitting through this shitshow of a hearing is going to take a boatload of caffeine.

“Bleh!” I take off the lid and spit the grounds from my tongue back into the cup.

Melody snorts beside me. “Next time, be nicer to the barista instead of growling at him. Maybe he won’t give you the end of the pot.”

I shrug. “It’s not my fault the dude was so slow. He needed the encouragement to pour me a damn cup of black coffee in between the frou-frou frilly lattes and double shots of my-daddy-has-more-money-than-yours espressos.”

After tossing the cup into the trash inside the courthouse door, I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her to me. “Next time, I’ll just have you order for me. He had plenty of smiles for you.”

The growl was my way to warn him to back off, not to hurry up. But I don’t admit that. She already accuses me enough of being jealous. I lean in to kiss her lips.

She glances to her side and pulls away, putting space between us. “Not here.”

“Why not?” I cover my confusion with a smirk. She’s never cared before where we are when I kiss her.

She takes my hand and pulls me toward the small hearing room to the left of the main courtroom where Blackwood’s trial was held a little over a week ago.

“I’m just...nervous, that’s all.” She nods to an old couple as they pass us. “Let’s get inside so we aren’t late.”

The old couple smiles until they meet my gaze. Then the man wraps his arm around the woman’s waist and ushers her away and out the door we just entered.

Jeez, dude looked like he thought I’d kill them. Probably another magical member with prejudices against skin changers. I rub my itchy eyes with my free hand and brush it off. Not like I didn’t face that issue my entire life.

We reach the door to the hearing room, and I hold it open for Melody to enter. The angelic host sits on the same side of a long wooden table, Hugo on the end nearest the door. He nods at us, then turns his attention back to a woman on the host speaking quietly to the others.

After a riot almost broke out at the trial, guess they decided to keep this meeting small.

Iggy and Gabby sit with Zaidyn and Piper at a bench along the far wall. Zaidyn waves, and we join them.

“Hey, guys,” Piper says in a quiet voice. “They’re about to start.”

I glance at the table. “Where’s Mateo? And Blackwood?”

My second question is answered as a door opposite the one we came through opens, and Blackwood is led inside. He’s flanked by two angels in black suits and another man I assume is his lawyer. A unicorn, I’d guess, from the pompous sneer on his face as he looks at the host.

One of the angels pulls out a chair, and Blackwood sits in it. His dark hair is slicked back like the weasel he is, and his suit probably cost more than my whole house. Bet he never gets grounds in his coffee.

“Mateo thought it was best if he didn’t come,” Iggy whispers.

Okay. Weird. But I don’t have time to ask about it. The angels get quiet, and a man stands up.

“Welcome, host and council, to this hearing to determine the sentencing or release of Lord Blackwood for his part in allegedly kidnapping magical hybrid infants.”

Allegedly? I meet Melody’s gaze, and she rolls her eyes. Yep. We know what’s going to happen here—even if the others don’t want to admit it.

He’s gonna walk.

“Before we begin, I would like to make council aware that we have a new member of the host. Replacing her late mother, this is the newest councilwoman, Victoria Chambers.”

He waves to the woman I saw speaking when we came in. She nods to the lawyer. Her dark brown hair gleams in one solid sheet that disappears behind her thin shoulders. The electric green of her eyes travels over those at the table, then us on the bench. She stops on me for a half second longer than the rest and ends on Blackwood.

“Mr. Blanco,” the man continues, barely making eye contact with Hugo. “You came to us on the fifth requesting a continuance to Lord Blackwood’s detainment and permission to attempt a visit to Hell to speak with the demon with whom Lord Blackwood allegedly worked to kidnap said children. We granted you both. Please present your findings.”

“Thank you, Councilman Singer.” Hugo clears his throat. “As he is the one who bravely volunteered to make the trip, I would like to have Iggy Armati give us his testimony.”

He gives Iggy an encouraging look, and he stands to go to the table.

“Here we go,” Zaidyn mumbles.

I whisper as Iggy passes me. “You got this.”

Iggy gives me a thumbs-up and sits at the end of the long table.

Since we missed it the first time he told everyone what happened, Melody and I are the only ones who show much reaction from our group. I’d heard bits about the structure of Hell with its two sections that are both controlled by the whims of the Sentinel and asshole demons who hate humans. No shocker there.

But listening to the tremor in Iggy’s voice as he explains the viciousness of the demon children’s attacks on both Alex and him, and the terror of facing the Sentinel, I find myself squeezing Melody’s hand just as hard as she squeezes mine.

I concede victory to Iggy in the biggest balls contest. All he lost was a foot. Not sure I could have survived at all. I already respected him, but he moves up to a whole new level. No wonder he’s so messed up and Gabby treats him like he’s about to break.

I glance at the table, expecting the host to look as shocked as I feel. They look unimpressed and stare blankly at Iggy. Even when he talks about almost dying—twice—they merely nod and take notes.

Damn. What else have they listened to that makes this story seem like nothing?

It’s only when he tells them about Alex—well, Mateo—saving him from the Sentinel by killing her in the pit that someone reacts. Then it’s only Victoria, but at least something in Iggy’s horror story makes an impression. The only part Iggy leaves out is how Mateo helped him. He doesn’t even mention the real Mateo at all, only that Alex gave it as a fake name to Blackwood. I get it. Mateo is technically still missing, and since Alex used his image and name when he worked with Blackwood, it would be Mateo’s word against his that it was Alex and not him if they were to find out Mateo was actually here.

Lying to the angels is risky. All they have to do is compel him to tell the truth, and he’ll blab like a four-year-old tattling to the teacher. But the nature of his story—and his missing foot—must garner enough sympathy from them that they don’t want to question him.

Or they already made up their minds.

Iggy finishes and walks back to Gabby, his face a pale shade of white. She grabs his hand and puts an arm around his shoulders.

I raise my and Melody’s connected hands to my lips and kiss her knuckles to give her—and myself—comfort. I’ll kick anyone’s ass if they ever mess with Iggy. He’s been through enough.

“Thank you, Mr. Armati,” Singer says. He addresses the host. “Does anyone have questions?”

Victoria raises her hand. “I do.”

Singer waves a hand at her in a gesture to ask them.

“Mr. Armati, you said that a demon named Alex is the one who allegedly worked with Lord Blackwood and hid the hybrid infants?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Iggy replies. “But he told Black—Lord Blackwood that his name was Mateo.”

“I see.” She makes notes on her paper with a shaky hand. “And what did he look like?”

Crap.

Iggy glances at Hugo who gives him a small nod. I know what they’re both thinking. They have to describe Mateo since that’s who the angels “saw” in Blackwood’s head, but that means the real Mateo might not be able to show his face without getting caught.

“Ah.” Iggy clears his throat. “He was tall. Dark hair. Brown eyes.”

Victoria raises her eyebrows. “That’s rather vague, Mr. Armati. Can you be more specific?”

“What more do you want to know?” Iggy asks. He glances at Hugo again.

“How tall?” She grins. “I’m five feet nine inches. Is he taller than me?”

“Yes.”

“How much taller?”

Hugo leans his elbows onto the table. “What does it matter how tall the demon was?”

“Details matter, Mr. Blanco,” she says. “I’m sure Lord Blackwood would appreciate this host being as thorough as possible considering we are determining his freedom.”

Hugo nods, but his hands clench into fists.

“How tall, Mr. Armati?”

“I don’t know,” Iggy says and rolls his eyes. “Six feet maybe. I didn’t have a tape measure with me in Hell.”

“And you said dark hair and brown eyes. Would you say he was Latin American?”

Her line of questioning makes no sense. Gabby’s mom said that the angels saw exactly what he looked like in Blackwood’s memory. Does she think Iggy lied about going to Hell and never really saw Alex?

“Sure. I guess you could say that.”

“And the Sentinel,” she says. “What did she look like?”

Iggy describes her with more detail, probably trying to give her what she wants and get the attention off himself.

“And Alex is now the Sentinel?”

“That’s how it works.” Iggy smirks. “New boss in Hell.”

She stares him down, but he doesn’t look away. If I were him, I’d be fantasizing about ways to wipe the smirk off her face.

“Thank you, Mr. Armati.” She finally looks away.

Singer waits a second, then asks, “Does anyone else want to question the witness?”

“I do have one more question, if I may?” Victoria says.

Singer waves a hand at her.

“Mr. Blanco,” she begins. “From my understanding, you were also in Hell. Is that correct?”

“Yes.” Hugo’s dark eyebrows meet over his eyes. “I had designed the talisman to bring me there once Iggy found the demon.”

“Why is that?” She tilts her head and smiles. Dimples implode on her cheeks.

The hair on the back of my neck rises, and I swipe my hand over it.

“The demon had worked with Lord Blackwood to kidnap children—”

“Allegedly,” she says.

“—and I wanted to be sure Iggy was safe.”

“Safe? You sent him to Hell.” She folds her hands on the table in front of her. “How safe was he really going to be as an Earth demon? Seems like his safety might not have been your entire motivation.”

I know Hugo’s lying, but she makes a good point.

“I don’t know what you’re implying. Of course I wanted to make sure he was safe. And it’s a good thing I was there.” He glares at Victoria. “Iggy bravely volunteered to go find the demon. He discovered the truth about Blackwood’s involvement despite being led to the center of Hell by the Sentinel and nearly dying in the process. But he needed help fighting her.”
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