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The job seemed simple enough. Track down a missing child and return him to his parents. Missing children always tugged the heart, but for an investigator who was willing to deal with the others, nothing stayed missing for long. A complex web of barter and debts brought witch-forged spells to her hands. When a missing person’s case landed at her door, she activated the seeking spell, and always found the answer she needed. The answer was there this time too. But this once knowing the answer might not do any good.

Monster District

Off limits to humans, the District was the magic-twisted home of creatures from nightmare. Not just witches, but fae, long, rakshasa, shape changers, and much more. Rumors even told of a child of Anansi who had taken up residence in the forsaken place. Now, Selma stood on the edge of the District and tried to convince herself she wasn't committing suicide

Stepping into the District was like stepping into another world. Her vision twisted, her balance disappeared, and when the world righted itself, she was standing at the foot of a dingy building with a 3rd rate club out front and a stack of apartments on top. Next to the building was a shimmering tower of ice stretching hundreds of feet into the air. The sidewalk shifted from inner-city concrete to a mosaic, paved path to a futuristic glide path, all within a single block. The road didn't bear thinking on.

The area was strangely empty except for a Nephilim bouncer, leaning on the door of the club and eyeing her like a thick-cut porterhouse steak. Which didn't mean other eyes weren't on her.

Looking straight ahead and keeping her walk brisk, she headed down the sidewalk. Confidence, she hoped, would keep at least some of the predators at bay. Only the powerful, the desperate, or the foolish came here. Only the powerful came safely.

The spell to find the child still danced in front of her vision, leading her deeper into the District. The further she went, the more creatures she saw. Wary looks, cat calls, and threats were sent her way. She'd expected those.

She hadn't expected the children. The little ones who she couldn't think of as monsters no matter how she tried. The ones who cringed and ran when they saw her. The ones who clung to the monsters around them. Children, with their parents, who thought she was the monster. Why did children always manage to get to her? 

She ignored them. What else could she do? No trouble here, just passing through. Any attention to one of the kids might be taken as a threat. Any deviation from her confident stride down the shifting sidewalk would be taken as weakness. No trouble here. No prey here. Don't bother me and I won't bother you. It worked. Either that, or she was lucky.

After several city blocks, the spell led her to a door set in the side of a hill. She tried going around the hill, hoping the spell would lead her past, but no, her path led into the hill. With no better options, she walked up and knocked on the door. It opened, and a beautiful creature of fire and ice gazed down at her. Flame red hair and ice eyes, glittering scales set into ebony skin flickered and flashed bright orange in some places and palest blue in others. Naked, the creature's breast were obscenely large. They belonged in a teenagers wet dream, not on a living creature. Selma resisted the temptation to look lower. She didn't want to see what the creature looked like below the belt. If the creature even wore a belt.

It hissed at her. "Human."

Start with courtesy. Always start with courtesy. "Sorry to disturb you. I'm trying to find a missing child. I have reason to believe he's in this building." 

The creature raised one glittering eyebrow. "If such a child were here, what business is it of yours?"

Something in the response made Selma's non-existent antennae quiver. "Is he here?"

"I owe you no answers, human."

Selma nodded to herself. The non-answer might mean the creatures couldn't lie. Either the boy was here, and the creature did not want to admit it, or he wasn't here and the creature wanted Selma to think he was. Selma could browbeat, bully, and bluster with the best of them but memory held her back. The memory of children and parents, monsters all, walking down a street together. Shying away from the monstrous human in their midst.

“No, you don’t owe me anything. But maybe you owe that boy something.

"I saw a few families a couple blocks back. Kids and their parents walking down the street. Weird damn street, but whatever, it’s your District. Anyway, I know the parents I saw care about their kids. I could tell if someone were to take one of those kids, whisk ‘em away to a strange place, their parents wouldn't only be heartbroken, but they’d tear the world apart to find them.

“That boy in there? He’s got parents too. His parents sent me here to find him. Because they love him, and they will tear the world apart to find him. You don’t owe me shit. But you owe that boy, and you owe his parents. Now I could call what passes for the police around here, but I’m going to waste my time trying to get them to listen to a human. Or I could call the government outside of here, and this little cold war we have going will get a little less cold. Or you can decide whatever you have going isn't worth being indebted to three humans and let me take the boy home.”

The thing stayed silent through Selma's little speech, but at the end her eyes flickered. “Two humans.”

“What?”

“By your reasoning I am indebted to two humans.”

“Huh? No—”

It held up a hand and cut her off. “I will play with you, human, as our ancestors once played, for life and riches. Win my game and I will take you to the boy. Lose,” those freaky eyes flickered over Selma and lingered uncomfortably on her breasts, “and you become mine.”

Selma took a deep breath. Progress, of a sort. “What’s the game?”

“Until the sands run out you will endure the touch of fire and ice. If you last the full time, you win. If you cry off, the pain will stop, and you will lose.”

Of course the thing was a sadist. Hadn't she sworn off sadists 10 years ago? Hadn't she promised she’d never let one of the bastards touch her again? Hadn't she learned her lesson.

“No lasting harm—physical or mental, no burns past first degree, no first degree burns larger than my hand.” Selma reeled of the list like she had last played yesterday. But she was forgetting something. That was how Jeff gotten to her, one limit she'd forgotten to mention. “Fire and ice only?”

The thing nodded.

“How long do your sands run?”

“Thirty of your minutes.”

Fuck

“I will agree to your terms. If you manage to leave my home, you shall do so unharmed and unmarked. Your mind shaken, perhaps, but unbroken.”

If this was one of the creatures who couldn't lie, Selma could strike the bargain and be safe. Just hold her tongue for half an hour and leave with the boy. But if the creature could lie, if she just wanted Selma to think she couldn't, then as soon as Selma entered the house it could trap her with the boy.

She? It? Selma had to make up her mind on how she'd think of this creature, because her head was hurting too much for this shit. Selma risked a glance downward. She. Probably.

Selma took a deep breath and reminded herself that this was her choice. She could (hell, she should) leave the District and call out the heavy hitters. This little child-theft could tip the balance of human-other relations, and which made it so far above her pay grade she should be breathing vacuum. If the boy wasn't dead already, they wanted him alive for some reason. That meant the big guys had time to play the diplomacy game. Get out, let the professionals handle this mess.

Selma tried to convince herself to play it safe. Her instincts told her to take the chance. She wasn't worried about her ability to hold out the half hour, and caution or not she believed the creature.

What decided her where the parents. Not the boy's parents, waiting back home for word of their son, but all the parents she'd passed on the way here, walking down the street with their kids. If she called in the big guns one family wouldn’t be at risk, but hundreds. She couldn't have that on her conscience.

“Alright, let’s play.”
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