
        
            
                
            
        

    
	What are you supposed to do when changes barge into your cave?

	 

	 

	Esau doesn’t deal with other demons, and he certainly doesn’t deal with children—except apparently when they run in his home after being kidnapped. Esau has no idea what to do with the little girl, but he won’t allow the demons after her to hurt her, even if it means he has to leave his home and make the one-week trek to the closest portal to the human realm.

	Lazarus just wanted to visit his best friend in the human realm, so how did he end up saddled with a childhood friend he hasn’t talked to in decades, plus a child? He can’t abandon Esau and Cyarea, no matter how much he doesn’t want the complications they bring in his life.

	As the three of them travel toward the portal, circumstances bring them together. Will Esau and Lazarus manage to find Cyarea’s parents? And whether they can or not, what will it mean for the feelings growing between them?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Esau’s eyes burned, but he kept turning the pages. He was looking for a specific spell, and he needed to find it. It would be faster if he had help, but he wasn’t about to tell anyone what he was doing, least of all his brother. Sal wouldn’t allow him to do this, and Esau wasn’t used to taking no for an answer, not even from Sal—especially not from him. Besides, Sal was in the human realm. He probably hadn’t thought of Esau twice since he’d gone back with his boyfriend, and Esau wasn’t going to bother him. He’d have to eventually, but first he had to find this spell.

	He leaned back and stretched, grimacing at the sound of cracking coming from his spine. His stomach grumbled, giving him pause. When had he last eaten something? He couldn’t remember, which meant it had probably been too long. That had to be why he felt exhausted.

	He looked around his cave. He had to eat and get some rest, but he also had to finish going through all these books. That way, when the traveling demon arrived, he could exchange some of the books for new ones if he couldn’t find the spell he was looking for. He’d just have to make sure the demon didn’t find out where he’d gotten some of the books. Most demons didn’t take getting their things stolen from them kindly, which made the books a danger for whoever ended up with them.

	He got up and stretched again. There was nothing like sitting on the ground for hours at a time poring over old dusty books to make him feel old, even though he was immortal.

	He stepped away from the pile of books he still had to read, but one of them was poking out, and Esau hit it with his wing. The pile tumbled down. He stared at the books, wondering what in the world he’d done to deserve this.

	He sighed. He needed to put everything back into a neat pile before he could do anything else. He wasn’t a neat freak, but it was already hard enough for him to keep the cave clean with all the sand that came in from outside. The cave was overrun by books now, and they’d make it impossible for him to sleep or even walk if he didn’t stack them in piles.

	He crouched next to the books and started piling them again. His movements faltered when he grabbed one he thought he recognized. He’d never read it, but he’d heard about it.

	He turned the book in his hands. He remembered who he’d stolen it from, and if there was a book that contained the spell he was looking for, it had to be this one.

	He swallowed. Maybe this was it.

	Esau sat back on the ground, then opened the book. He quickly flipped through it, pausing on a particular page. He frowned, then started reading.

	He had no idea how much time had passed by the time he stopped reading, but his eyes burned even worse, and he was so hungry his stomach felt like it was trying to eat itself. None of that mattered. He’d found his spell, which meant he’d be able to give his brother half of his powers. Sal wouldn’t have to be powerless ever again, and he’d live a long life instead of a normal human one.

	Esau would have to learn the spell so as not to have to take the book with him. He doubted he had the mental capacity to do that, so he did something his brother would have been outraged to see. He checked which pages he’d been reading, then tore them from the book, folded them, and put them in the inside shirt pocket he used to keep precious things.

	The ingredients wouldn’t be easy to find. Esau had never done much with his powers, but he hoped Sal knew where to find those things. He was brother who had more experience with magic. He’d been using it for decades, especially since he’d moved to the human realm. If they were lucky, he’d already own some of the ingredients. If he didn’t, well, it would take a bit more time for Esau to split his powers and give half to Sal, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be done.

	Maybe Esau could stop on his way to Sal in the human world to gather some of the items. Depending on which portal he decided to use, he’d have to pass through different towns. He didn’t like going to bigger settlements, because having so many demons together was never a good idea, but it might be useful in this case.

	He had to make plans, but first he needed food and rest.

	He turned toward the area of the cave where he kept his food. There wasn’t much left, but it would be enough for today. Tomorrow, he’d have to get some more, although not too much since, he was planning on going to the human realm soon.

	A sound made him freeze. There was someone outside his cave, which never boded well. Demons were a rowdy bunch, and they tended to try to kill each other regularly. Esau wasn’t any different, although usually, the only demon he tried killing was his brother. They had a complicated relationship, made even more complicated by the fact that Sal had been in the human realm for a long time. But he’d come back recently, and while he and Esau weren’t close, they were still brothers.

	The footsteps came closer. They were light, so it was probably a small demon, or maybe a female. That didn’t mean they weren’t dangerous, so Esau crouched, ready to attack.

	The demon burst into his cave. He almost attacked, but he managed to stop himself when he realized the demon was both small and female—and a child.

	Demons were more often than not mixed race. There was a lot of oni demon in this kid, though. Her long white hair was wild around her face and her pointed ears, and her dark eyes were huge. Tiny fangs poked from her lips, while her hair almost swallowed the small horns on her head. Esau had no idea how old she was. He didn’t think he’d ever dealt with a kid, and he wasn’t going to start now.

	“What are you doing here?” he asked, his voice booming around the cave.

	The kid froze and stared at him. If her eyes got any wider, they’d pop out of their sockets and roll to the ground.

	Before she had the time to explain, two demons burst into the cave after her. These were adults, and Esau wrinkled his nose. He didn’t want a bultoch demon in his home. They stank and drooled.

	“I need all three of you to leave,” he said.

	Instead, the demons made a beeline for the girl. She rushed away, finding the back of Esau’s cave, where he slept. She threw herself under the blankets he used as a bed, trying to hide.

	She had to know the demons after her could see her, right?

	Esau frowned. She was a child, so maybe she didn’t. He sighed. He didn’t want anything to do with the situation, but he couldn’t let those demons take her.

	He placed himself between the kid and the demons. The bultoch was already drooling, just like Esau had expected. The other one looked like a mix of dagon and bune, which was odd to say the least. Wings didn’t belong on a giant crab-like demon.

	The bultoch growled something and charged. They always did, maybe because they resembled bulls. The thing was—they were also as stupid as bulls. As soon as the bultoch was close enough, Esau grabbed its horns. He used the momentum to throw the demon against the wall face first.

	The bultoch slid down, and while Esau knew it would take more than that to take the demon out, he had a few moments to focus on the other one.

	He leaned to the side, avoiding a giant pincher. He grabbed it, pressed a hand on top of the demon’s head, and pulled, tearing the pincher off.

	The demon made a screeching sound. That hurt Esau’s ears, so he used the pincher he’d torn off to hit the demon until it stopped screaming.

	When the demon stopped moving, Esau turned toward the bultoch. It had gotten to its feet and was trying to get the kid out of the bundle of blankets. That made it easy for Esau to move behind it and hit it behind the head with the pincher he was still holding. The bultoch huffed and turned, and Esau hit it on the face with the pincher. Then, before the bultoch could try anything else, Esau used the pincher as a knife and stabbed it in the chest.

	The bultoch fell to its knees, then on its face. Esau waited a moment to make sure he wouldn’t get up, then he dropped the pincher and looked at the bundle in his bed.

	What was he supposed to do with the kid?

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Lazarus folded a pair of pants and pushed it into his backpack. It joined the two shirts and several pairs of underwear he’d need on his trip. Once he was in the human realm, he’d change into more human clothes, but in the meantime, given how hot Hell was, he’d need the things he used when he was here.

	He was looking forward to visiting Sal. They’d seen each other not too long ago when Sal had come to Hell with his human boyfriend, but they hadn’t had an opportunity to talk much. Lazarus missed his best friend, even though they hadn’t seen each other in decades until recently. They still talked as often as they could, but it just wasn’t the same. Besides, Lazarus was worried about Sal. He’d lost his immortality, and for someone who wasn’t used to the idea that he’d one day die, that couldn’t be easy. Thankfully, Sal wasn’t alone, and his boyfriend would hopefully smooth things out until he could wrap his mind around it.

	Lazarus looked around. He was almost done packing, which was good since he was leaving tomorrow. He was tempted to grab his backpack and go now, but it was always better not to move during the night. Some demons ate only in the darkness, which made it extremely dangerous, even for other demons.

	Even in his cave, Lazarus was always careful about what happened around him. That was why he heard the sound of someone running before they reached his cave. By the time they did, he was on his feet, pointing a short sword at the only direction they could come from—the cave’s only entrance.

	His eyes widened when he recognized Sal’s brother, Esau. Though Sal and Lazarus had been friends, Esau had always been more of a loner. The only reason Lazarus knew him was that they’d played together as children, but as soon as they’d aged out of that, Esau had pretty much disappeared into his cave. Still, the two of them lived in the caves where they’d grown up, which meant Lazarus was aware of his presence.

	But Esau never visited him. They never even talked. Esau certainly never went around with a child in his arms the way he was now.

	Lazarus lowered his weapon and stared. “What’s going on?” he asked.

	Esau moved closer and tried to dump the child into Lazarus’s arms. Lazarus stepped back, having no intention of taking her.

	“Esau? Tell me what’s going on. Why do you have a child? Did you steal her?”

	Esau looked offended. “What would I do with a child?”

	“You tell me. You’re the one who has one in your arms.”

	“I don’t know who she is or what to do with her, but I had to kill two demons that were after her, and I need to clean my cave. I’m sure you’ll be better than me at taking care of her, so here she is.”

	Lazarus put down his sword and crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not taking her.”

	“Why not? You know I can’t deal with a child.”

	As far as Lazarus was concerned, Esau couldn’t deal with anyone. He was a loner, didn’t have family or friends. Lazarus wasn’t surprised he was so frazzled over having found a kid, but that didn’t mean he was going to jump in and help. “How about because we don’t know who she is or where she came from? Or maybe because I’m leaving tomorrow.”

	Esau looked from the kid snuggled in his arms to Lazarus.

	Lazarus had to admit Esau looked good like this. He’d never imagined the man as a father, but the child looked like she felt safe enough. Her white hair hid most of her face, but not enough that Lazarus couldn’t see she’d pressed her cheek against Esau’s shoulder. Both her arms were wrapped around his neck, clinging tightly. Lazarus suspected that if Esau let go of the hold he had on her, she’d still hang from his neck.

	“But I don’t know what to do,” Esau said.

	“You’ll have to find something, because I can’t be involved in this.” It wasn’t entirely because Lazarus was leaving, either.

	He didn’t trust Esau not to have stolen the kid. He couldn’t think of a reason the demon would have, but then he didn’t know Esau well. “Did you take her to eat her?” he asked to be sure.

	Esau’s eyes widened in what seemed to be shock. He opened his mouth, but before he could, the kid in his arms moved. She turned her face toward Lazarus, her dark eyes filling with tears.

	“He’s going to eat me?” she asked.

	She tried to scramble out of Esau’s arms, but to Lazarus’s surprise, Esau didn’t let her go. That made her cry even more, which was a problem.

	“I’m not going to eat her,” Esau snapped.

	Unfortunately, it made the kid cry even harder. She pressed her hands against his shoulders and pushed away. But being so young, she didn’t have enough strength to manage that. It was just as well, since Lazarus didn’t want her anywhere in his cave.

	“I apologize,” he said, making sure his voice was calm so the kid wouldn’t freak out even more. “Of course you won’t eat her. You would never do that.”

	That made her crying slow down but not disappear.

	“I don’t eat children,” Esau said. “I don’t think I’ve ever met a child in my life. That’s why you have to take her. Maybe she can go with you wherever you’re going.”

	“I’m headed to the human realm.”

	Esau frowned. “To see Sal?”

	“Yes.” Lazarus wanted to know why Esau was asking, but instead, he pressed his lips together. He’d never understand the relationship between Sal and Esau, and he’d stopped trying a long time ago.

	The kid was still crying, which hurt Lazarus’s ears. He might not want anything to do with either Esau or the kid, but he knew he had to do something. Esau was utterly out of his depth.

	Lazarus moved closer, lowering himself until his gaze caught with the child’s. “My name is Lazarus.” Maybe if they managed to find out who the kid was, they could deliver her to her parents. There was no way she’d been around the desert for longer than a few hours. Her clothes were dirty with the black sand that covered everything around here, but they weren’t torn, and whoever her parents were, they had money. The fabric was light and decorated with golden designs that screamed power and wealth.

	The child peeked at Lazarus from behind her hands. She’d been trying to hide and not doing a good job of it. “What about him?” she asked, briefly looking at Esau before turning her attention back to Lazarus.

	“He’s Esau. What’s your name?”

	“Cyarea.”

	At least they knew what to call her now. “What about your parents? What’re their names?”

	She hesitated. “Mom and Dad.”

	Lazarus sighed. The kid didn’t know her parents’ names. “Can you tell us where they are?” Maybe that would make it easier.

	She looked around and started crying again. Esau looked at Lazarus, but Lazarus had no idea what to do. Esau wasn’t the only one inexperienced with children. Luckily, this wasn’t Lazarus’s problem.

	“All right. You know her name now, so you can take her away,” he told Esau. Then, he turned around, praying Esau would take the hint.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Esau didn’t know how to make Cyarea stop crying. He looked at her, trying to find something to say. “Can you please stop crying?” he begged. “I swear I’m not going to eat you. I never ate any children.”

	Esau had hoped Lazarus could be of some help. He was Sal’s best friend, and once, he’d been Esau’s friend, too. That time had passed decades ago, and their only recent contact had been when Sal was there. Still, Lazarus seemed to know what he was doing, so Esau had assumed he would take Cyarea off his hands.

	But Lazarus had said no. Esau had no idea what he would do now, but he couldn’t keep this kid.

	“And you won’t let anyone else eat me?” she asked.

	Esau didn’t want to make any promises, especially since he wasn’t planning on keeping her, but if it made the kid stop crying, maybe it would be worth a lie. “I won’t let anyone eat you for now,” he said.

	Her eyes narrowed, and while tears were still rolling down her cheeks, she wasn’t sobbing anymore. Esau took that as a win.

	“Lazarus, you have to help me,” Esau said, turning his attention back to Lazarus.

	Lazarus had given them his back, but that wouldn’t be enough for Esau to leave. He could be stubborn when he wanted to, and in this situation, he did.

	“There’s nothing I can do,” Lazarus snapped. “I already told you I’m leaving tomorrow.”

	“I don’t know what to do with her.” She didn’t even know who her parents were. How was Esau supposed to find them without a name?

	Lazarus sighed. “That’s obvious.” He looked at Cyarea again. “Okay, so you don’t know what your parents are called?”

	Cyarea rubbed her eyes. “They’re called Mom and Dad.”

	“Where do you live? Is it close to here?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Can you tell me what happened to you? How did you end up here?”

	A new tear rolled down her cheek. “I was in my bed, and someone put something on my head. They took me away. Dad told me what to do if it happened, so as soon as I could, I ran.”

	And she’d run right into Esau’s cave. “How long did those people have you?” he asked.

	Maybe if she could tell him how long she’d been with the demons who had kidnapped her, they’d manage to locate her parents.

	“I don’t know.”

	“How many times did they give you food?” Lazarus asked.

	It might not mean anything if the people had taken her hadn’t kept her well-fed, but it might give them an idea of how long she’d been with them.

	Cyarea wrinkled her nose. “Many times. But I’m hungry. Do you have food?”

	Many times didn’t sound good. Whoever had taken her hadn’t done it around here, which meant there was near zero chance for Esau to find Cyarea’s parents.

	Lazarus sighed. “Sure. I have something you can eat. It’s not much, but if you’re hungry, it should be enough.”

	When Lazarus moved deeper into the cave to get the food he’d promised, Esau tried to put Cyarea on her feet. She wouldn’t let go of him, clinging to his neck with her arms. She looked terrified, although Esau wasn’t sure if it was of him or of the thought of having to let go.

	“You need your hands to eat,” he pointed out.

	She shook her head. “I only use one.”

	“I’m not going to hurt you if you let go of me.”

	He was starting to suspect that wasn’t why she was clinging to him, though. It wouldn’t make sense. Esau didn’t understand children, but they couldn’t be too different from older demons. If she was clinging to him, it was because she felt safe, which made sense, since he’d killed the two demons that had been after her.

	Lazarus came back with a chunk of bread and offered it to the kid. She didn’t look too happy, but thankfully, she didn’t protest, instead stuffing part of it into her mouth. Esau cautiously put her down, relieved when this time, she let go.

	As she ate, Lazarus turned to Esau. “Once she’s done, you need to leave.”

	“I can’t. I don’t know what to do with her, and the two demons I killed are still in my cave.”

	“Maybe she can help you with the cleanup.”

	“She’s a kid.”

	“I can see that. Do you know how old she is?”

	“I didn’t even know her name until you asked.” Because Esau hadn’t thought about asking.

	Once he’d dealt with the bultoch demon, he’d gone to poke at the bundle of blankets and little girl hiding in his bed. She’d squeaked and had tried to pull it tighter around her, but he’d untangled her from the fabric until he could see her face. He’d pointed to the demons he’d killed, and she’d started crying. She’d also scrambled into his arms, which he had no idea how to deal with.

	That was when he’d thought of Lazarus. Sal’s best friend lived a few caves away, and surely, he’d know what to do with the kid. Only Lazarus had refused to take her, and now, Esau didn’t know what to do.

	He didn’t understand why she was clinging to him. He had to be scary to a child, but Cyarea didn’t seem to find him terrifying. If anything, she seemed to feel safe with him, which he didn’t understand. He also didn’t know how to get rid of her.

	“Well, you’re going to have to deal with this on your own,” Lazarus said.

	There was no way Esau could do that. He could tell he wouldn’t be able to convince Lazarus otherwise tonight, which meant he needed more time. “Can we stay here at least for tonight? I’d rather not go back to my cave, just in case someone else comes after her.” It wasn’t entirely a lie. Besides, he had the only important thing he needed with him already—the pages he’d hidden in his shirt.

	Lazarus hesitated. “I don’t think it’s a good idea. I already told you I had to leave tomorrow morning. I’m not changing my plans for you.”

	“Then go. I’m just asking for some respite until tomorrow. I have no idea what to do with a kid, and there are two dead demons in my cave. Do you want her to go back to that tonight? Do you want her to see the people who kidnapped her in that state? Actually, it might make her feel better, so it doesn’t sound like too bad an idea.”

	Lazarus stared at Esau. “You really don’t know what to do with a kid, do you?”

	“I told you I didn’t.” Although even Esau knew he shouldn’t show dead bodies to a girl who couldn’t be more than five or six years old.

	Or maybe she was. He had no idea. He also didn’t care, as long as Lazarus gave them a place to stay. He hoped that if they spent the night together, Lazarus would soften and agree to help Esau. Esau had no idea what he would do if he didn’t, but he could imagine it would be a disaster.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	No matter how much he was tempted to, Lazarus couldn’t kick Esau and Cyarea out. It wasn’t just because of the two dead demons in Esau’s cave. It was also because there could be more of them around, looking for Cyarea.

	But then, why was Lazarus putting himself in danger that way? He owed nothing to the kid. He didn’t know her, and while he knew Esau, they’d never been close. He should be able to wash his hands of this and not think twice about it, but he found he couldn’t.

	Dammit. He was going to help the kid, wasn’t he? More importantly, he was going to help Esau, even if it was only to offer him a safe place for tonight. Lazarus had been planning on leaving early tomorrow morning, and he could still do that.

	Something told him it would be more complicated than he wished, which was a problem.

	“Fine. You can stay for the night,” he said through gritted teeth. “But don’t make me regret it. And tomorrow morning, I’m leaving early. That means you’ll have to do the same. I’m not letting you stay here while the cave is empty.”

	Esau looked offended. “You think I’m going to steal from you?”

	Lazarus arched a brow. “Wouldn’t you?”

	Esau cocked his head. “Maybe, if you had something I needed.”

	Something in his gaze made Lazarus frown. “What are you saying?” he asked slowly. “Did you already steal from me?”

	Esau waved Lazarus’s words away. “It was nothing you needed, don’t worry.”

	Lazarus spluttered. “What do you mean by that? I need everything I own that’s in this cave.”

	“You didn’t even notice I took them.”

	Lazarus had to think hard to understand what Esau was talking about. The only thing he could think of were his books, but why would Esau steal books from him? He barely used his magic as far as Lazarus knew. “You took my books?”

	Esau grinned. “They’re safe in my cave.” He paused and frowned. “Well, I hope they are. There might be a bit of blood on them now.”

	Lazarus took a deep breath, then another. He couldn’t kill Esau in front of a kid.

	But when he looked at Cyarea, he saw she’d fallen asleep leaning against the wall. She was still clutching the bit of bread he’d given her in her hand, but she was out.

	Great. There was no way Lazarus could send her and Esau away now.

	Esau looked at the kid again, and his gaze softened. “Whatever she’s been through, it couldn’t have been easy for her,” he murmured.

	“Being kidnapped isn’t easy on anyone,” Lazarus pointed out.

	“Maybe not, but it’s especially hard on a five-year-old kid who comes from a wealthy family and has probably never been a day without her parents. She doesn’t even know what their names are.”

	“How do you know she’s five?” Lazarus asked.

	Esau shrugged. “No idea. She could be five or ten. I don’t know, and I don’t care. I just know that she’s vulnerable.”

	Lazarus sighed and gestured at the small table in the middle of the cave. “Why don’t you sit down and tell me what happened.”

	Before joining Esau at the table, Lazarus grabbed a bottle of scotch and two glasses. The bottle was almost empty, so he was glad he was visiting the human realm soon. It was always worth the trek to get good scotch.

	He sat on the other side of the table on one of the pillows on the ground. He crossed his legs, poured himself some scotch, did the same for the other glass, and pushed it toward Esau. Esau looked at it for a moment before taking it. He sniffed it, then took a tentative step.

	When he spluttered, Lazarus found himself laughing. “Take it easy. I don’t have a lot left.”

	“You could use it to light a fire,” Esau said. He sounded disgusted and put his glass on the table.

	Lazarus shrugged. That would be more scotch for him.

	“So? What happened?” he asked.

	Esau looked at Cyarea. “I still have no idea. I was about to get something to eat when she ran into my cave. She made a beeline for my bed and hid under the blankets. Seconds after she did that, two demons came running in after her. I wasn’t going to let them take her.”

	“Which explains why there are two dead bodies in your cave.”

	Esau nodded. “As soon as I was sure they were dead, I grabbed her and came here. I thought you’d know what to do.”

	“Why did you think that? I don’t have children. I don’t know what to do with them any more than you do.”

	“I thought you would, although you might be right, considering you told her I was going to eat her.”

	That hadn’t been one of Lazarus’s finest moments. “What will you do next?”

	Esau shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t want her to see the bodies and get scared, but I can’t leave them in the cave. They’ll rot.”

	It was never nice to go back home to mummified demon bodies. “I meant about the kid,” Lazarus explained. “Are you going to keep her?”

	Esau looked horrified. “I can’t keep her.”

	“You’re going to find her parents, then?”

	“I should, but where am I supposed to start? I only know her name and that she was kidnapped, probably from a place far from here and that belongs to a powerful and wealthy demon. She’s an oni, but there are many powerful ones. I can’t exactly knock on every door and ask them if they lost a child.”

	That would probably get him killed, so Lazarus agreed.

	He drank down the rest of the scotch and got to his feet. “I’ll take a walk around, see if other demons are looking for her. The two of you can stay here for tonight, but that’s it. Tomorrow, you’ll have to find something else.”

	“It’s already a lot that you’re allowing us to stay here for tonight. Thank you.”

	Esau turned toward the kid, who was lost to the world. He went to her, looking around until he found Lazarus’s bed. He gently lifted her and put her there, bundling her in a blanket. Lazarus almost protested that it was his bed, but he couldn’t look away.

	He’d never have thought Esau was this kind of person. He’d always looked at the man as a bit rough and uncaring, at least once they’d become adults. Esau might not care about the little girl, but he clearly wouldn’t allow anything to happen to her. It wasn’t any of his business, and it would be much easier for him to kick her out and let her die in the desert, but he wouldn’t do that. Esau would try to find her parents, no matter how dangerous it was.

	Lazarus pushed away the guilt growing in his chest. He couldn’t afford to be distracted. He was going on a trip, and he didn’t know how long it would be before he came back. He couldn’t get involved in this, not when Sal was waiting for him, and getting involved might mean his death.

	After one last glance to Esau and Cyarea, he headed out. He had demons to take care of, and hopefully, they were the only two around tonight.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Esau was sweating when he woke up. It wasn’t anything new, considering how hot Hell was, but today he wasn’t sweating because of the weather.

	He was spread out on his back on Lazarus’s bed, a tiny breathing bundle pressed against his side. Cyarea’s head was on Esau’s chest, her little arm wrapped around his waist. She clung to him as if afraid he would run away without her, which he briefly considered. But Lazarus would kill him if he tried anything like that, so he stayed where he was and looked around the cave.

	Lazarus was nowhere to be seen. He hadn’t been there yesterday when Esau had fallen asleep, and Esau would have been worried if he hadn’t noticed the signs that Lazarus had been back. The two glasses they’d used yesterday were gone from the table, replaced by a bowl and a cup. The air smelled of soap, so clearly, Lazarus had cleaned up.

	Esau looked down again. He had no idea what to do with Cyarea. He couldn’t abandon her, but he also couldn’t find her parents, since he didn’t know anything about her except her name. Lazarus would leave soon, and then Esau would be alone with the kid. If he was lucky, he’d manage to keep her alive for a week. Knowing himself, it wouldn’t last much longer than a few hours.

	He gently tried to pull away, but she didn’t budge. He was afraid to wake her up if he pulled harder, and he wasn’t ready to face her, but he also didn’t want to stay in bed. He needed to find a solution to this problem, and while he had no idea where to start, getting up was the first step.

	He took her hand and raised her arm, tucking it against her own body. She snuffled, but she didn’t try to hug him again, which he took as a victory.

	He would need many more.

	Once Cyarea’s arm was away from him, he shuffled to the side. He had to grab her head with his hand so it wouldn’t fall, then, still holding it, he moved away, sliding his wing from under her. It was awkward, but he managed to lower her head to the nest of blankets without waking her. Once he’d done that, he knee-walked for a bit, then got to his feet.

	When he turned around, he found Lazarus staring at him, obviously amused. He schooled his expression as soon as Esau noticed, but Esau had seen it.

	“Good morning,” Lazarus murmured.

	Esau nodded at him. “Good morning. What did you do last night? I tried to wait for you, but I fell asleep.”

	“In my bed,” Lazarus muttered.

	“Sorry about that, but Cyarea was already there, and I wanted to stay close if she woke up.”

	“She was in my bed because you put her in it. But it’s fine. I had things to do anyway.” He paused and looked away. “I got rid of the bodies in your cave. You can go back now.”

	Esau was surprised. “Thank you. You didn’t have to do that.”

	“It was entirely self-serving. I need the two of you to go, and you won’t if you don’t have a safe and clean space. I have to leave soon, so you better wake her up.”

	Esau swallowed and looked at the kid again. “I can’t take care of her.”

	“Well, you can’t leave her here, either. You’re going to have to find a solution.”

	“Can you imagine me taking care of a child for longer than five minutes? It’s going to be a disaster, and you know it.”

	“But it’s your disaster to take care of, not mine. I warned you yesterday that I was leaving, and I haven’t changed my mind.”

	“So you don’t care what happens to her?” Esau’s voice had raised, and he softened it again, not wanting to wake up Cyarea. She shouldn’t be listening to the conversation they were having.

	Esau had grown up with parents who didn’t want him. His father had never been in his life, while his mother had barely managed to keep him and his brother alive. He might not know Cyarea, but she had loving parents she called Mom and Dad, and she should be with them
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