
City on a Hill  Neill 

1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

CITY ON A HILL 

Volume 1 

The City 

 

 

 

 

 

  



City on a Hill  Neill 

2 
 

 

There are on earth, and always were, righteous men whose mission is to justify 

the world before God. . .The Lamed Vavniks are, without knowing it, the secret 

pillars of the universe. Were it not for them, God would annihilate the whole of 

mankind. Unawares, they are our saviors. 

 

— The Book of Imaginary Beings, Jorge Luis Borges  

 

 

There is a similar group of Muslim saints, the forty Abdals. Both Lamed Vavniks 

and Abdals resemble Lot in the book of Genesis. While Lot stayed in Sodom, God 

would not destroy it and the other Cities of the Plain. 

— Earl Wajenberg 
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Forward 

 

In the beginning, there was war, suffering, death. Mankind’s ignorance, his clinging to 

superstitious fallacies nearly led to his own destruction. It is not known which side it was—all 

had long legacies of crimes and guilt—but one band of extremists set off the first detonation in a 

city that had long been the fault line for centuries of conflict. What followed was a holocaust of 

worldwide proportions. All life was wiped off the planet as retaliations spread from country to 

country, continent to continent. Cities, villages, fields, forests, streams were reduced to 

radioactive waste. This was called the Cataclysm. No one survived except a few hundred people 

just south of the first detonation. 

 What followed was the Transition, when our Founders denounced superstition for the 

rationality of law. Walls were erected around the two remaining cities: Lysander to the north and 

Fortinbras to the south. The old cities were razed, all signs of the past erased, and a small sliver 

of enlightened people started again. These, the Twin Cities, are all that is left of humanity. We 

have learned from our ancestors’ mistakes. The nine precepts are our guide, rationality is our 

law, and the Head Ministry is our government. Religion is a disease.  

— Twin Cities Ministry of Education, Fourth Grade Reader. Placed in all fourth grade 

classrooms by order of the Head Ministry. 
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Chapter 1 

 

“Lindsey has beetles crawling on her!” Sylvia squealed to her friends. 

 The four girls stood in a semicircle, cutting Lindsey off from the view of the teachers 

who gossiped on the far side of the playground in the shade of the school building. The building 

had taken on the drab colors of the playground, covered in the same dust that rose from the 

parched ground to settle on the goal posts, swing sets, and climbing bars—and by the end of 

recess—most of the children. Lindsey had put herself in this vulnerable position, choosing a 

distant part of the schoolyard to draw in the sand undisturbed. So isolated that she was too 

tempting a target for Sylvia and her gang. The nearest children were the five-year-olds—too 

young to help—swinging on the climbing bars. The older boys, who often liked the portraits 

Lindsey would draw for them, were far too engrossed in their pitchball game to notice what was 

unfolding.  

Lindsey placed her hand over her breast pocket where she had hidden the beetles, one 

tumbling over the other like little gem stones. She remembered saying, “Don’t hurt them,” just 

before the seizure took her and the vision flickered before her eyes. 

Once, after watching her across the breakfast table, her brother Sam told her that when 

she seized, her eyes tipped back in their sockets and rolled around like marbles. Her limbs shook, 

and sometimes snot came out of her nose. Sometimes she bit her tongue, and her teeth turned red 

from blood. It seemed an undignified state to her and at impossible odds with the revelations she 

saw with her inner eye: people, people she knew, people she had yet to know but would know. 

Sometimes she saw people when they were younger, often when they were older. Sometimes she 

saw landscapes: shady forests, heaving seas, tranquil rivers. She saw crescent moon dunes 
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crossing deserts one grain of sand at a time. Suspended on threads of wind, she knew each grain, 

its golden, amber, or rose brilliance. A canyon. A cave. A thousand candles shining though glass. 

 Then she would come to with her cereal bowl turned over, milk on her lap, her brother 

resting his chin in his hand as he stared at his stopwatch. 

 “Forty-seven seconds,” Sam said. 

 “It felt like eternity.” 

Lindsey was not sure how long this seizure and its vision had lasted. She never knew how 

long the visions were. She lost all sense of time. But Sylvia was staring down at her with her 

three friends, the sounds and shouts of other playing children continued uninterrupted, so she 

knew she was still at recess. No teachers’ faces floated above her, so she could not have been on 

her back long enough to attract much attention. Lindsey tried to prop herself on her elbow, but 

her muscles were still not responding. She flopped back down, hitting her head. The other girls 

snorted and laughed. 

 Lindsey had braided her locks so carefully that morning, tying them with fluorescent 

elastics to tame the wiry curls. Now they had escaped from their bands. One stood on end 

waving before her face, the sun winking behind it. Her head felt as if there was a vice clamped 

around it. She could taste blood in her mouth and feel mucus sticking in the back of her throat. 

Sylvia ground one of the loose elastics into the ground. 

 “Your teeth will fall out, and you will be ugly the rest of your life,” Lindsey said through 

panting breaths.  

 The laughing stopped. 

 “What did you say, you little spaz?” Sylvia said, her lip curling. 
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 Lindsey swore inwardly. This also happened after an episode: she said thoughts out loud. 

Her brother always found it amusing, but it was far from funny now. Sylvia leaned in close to 

her, grabbed a fistful of hair, and pulled. Lindsey cried out but was unable to defend herself. She 

used what control she had regained in her arms to protect the beetles in her pocket. Sylvia was so 

close that Lindsey could feel her spit on her face. Those grey eyes, thin lips, and freckles were 

unmistakable. Lindsey had just seen them in her vision. 

 The whole of it came back then. She had been sitting on tuft of grass, drawing in the dust 

with a branch. Sylvia had come over, dragging the soles of her shoes, scraping away the stars, 

the moons, the birds, and the butterflies Lindsey had worked so hard to render. Closer, Sylvia 

had spotted the beetles and cried out. Then the vision came.  

It was not unusual for Lindsey to experience visions of a person standing right before her. 

So it did not surprise her that a piece of Sylvia’s future seemed to have detached itself from the 

bowl of sky and fallen on her. She had seen Sylvia, her freckles faded with age, her fiery hair 

turned to a more subdued auburn. She was not actually ugly. Her face was lean and had lost the 

softness of baby fat, but she was comely in an elegant sort of way. Grown Sylvia opened her 

mouth to call three children—Sylvia’s own children, Lindsey guessed—and where one of her 

front teeth should have been there was a gap. 

Young Sylvia shook Lindsey back into the moment. “Did you call me ugly?”  

 “Ugly. So ugly. Your teeth will fall out,” Lindsey muttered as if drunk. If her brother had 

been there, he would have been laughing. Pain spread like fire across her scalp as Sylvia pulled 

harder. 

 “Let her go.” 
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 A fifth figure had quietly walked up beside them without anyone noticing. It was the new 

girl, Sabrina Sabryia. She was lean and gangly, her hair always pulled back into a utilitarian 

pony tail, and her thick brows always furrowed into a scowl. She wore what she wore every day: 

a black, long-sleeved shirt and black trousers tucked into oversized boots. Her unchanging 

wardrobe would have made her the object of ridicule had she not arrived each day in a black 

ministry roll pod, long and spacious, with tinted windows, unlike the civilian roller pods (CRPs) 

that the other parents drove. Girls would not play with her because she looked like a boy, and 

boys would not play with her because she was a girl. 

Lindsey, recognizing a fellow outcast, had tried talking to her once. “Your name is 

Annaliese,” she had said. 

 “No, it’s not. I’m Sabrina Sabryia.” 

 “Are you sure? I saw someone call you that in a dream.” 

 “Are you a little crazy?” 

 “I guess so.”  

 Now Sabrina was studying the other girls, her eyes scanning back and forth, the muscles 

in her jaw working as if she was trying to crack a nut in her molars. The fabric on the elbows of 

her long sleeve was threadbare, as if worn from her crawling in small spaces or up trees. Her 

boots were scuffed and dirty, but the laces were tied with perfect, balanced precision. The other 

girls, in their pressed pastel dresses and plastic barrettes, could have been specimens of a 

different species. They crossed their arms and jutted their chins in a show of feminine solidarity.  

 Sabrina did not notice. Arms akimbo, standing as a teacher might, she stared at Sylvia, a 

little dumbfounded that the girl had not obeyed her command. Yet the pressure on Lindsey’s 

scalp lessened, and she let out a small cry of relief.  



City on a Hill  Neill 

8 
 

 “Why should I let her go?” Sylvia insisted. “You should mind your own business.” 

 “What did she do to you?” Sabrina asked. 

 “She called me ugly.” 

 “Did you?” Sabrina asked, turning to Lindsey. 

Lindsey nodded and withered inside when she read the disapproval on Sabrina’s face. But 

it was fleeting. Sabrina’s eyes shifted to the ground. The new girl was silent a long while, turning 

her head, her body, even moving her feet delicately as she discovered the drawings below. Then 

she did something Lindsey did not expect. 

 Sabrina smiled.  

 Her smile lacked any self-consciousness, yet it looked out of place on a face that was 

always scowling. It floated there like an unexpected guest, lingering as Sabrina examined the 

work, even the images Sylvia had scuffed, as if she was trying to puzzle out what they had been 

before they had been destroyed. When Sabrina had completed a circuit around Lindsey, she 

turned to the other girls and spoke in a flat, soft, voice. 

“Sylvia, if you touch her again, I’ll punch you in the face.” 

 The three other girls wore identical expressions of horror as they began to inch in the 

direction of the teachers. Sylvia stiffened, made to step back but then pirouetted on her foot, 

grabbed Lindsey’s hand and crushed her fingers together. Lindsey tried to relax her grip, but it 

was too late. The beetles’ shells cracked, and warm goo spread out of her breast pocket. 

 Sylvia’s laugh only lasted a moment before it was cut off. Sand ground beneath the sole 

of Sabrina’s shoe as she shifted her weight. That sound was followed by a hard, wet smack. The 

other girls were running now, screaming. Sylvia dropped to her knees beside Lindsey, holding 

her mouth, her two front teeth knocked askew and pink with blood. At the sight of red on her 
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fingers, Sylvia’s face grew pale. One tooth became completely detached and rolled across 

Sylvia’s lip into her palm, where it rested like a gleaming stone. She turned to follow her friends, 

her shoulders beginning to shake with sobs.  

 “Ow,” Sabrina said, rubbing her knuckles before she become aware of Lindsey staring at 

her, at which point she shook her hand out at her side. The boys playing pitchball on one of the 

more distant fields caught her attention for a moment before she turned back to the drawings at 

her feet. 

 “I can draw more if you like, Annaliese.” 

 “I told you, my name is Sabrina,” she said as she leaned over more drawings: a spiral, a 

moon, a fox. The fox Lindsey had drawn with dimensions and depth, but it had not turned out 

quite as well as she had liked. Lindsey burned with shame. Sylvia had obliterated a much better 

attempt of a hare. She wished Sabrina had seen that one. The teachers were coming over now, 

crossing the field in long strides, their arms swinging straight and fast at their sides.  

 “I warned her.” Sabrina said with sincere wonder as she watched the teachers approach. 

“I warned her. Why would she do that?”  

 “It’s all right,” Lindsey said wiping the sticky, gleaming shells from her fingers onto her 

trousers. “We’re going to be friends until the day we die.” 

 “How do you know?” 

 A teacher arrived and yanked Sabrina’s arm so hard that her feet lifted off the ground. 

 “I’m just often right about these things,” Lindsey said as they dragged Sabrina away.  

 

 

 



City on a Hill  Neill 

10 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ten years later. 



City on a Hill  Neill 

11 
 

Chapter 2 

 

“Stop spinning your gun, Cadet.”  

Sabrina bounced the blaster upright so that it pirouetted briefly, its battery case on her 

knuckle, before she knocked it into her holster with a satisfied flick of her opposite hand. 

“Unnecessary,” Sean said. 

“A question, sir.” 

Sean paused, his head turning a fraction of a degree towards her. The setting sun, 

streaming down the alleyway between buildings struck his face at such an angle that she could 

see his blue eyes behind his visor. The late afternoon light made his skin look tawny and the 

laughter lines around his eyes and mouth more prominent.  

“Go ahead.” 

“Do you disapprove because you can’t do it?” Sabrina asked, suppressing a smile. 

Sean let out a gruff “Hmph” and returned to the screens projected before his eyes, his 

hands moving in the air in front of him as he switched between menus. “I like my face attached, 

that’s all,” he said. “Although, maybe some plasma burns could improve yours.” 

“I’m reporting you to my supervisor,” Sabrina said, leaning against the wall and 

stretching her legs, the carbon fiber flex bands of her patrol suit creaking.  

Sean completed his inventory of their shift assignments, lifted his visor, and started down 

the alleyway to the sidewalk. “Let’s go, one assignment left today.” 

The sun shone directly into their eyes as they turned the corner onto Carnap Avenue. 

Despite the glare, Sean kept his visor up and told Sabrina to do the same. “The less distance 
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between you and the residents, the better,” he said, tugging at his uniform jacket to cover up his 

blaster as well. 

Sabrina zipped her jacket and doubled her pace to keep up with Sean’s long strides. The 

avenue between the row houses was crowded with produce and cooking carts, each surrounded 

by residents stopping on their way home from work. The air smelled of rosemary and aniseed. A 

young girl sprayed a golden cloud of mist on a wheelbarrow of kale and turnips, turning the lime 

leaves and pink tubers a dark emerald and bloody red.  

The moisture and the bright colors created a convincing illusion of abundance, but dust 

still gathered at their feet, on their sleeves, in their eyes. The desert was never far, the sand 

pooling in the gutters and creating a haze over their heads was a constant reminder. Occasionally 

Sabrina could even smell it as a breeze carrying the scent of sage and tamarisk wafted over 

rooftops and down an alleyway.  

Sean led them into the periphery of a pitchball match, delaying long enough that when 

the ball rolled his way, he had a moment to juggle it up and away from the children and kick it to 

her. She trapped it under her foot. 

“Are we dispensing with all formality?” 

“Bond with the community and you’ll have all the partners you ever need,” Sean said. “I 

do have the highest rate of solved cases in the station, and it’s not because of my interrogation 

techniques.” 

Sabrina tipped the ball onto the top of her foot, before toeing it to her knees, her thighs, 

then her head where she balanced it for a few moments. The children cheered when she kicked it 

back to them. 
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“Look,” Sean said, nodding across the street to where the children’s mothers were also 

clapping for her. Sabrina felt her cheeks flush. “Don’t be embarrassed. They are proud of you. 

How many of them do you think wanted to play sports when they were younger, or even wanted 

to join the Security Ministry?” 

Sabrina fell back into a steady pace beside him. “I can’t be responsible for all their hopes 

and dreams.” 

“But you are,” Sean said, breaking stride for a moment to look her in the face. She felt a 

stirring within her, a tremor from her mouth down to the base of her spine when he turned his 

sharp, clear eyes to her. “You are. And you’re ready, too. Tell me about our friend Mr. Elias 

Orehem.” 

“Repair shop owner, 23 years of age,” she said matching his stride again. “No prior 

arrests or citations. A few disciplinary actions while in school, nothing unusual for a non-

academically inclined teenage boy. Apprenticed briefly as a machinist before inheriting his 

uncle’s shop here. Has not attended any tertiary education.”  

“And your visor is up, you are reciting this from memory,” Sean said glancing sidelong at 

her. 

“I studied our daily mission briefing last night,” she said. 

“And I thought you spent all your time just practicing twirling your gun.” 

“That is only when you are talking, sir.” Sean laughed, and Sabrina felt the tremor return 

with a pleasant rush.  

“Why are we paying him a visit?” he asked. 
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“The pharmacy on Grayling Street is suspected of distilling illegal spirits. There have 

been reports of late night activity during quiet hours, and rates of violent incidents have 

increased in the neighborhood. The reports center around the shop,” she said. 

“Why is this important?” 

“Rates of violent crime sometimes portend cult activity, although there have never been 

any reports of it in this neighborhood.” 

“Never say never,” Sean said, studying the addresses of the houses. 

Sabrina slowed enough that Sean came to a stop a few feet ahead and turned back to look 

at her, the flow of pedestrians parting around them. “Is there a point I am missing?” 

The corner of Sean’s mouth twisted downward, and he rubbed the late day shadow of 

whiskers on his face. “To be honest, I don’t know.” 

Foot traffic continued to pass on either side of them: men with their vests folded over 

their arms, their underarms dark with perspiration; women with their hair pinned up to expose 

necks glistening with sheens of sweat; and children, their book satchels bouncing on their hips. 

Sabrina wanted to slip her own uniform jacket off, but it would expose her weapon and her patrol 

suit. Wrapped in carbon mesh armor, flex bands, and servo plates, Sean was right: they would 

look removed from the daily scene playing out around them.  

“I’m not sure what you mean,” Sabrina said, raising her hand to her face to block the sun. 

Sean stepped closer to her and spoke in a lower register, “What do you think of Elias 

Orehem?” 

 “I tried not to form any premature conclusions.” 

“Good. That’s what you are trained to do. Now forget your training.” 

“Forget my training?” 
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“Yep. Your gut tells you something. What?” 

She raked through the information in her mind again but could come up with nothing. 

“Elias Orehem is relatively unremarkable.” 

“You are exactly right,” Sean said. “He is completely unremarkable, and that is 

remarkable, isn’t it?” 

“I’m not sure I get you.” 

“There may be nothing to get. He could just be a humble guy of limited ambition, in a 

humble profession, in a humble shop.” 

“So I was concluding,” Sabrina said. 

“But most young men I have known have some degree of ambition. Nothing feeds the 

ego like youth and naïveté. How many would be content to work in a little shop on this street the 

rest of their lives?” 

“Maybe he aspires to start more shops.” 

“Good observation. Keep it in mind when you interrogate him.” Sean nodded toward a 

set of stairs leading to the basement of a row house next to them. “After you.” 

“This is the place?” Sabrina asked, looking up at the row house. It had been refurbished 

since the Transition with new light fixtures and a fresh coat of standard ministry-approved paint. 

The basement door, however, looked as if it belonged to a different building. Paint peeled off its 

face in long curled leaves, revealing rusted metal beneath.  

“Cadet,” Sean smiled. “You’ve done the leg work. You interrogate him. I’m going to 

look for a new gyroscope for my CRP.” 

Sabrina opened her mouth to speak but could not find the words. After a few aborted 

attempts she stopped completely, aware that she likely resembled a fish gasping for air. 
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“Yes, Sir,” she finally said. 

The bottom of the door screeched on the floor as she freed it from the jamb. The air on 

the other side smelled of copper, oil, and dirt. The space was dark; the window at ground level 

was clouded with sand and dust. If Elias Orehem had ambitions for his shop, they were not 

apparent in the haphazard way items were thrown together on the sagging, overcrowded shelves. 

Vacuum tubes, fuel blenders, gyroscopes, hovers, suspensor clamps—many covered in 

cobwebs—all vied for shelf space. Sean gravitated towards the shelves holding tired-looking 

gyroscopes, nodding at Sabrina to continue. 

She navigated around more overcrowded tables and tilting shelves and stopped at a worn 

counter in the back of the shop. A stick of incense was burning in a pot of dirt. In the stale air, 

the smoke hovered, undisturbed, in a wispy layer at the level of her head. Sabrina heard a noise, 

a tinkling of metal on metal, behind the beaded curtain that led to the back of the shop. She 

called out. “Hello, Mr. Orehem?” 

Footsteps shuffled in back before a young man with chalky skin and long, lean features 

parted the beads with one hand. Dark circles ringed the skin below his eyes. His hair was slicked 

back and ran down to his collar.  

“Yes?” He offered a tentative smile. 

 He was still only halfway through the curtain. He wore a light scarf and a floor-length 

jacket to ward off the damp cold of the basement. An oil rag hung from his pants pocket, and a 

belt of wrenches was strapped beneath it. 

 “I am Cadet Sabryia. That is Officer Maher over there in your gyroscope aisle,” she said 

pointing over her shoulder with her thumb. 
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“I might have some questions about one of these when you are finished,” Sean said with 

a good-natured grin. 

“Certainly,” Orehem laughed, a jagged sound that came from the back of his throat. 

“You are Mr. Orehem, the owner of this shop?” Sabrina said, trying to return some 

formality to the conversation. 

“Yes, I am,” he said, shifting his eyes back and forth between her and Sean. 

“We’re here to ask about some reports of neighborhood disturbances, mainly centered 

around the pharmacy a few doors down.” 

“Disturbances,” he said smiling, his body rocking back and forth slightly as he wiped his 

hands on his oil rag. “Like what?” 

“Loud, uncivilized behavior. Customers coming late at night. Even fights.” 

“None of that. I’ve seen nothing. It’s a quiet neighborhood.” He bent down to adjust the 

incense stick. 

Sabrina felt something tighten within her. He was lying. “Mr. Orehem, how long have 

you owned this shop?” 

“Why?” he said, moving his hand from the incense stick to roll the beads of the curtain 

between his fingers.  

“Well, it just seems like an established business, but you seem young, close to my age 

actually. I’m just wondering, did you run it while you were in school?” 

“My uncle … he recently died, and I inherited it,” he said.  

“I was raised by my uncle. He is like a father to me.” She smiled. “Do you normally work 

late or leave early?” 

“I, uh, I work late, yes. I’m often here late.” 
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“Regularly, and you have never heard any of the noises the neighbors have complained 

about that I mentioned earlier?” 

The tendons in his neck twitched. He was making a fist around the beads in his hands. 

“Why is it of interest to you?” he asked. 

“Well as you know, Mr. Orehem, when neighbors complain about such activities around 

a pharmacy, the first thing authorities suspect is an illegal distillery. Do you know the owner of 

the pharmacy in question?” 

“I’ve seen him around, I keep to myself. I don’t interact with him.” 

“You don’t. No shopkeeper guild of any sort?” 

“I’m not a member. I’m here usually.” 

Sabrina noted where the touch of her hand had smeared away dust from the counter. Sean 

knocked over something on a shelf. Orehem snapped his head in Sean’s direction. His knuckles 

were white around the beads. Sabrina felt her own heart beating harder in her chest. 

Remain calm. Don’t upset the subject.  

“You are here a lot,” she said. 

“Yes.”  

“Most of your work is in the back of the shop?” 

“You need authorization to search my shop,” he said, raising his voice. Sean’s footsteps 

moved closer.  

“We’re not here to search your premises, Mr. Orehem. Just ask questions. You’ve been 

quite helpful,” she said. 

Sean moved up alongside her, holding a gyroscope in either hand. “You don’t have a 

third one in back do you?”  
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Sean’s attempt to diffuse the tension came too late. Orehem slipped from between the 

string of beads and jumped the counter. A number of strands came loose, raining beads down on 

the floor. Sabrina saw a flash in Orehem’s hand, and she knew exactly what had cut the curtain. 

“Sean, knife!” 

Sean raised his arm to restrain Orehem. Orehem swung the knife directly into Sean’s 

armpit. The gyroscopes dropped to the floor as Sean grabbed Orehem by his jacket and flung 

him away from his body. Orehem raised the bloody knife again, but Sean knocked Orehem’s arm 

away and charged in close, both of them crashing into the shelves. The shelves collapsed, and an 

avalanche of unsold merchandise tumbled down around them. Rubber hoses, motor housing, and 

intake ducts flew as both men kicked to extricate themselves. Sabrina raced over the wreckage, 

tripping and falling, her head slamming against a drawer full of wrenches. Woozy, she squeezed 

herself between fallen shelves and tried to tackle Orehem. The shopkeeper recovered before she 

could catch him and leapt out of her reach, bolting for the stairs. The rusty door clanged shut as 

his feet disappeared up the steps. 

“Crite!” Sean swore, holding his side. He swore again when he saw the blood on his 

hand. “Suit can withstand a plasma blast, but he gets me with a knife.” 

“The suits should hold up to a knife.” 

“There are weak spots,” Sean said, rolling out of the debris and touching his hand to his 

armpit again. “Crite. He knew just where it was, too.”  

The suit had registered the breach to its structural integrity. A computerized voice in 

Sabrina’s ear informed her that filament sensors in Sean’s suit had detected the chemical 

signature of blood. A cascade of protocols was activating. Derm links relayed Sean’s vitals to 

network operators at the station. Officers within a predetermined radius were receiving their 



City on a Hill  Neill 

20 
 

location and Sean’s vital signs as they spoke. The noise was too much for her, and Sabrina 

yanked out her ear piece. She ripped open a pocket on her thigh, removed a sterile adhesive 

patch and slapped it on Sean’s wound so abruptly that he cried out.  

“Put your headset back on,” Sean said between gasps. 

She did. Squawking voices and alarms inundated her again. Everything was moving too 

quickly. She flipped down her visor. Sean and her vitals ran across the bottom of her field of 

vision. Her heart rate was skyrocketing. So was Sean’s, but at least it was steady. He pulled his 

visor down and began speaking into his filament microphone. 

Sabrina changed the readouts before her and became absorbed in the map flashing before 

her eyes. It displayed their position: two white dots in a skeleton frame of roads and buildings. 

The perspective zoomed out so she could see two blue dots: a medic unit moving in their 

direction; two green dots, the nearest two officers. She swore when she saw their names in bold 

script, tracing their progress through the streets: Pitt and Boyle. 

Sean relayed the description of his attacker to the operator at the station. More green 

units, more names she knew, began to converge on their location, like iron filings drawn to a 

magnet. He finished, muted his microphone, and signaled for Sabrina to do the same. He began 

speaking in a quick but deliberate tone. “This is the first attack on an officer since your cohort 

started at the academy.” 

“An attack on an officer is a class two offense. It is—”  

“An attack on the Ministry itself, yeah I know. Do you know what that translates into? 

“A minimum sentence of six months,” she said. “It means two years of behavioral 

supervision.”  

“It means he’s dead.” 
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“What?” 

“Think, Cadet. He won’t make it back to the station. The old guard is going to want to set 

an example for the new guard.” 

“They will kill him?” 

“He will resist. It will be justified. Every report will corroborate, and every visor camera 

will be conveniently switched off or blocked. With all the arrests lately in the Blocks, all the 

fights, no one will question it.” 

“That’s murder.” 

“That is justice, as far as our colleagues are concerned. Welcome to the officer corps.” 

Sabrina swallowed hard. Her hands were shaking. She crouched on the floor and began to 

pull on her bootlaces, twisting their ends around her fingers as if the tightness could still the 

shaking. The stairway remained empty on the far side of the door.  

“But that’s not me, and I know it’s not you,” Sean added. 

“You’re still injured. What can we do?” 

“Not we, but you. You’ve got to save him. Make it right.” 

“He just tried to kill you!” 

“Is justice settling the score? I’ve taught you better.” 

A series of choices played out in her mind. Her partner was injured, and it was her fault. 

The man who had done it had escaped and was sure to be killed. But death-by-officer was not 

true justice.  

“A cadet is not allowed to pursue an armed suspect alone,” she said. 
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“For crite sake, Sabrina, I’ll cover for you. Why is a repair shop owner attacking a 

bucket-head officer playing with his gyroscopes? He’s hiding something, and we’ll never find 

out if we—you—don’t catch him.” 

“You’re right,” she said. She checked the map on her visor. The medics were five blocks 

away, blue dots rolling through a fine-lined maze. A ring of green was closing quickly. The 

medics would be there in three minutes. She checked Sean’s vitals again. The last thing she 

needed, after getting her partner injured, was a reputation for abandoning him in critical 

condition. But he was not in danger. The patch had stopped the bleeding. His vitals were stable.  

“Go,” he said waving at the door. 

“Sean—Sir, I can’t leave you.” 

“Don’t make me point my gun at you.” 

She made her decision, or recognized it had been made for her. Another avalanche of 

junk tumbled down as she clambered over the fallen shelves to the door and tried the handle. It 

was locked from the outside. The patrol suit, following the movement of her eyes through her 

visor, was already superimposing information about the metal of the door. The surface was 

fatigued, but the interior was still strong. It would take too many blasts of plasma to melt 

through. Red lines traced the outline of the bolts that formed the door’s locking mechanism. 

Most of them were deep in the interior. Such a heavy door and reinforced lock belonged on a 

vault, not a dusty repair shop. Sean was right: they had stumbled into something. The owners had 

something to hide.  

She checked the window. Too small. Scans also revealed it to be reinforced. 

Think, Sabrina.  
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The ceiling consisted of wood rafters. Using the visor again, she peeled away layers. The 

floor above the rafters was wood with nothing but a laminate surface on top. A further scan on 

infrared revealed the house to be empty of any inhabitants. 

She drew her blaster, flicked the setting with her thumb and fired. A red bolt struck the 

ceiling with a loud thud, followed by the crackle of wood disintegrating in intense heat. The 

basement suddenly smelled like a campfire. A column of ashes, dust, and charred wood fell on 

her. Shooting at an angle would have been better, she scolded herself. The suit could help her 

make an augmented jump, but she opted instead for her grapple. A second scan revealed a pipe 

was embedded in the ceiling. She raised her arm, locked her elbow, and fired the grappling 

device from her wrist.  

Five metal talons folded like a tight bud punched through the ceiling before blooming and 

seizing the pipe. The line extending from her wrist relayed sensory information into the fingers 

of her glove. She could “feel” the smooth cold metal surface of the pipe and the grinding of 

plaster dust as she closed the talon around it. Before she tugged on the line to activate the 

winches built into the shoulder of the suit, she glanced at Sean. He jerked his thumb upwards. 

“Go.” 
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Chapter 3 

 

She pulled the line and zipped onto the next floor. She was in the foyer. Shoes waited in a 

neat row for their owners, their types and colors representing each member of the family. A coat 

rack held a number of deflated rain jackets. Afternoon light spilled into the adjacent room 

through gossamer curtains while empty couches waited for their occupants. A child’s doll rested 

face down on a coffee table next to reading tablets and a toy roll pod. 

After releasing their grip, the grappling talons relaxed, and the line whipped back into the 

casing on her forearm. Sabrina turned the bolt in the door, stepped out onto the front steps, and 

descended into the street. She asked two children where the man who had just come up the stairs 

had gone. They pointed right.  

It was hopeless. Among the playing children, evening commuters, market sellers, 

Orehem was nowhere to be seen. 

Sabrina had already lost precious time. Oreham had a sizable lead. Sean had had no 

chance to slap a tracking device on him. She looked with growing despair at the long street, 

crowded with people and broken by dozens of cross streets and alleyways. The ring of green 

beacons was growing tighter by the moment. Her skin felt hot beneath her suit. 

He could be anywhere, she thought. Running blindly down the road would be of little 

use, especially if she passed some point where he had turned off. A child kicked a ball towards 

the sticks that were set up as a goal in the ongoing game of pitchball. Other children chased after 

it in long strides.  
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Think, Sabrina. Think. She switched her visor to infrared, turning the people on the street 

into ghostly blobs of orange surrounded by halos of red. The cobblestone street was a deep 

purple, almost black. She increased the sensitivity, and the heat the pavement had absorbed from 

the sun’s rays appeared in a soft blue. Another increase of sensitivity, and the imprints from 

footsteps swelled into view—heat left by the friction of soles on the stones. The children 

stamped chaotic orange prints around their game. Casual walkers left cooling yellow prints in 

evenly spaced rows. She studied the mosaic at her feet until she found a faint trail of fading 

prints, a cooler blue subsiding into indigo, spaced far apart, like those of a runner. 

She launched herself, dodging and weaving around pedestrians, her velocity boots 

amplifying her leg’s exertions so that her body hurled over more ground between strides. The 

color of the footsteps was already changing to a greener, warmer hue. On her earpiece, the 

operator’s voice recited ministry guidelines forbidding a cadet to pursue a violent suspect 

without supervision, but Sean cut in with exaggerated cries of pain.  

Sabrina’s pulse had settled into a steady drumming, but she was not tired. She had trained 

too much for that. The footsteps turned to the left, and she followed them through an alleyway 

into the next street. The previous street was reserved for pedestrians, but this one was open to 

traffic. Cool indigo spheres—civilian roll pods—whirred past, their occupants warm orange 

blobs and their fuel cells a hot white beneath their seats. The trail of steps cut through the lanes 

of traffic and the opposite curb. Sabrina followed, dodging vehicles, ignoring horns. Tires 

screeched, and two roll pods collided. She kept running, following the trail of steps into an 

alleyway. The footprints were a forest green. In places, they were very close together, as if 

Orehem had slowed to look over his shoulder. She hurdled reclamation bins and broken 

furniture. The steps turned the corner, ran along the storefronts of the next street before crossing 



City on a Hill  Neill 

26 
 

traffic at an angle. She followed, dodging through another gauntlet of commuters headed home. 

After the next turn, she knew where she was headed. The pavement here was cracked, the streets 

narrower, and the buildings drab. She was entering the oldest section of the city, the Blocks.  

The apartments were too small, the streets and alleys too narrow, the people 

insubordinate. She knew the streets and alleys well from many trips to investigate disturbances. 

The sounds of crying children and a fighting couple drifted down to her from the building above 

while she weaved about un-reclaimed trash. Around another corner, she tripped and crashed onto 

the ground, her feet caught by a man passed out, his legs stretched out across the gutter. The 

collision did not even wake him. He was passed out from illegal spirits. His clothes were ragged, 

and a pungent scent of urine hung over him. She contemplated slapping restraints on him that 

very moment so she could come back to pick him up, but her thoughts froze when she saw the 

words scribbled on the wall behind him.  

 

Theopin will set us free. 

 

Even in the midst of pursuit, her body hot and streaked with perspiration, the words sent a 

chill though her. Illegal. Religious. Toxic. She made a note to return and investigate with Sean. 

Another corner and another street. The Blocks, for all their notoriety, were not all too 

different in their daily rhythms from the newer neighborhoods. On Diagoras Street, one of the 

wider boulevards, she passed residents on their way home. Children played tag and kicked balls. 

Street venders sold vegetables and flat breads from carts. Residents glanced up, startled, as she 

ran past. 
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The footsteps were a bright green now. She was very close. Her quarry had even stopped 

running. The spacing of this steps told Sabrina that he had slowed to a fast walk. Why had he 

come here? She asked herself. Was it his home? Did he have friends? If that was the case, she 

could be in danger. As she turned into the next alleyway, she drew her blaster and depressed the 

setting to stun. The steps were normally spaced now, passing close to one side of the alley, 

avoiding the gutter of waste water than ran down the center. She took deep breaths to help her 

body recover. The steps disappeared around a corner. Instead of following outright, her instincts 

kept her back. She peered around the building. 

He was there, stopped, leaning over, his hands on his knees, gulping air. Before turning 

the corner, Sabrina scanned the space above. Five stories of metal balconies loomed overhead, 

each crowded with fire escape ladders, potted plants, and outdoor furniture. Laundry hung on 

sagging lines between them. She detected no sinister allies of the man waiting to get the jump on 

her. She lifted the blaster and stepped out. 

“Put your hands over your head, Orehem!” she shouted. Surprise and terror mixed on his 

face. He had nowhere to go. The end of the alleyway was blocked by a wire mesh fence. Sabrina 

kept the blaster trained on him, waiting for him to cooperate, but his luck had not run out just 

yet: a grey haired woman, wearing a floral dress and work apron, stepped through a doorway into 

the space between them. She was followed by a girl who could have been her grandchild. Both 

carried baskets of laundry on their heads and were civilians that could not be stunned without 

great risk. Orehem sensed his opportunity and raced down the alley. Sabrina cursed, pushing past 

the startled bystanders. It was too late to fire. The shopkeeper had already scaled the fence at the 

end of the alleyway and disappeared into the space beyond.  
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Sabrina holstered her weapon and tore off her outer jacket. It was more ornamental than 

not and what mattered now was exposing her entire patrol suit. She charged the fence and carried 

out a series of movements with her hands. Sensors in her gloves recorded the flexing of her 

fingers, and thousands of microscopic filaments in her suit tensed and spread, tickling her skin as 

the patrol suit prepared to climb. She pivoted and continued running up the face of the wall, the 

suit adhering and releasing in time with her motions. The bricks rained flakes down upon her, but 

the suit held until she neared the ground on the other side of the fence. More flexing of her 

fingers and the adhesive filaments relaxed. She fell, rolled to disperse her momentum, then 

resumed pursuit.  

The desert yawned open around them, red light from the setting sun streaking across the 

hardpan. The map superimposed on her field of vision showed her own white dot moving outside 

the circuitry of the city streets. A solitary star in the blackness of space. Orehem was running 

eastward, into the blazing inferno of the setting sun, the flaps of his jacket snapping in his wake 

like dark wings. Sabrina followed. Orehem saw her over his shoulder and altered his course 

toward a hulking structure that Sabrina could not make out in the glare. She increased the filter 

on the visor and recognized the silhouette to be the barrier surrounding a new ramp of highway 

still under construction. 

She threw herself over the temporary walls and started up the empty road that led directly 

into the fiery sky. Orehem had not broken stride and continued over a rise in the ramp, 

disappearing down the other side. The sound of traffic was already filling her ears. Over the 

crest, the road sloped downward. Orehem had stopped where it ended, its paved surface giving 

way to exposed rebar that waited to be covered in cement. Six lanes of evening traffic shot across 

the Coast Road below. Beyond, the sea waited, dark as ink. 
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Sabrina switched her blaster to her left hand. It was not her firing hand. Stunning him was 

out of the question while he stood so close to the edge. Instead, she readied her grapple and 

moved in slow, measured steps. 

“Mr. Orehem, please. I have no intention to hurt you,” she said between deep breaths of 

air. “Please, step away from the edge. I am sure this is a misunderstanding.” 

She wanted to sound calm, but she could hear the tension in her words. Other voices were 

clamoring, calling on her ear piece. She ripped it out so that the roar of traffic filled her head 

from both sides, like the sudden onrush of an ocean wave. 

“Mr. Orehem, please, we just came to ask you questions about distilleries.” 

A yellow CRP cut off a blue one on the motorway. The ensuing honk rose and faded, the 

frequency warbling with the speed. Sabrina moved deliberately, placing her weapon back in her 

holster in exaggerated movements. “See, I don’t mean to shoot you, Mr. Orehem.” 

He copied her same motions, turning around slowly, but remaining close to the edge. His 

heels cantilevered just over the lip of road. He kept his hands away from his body, his palms 

upwards to the red sky. His chest was rising and falling from exertion. Sweat poured down his 

face and soaked his shirt. His expression had changed since she had caught him unawares in the 

alleyway. Now he seemed calm, serene even. Sabrina thought he might just surrender, until she 

saw the glint of gold on his chest. In his flight, his shirt had come open and resting there on his 

drenched skin, in a nest of dark hair was a tiny gold sword. It glinted in the sunlight, and the 

beam struck Sabrina in the eye like a golden nail. Her body went rigid and she felt cold, just as 

she had when she had seen those words written in the alleyway. 

She swallowed, but could not bring herself to speak. She regretted holstering her blaster. 
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Mr. Orehem looked steadily into her eyes, as if he knew exactly what she saw and what 

she was thinking. Before he stepped backwards, he smiled widely and spoke, “Into your 

weapons, I send my ghost.” 

He fell backwards, arms outstretched, face upturned to the sky. Sabrina broke out of her 

shock to shoot the grappling hook at his feet as they tipped over the edge. Her aim was accurate, 

but just before the talons could reach his leg, they ricocheted off a finger of exposed rebar and 

arced upwards in an oblique path. When the talons brushed his jacket collar, Sabrina clenched 

her fist and the metal prongs clamped down, the sensation of fabric running under her fingers. 

With a jerking motion, she yanked the slack out of the line and braced herself. 

The weight was more than she could have ever anticipated. Only her patrol suit kept her 

arm from being dislocated. Her body slammed down onto the concrete, and her suit made a 

zipping noise as she was dragged across the road’s surface. Panic welled up inside her as she 

uselessly kicked out her legs. She had just anchored herself to a man trying to kill himself, and 

physics was on his side. Her body folded around the lip of the unfinished road, her feet dangling 

over the passing traffic. Servos in the suit vibrated and whined in her armpits and hips as they 

tried to augment her arms’ strength. Her chest felt as if it would break in two as the line holding 

Orehem swung from one arm, and she clung to rebar with the other. Her hand began to slip until 

the adhesive grip reactivated. She knew the suit could maintain her grip until reinforcements 

arrived, but she was not sure the talons would hold Orehem. His jacket was tented over his head 

while he swayed, kicking, each movement sending a spasm of pain up through Sabrina. If she 

had a third arm, she would have stunned him, but instead she had to watch helplessly as he 

twisted, turned and slipped out of his jacket.  
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She closed her eyes, but she still heard everything. The abrupt disappearance of his 

weight was followed by a bang like a heavy sack of sand hitting concrete and popping open. 

Tires screeched. Metal crashed. A suspensor lorry blew its horn. A trailer rolled end-over-end. 

Glass windscreens popped and shattered. Something huge and metal tumbled. After the 

commotion came the voices. Voices yelling in the earpiece on her collar. Voices from the 

roadway below. A woman screamed.  

Sabrina opened her eyes and turned her face from the chaos below to the horizon where 

the setting sun was igniting the sea the color of blood. 


