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It’s when the pipes hiss that she hates living here. A high-pitched sound echoing off the buildings and all the animals – pets and strays - cry in response, creating one big auditory torture device out of the city. The mangled human body at her feet didn’t inspire any ballads about Trixa, either.

“If you are finished leering, be on your way.” The pock-marked officer barked and Clara was almost grateful he didn't completely dismiss her like the other officers of Trixa's police force. She raised a thin eyebrow, the original shape lost in the same incident where she lost the eye underneath it. Her bangs hovered just above her brows and the intense and scathing glare she faked over the officer.

“No need for that, Barnes.” Before the officer could be on the receiving end of Clara's infamous acidic tongue, Chief Stonewall hobbled between them. Barnes snapped to attention in-between clicks of the chief's cane. Every officer on the scene knew the authority behind the thin, alabaster stick and it's wrinkled, eternally smiling leader and suddenly became models of efficiency. “He's new to this division, Clara. Don't pay him any mind.”

Clara kept her eye on Barnes as he scurried off, peering through the auburn strands combed across her forehead. “You just saved me from having to make that baby cry, bossman.”

Stonewall only smiled, his blue eyes stern despite the pure mirth in his grin. “Thank you for consulting on this, young lady.”

Clara crossed her arms as best she could over her chest, the thick hide of her jacket making a rich groan. “His head’s pureed, bossman. Its fucking soup.”

The old man turned to the decapitated, red remnants of a human body roped off in the middle of the street. The trollies had been diverted, but no force in the Ten Kingdoms could keep the masses from gathering to stare at the essential proof they were nothing but bags of juicy mush just waiting for the proper impact. The feel of their eyes around her made Clara sick to her stomach. The body felt sadly normal in comparison. Death was simple, but the ogling was far more disturbing.

“I can see that.” Stonewall's grin faded for only a moment when he looked at the red froth on the stone streets. The mess would have a hard time coming up without some powerful cleaners and a hard rain as the blood made its lazy way down the shallow slope of the road, flowing slowly from the decimated neck on the dead body.

Clara looked up at the surrounding buildings before approaching the corpse, her boots clicking just like Stonewall's cane. The officers parted to allow her and Stonewall to pass. “Nothing high enough to cause this much damage on impact.” She mumbled, a gentle whir singing in the air in response. Her gaze scanned the body, kneeling close to the gleaming remnants. “Spatters aren't right.”

“Anything else you can see?

“Oh, he was murdered, bossman, no doubt. Looks like his head exploded.”

Stonewall nodded, still keeping his smile in place. “I was afraid of that.” He gestured with his bare chin to the corpse's hands. A thick, gold ring glimmered in the sunlight, a single red stone sat in mockery of the blood on the ground.

“Quit grinding your teeth.” A voice scolded from inside Clara's head. “You're sending static.”

Clara licked her lips, her soft, round jaw suddenly aching when free from her abuse. “That's ‘cause of the shitty signal.” She whispered, leaning closer to the ring. “Not good.”

“A High-Born. This young man must be the son of an official.” Stonewall sighed, suddenly beside Clara and looking every second of his sixty-two years.

Clara stood, adjusting her belt and jacket straps right around her waist. “Cover him before there's a riot or cut off his hand. Whatever's clever.”

Stonewall's smile returned, powerful as ever. “Thank you for your expertise.”

“You're full of shit, bossman. But don't stop callin'.” Clara smirked.
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“WE GOT A DEAD HIGH-Born!” Clara wiped her boots on the doormat as she shouted from the foyer.

“Gee, Clara; shout louder. Make sure everyone in the Ten Kingdoms hears you.” Audrey shifted her skirts away from the cloud of dust surrounding Clara. “And don’t you dare set a single filthy foot in here. Take those clunky man boots off and leave them there.”

“Good evening, Audrey. Nice to see you’ve skipped out on your duties to drop by and insult my shoes.” Clara sat on the last step into the hallway to remove the offending boots.

Audrey crossed her pale arms over her chest, the bronze bracelets scraping the hard leather and metal accents of her restrictive corset. The amount of jewelry and curls of bronze on her torso and the voluminous skirts indicated her high status among the Sacred Sisters. “You may keep as much of your indelicate nature from creating filth in your home. And I am quite busy, thank you very much. Katherine sent me a message over that strange device of hers and asked me to come here after your eye pictures came in. She wanted to review them with both of us in case I recognized something about the boy.”

“She calls it a telephone. You should at least get that right.” Clara kicked away her boots, smirking at the satisfying clatter; which made a certain vein on Audrey’s forehead pulse in annoyance. “And I know how to keep dust from the lab. I’m betting you think enough of Katherine as a machinist to trust her stuff to withstand a speck or two.” She shrugged and stepped around the fuming Sister.

“The coat, Clara!”

“Will come off when I’m good and ready.” Clara flipped her collar to send a small puff of dust in Audrey’s direction and headed for the back of the house towards a wall of thicker wood and a heavy steel door with a golden, fancy script “K” welded to it. Clara hung her coat on one of the hooks in the wall, pulled down hard on the long handle, and used her full body weight to shove the door open. When it slammed shut, she was hit with a sharp blast of air, blowing away any stray dirt from all over Clara’s body. After the air stopped and a chime sounded, Clara unlatched the second door, finger-combed her dark brown hair back into place, and approached the hunched, bespeckled figure adjusting the images on the screens in front of her.

“You really must work on your teeth grinding, darling. The vibrations disrupt the signal.”

“Sorry,” Clara mumbled, pulling over a chair to sit with Katherine at the monitors. “The crowd got on my nerves. They were annoying.”

“No need to explain. But you will need to be recalibrated. C’mere, let me do that first.” Katherine scooted closer to Clara, who leaned forward into the other woman’s hands. She smoothed back Clara’s hair, tucking it behind her ears. Nimble fingers spread Clara’s right eyelid and slipped the gold eye from the metal socket. Clara shuddered at the empty feeling in her head while Katherine wiped the glittering ball with a dust cloth. Intent on her work, Katherine opened a drawer without even looking and snatched up a tiny screwdriver, pick, and dust brush. With two held in her teeth, Katherine shuffled between them; tightening screws and adjusting the coils inside the eye.

“There we go.” She gave the intricate grooves a final inspection and nodded to herself before slipping the orb back into Clara’s face. “You have your key, of course?

“Always.” Clara unzipped her coat and reached inside her shirt to pull the key from a long chain. The tiny thing looked like a simple charm from afar but it kept the sophisticated eye working.

Kathy intercepted Clara’s hand before the key was free to gently draw it out and graze her fingers against the now shivering woman’s cleavage. Keeping their faces close, Katherine slipped the key into Clara’s temple and wound it. “How’s your vision?”

Clara swallowed, her heart pounding. “Getting clearer.”

The key turned several more times, the gentle clicking somehow louder than the buzz of the monitors or the whine of the electricity in the large laboratory. “Now?”

“Perfect.”

Katherine pressed a kiss to Clara’s lips. “Yes, certainly so.”

A rush of air and an indelicate shriek pierced the room and Katherine reached out to pull Clara’s jacket closed with a wink. Clara tucked the key back under the soft fabric and leaned back in the chair with a sigh. “That woman is cruel.”

Katherine laughed, shaking the tumble of red curls into her freckled face. “Be nice, dear. We shall have plenty of time later.”

The angry clicking of Audrey’s heels heralded her entrance. “Must that thing blow upwards as well? The indignity of it, by the gods, it is such a fuss to put these skirts back in order.”

“A necessary evil, hon. I must keep as much grit out of here as possible.” Katherine slipped the tools back into the proper drawer. “Ready to review the footage? Maybe he frequented the temples and you would recognize his ring?”

“Not many High-Borns have been to my temple lately but perhaps some others will know if I describe it.”

Katherine tapped the key panel and turned some small dials on the side of the screen to clear up the image. The black and white palette did nothing to diminish the gruesome nature of the boy’s death. Audrey forced herself to move closer to the screen, her stomach rolling at the black spatter on the street. She tore her eyes away from it and focused on the ring and the engraving of a wide-mouthed bell under a red stone rock. “Sorry, Kathy. No one from the Bellmouth family has come to me. But I will ask the other Sisters and see what they say.”

Clara leaned forward in her chair. “Can you make it closer?”

“Of course.” Katherine clicked a few keys and the image shifted, bringing the mangled neck into larger focus. With the body flopped at an angle, a patch of skin on his upper back was visible revealing three messy gashes. “Oh, dear...”

Clara narrowed her eyes, the mechanics of her right eye whirring as it focused. Her thick lips pressed tightly together, her face turned flat
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