
ECHOES

Entanglement Book I

Phil Oddy


Copyright © Phil Oddy 2024


All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, copied, distributed or adapted in any way, with the exception of certain activities permitted by applicable copyright laws, such as brief quotations in the context of a review or academic work. For permission to publish, distribute or otherwise reproduce this work, please contact the author at phil@philoddy.com.


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

Cover designed by Getcovers

Part One

CHAPTER 1

I was not supposed to be on this train. This trip was too important, with too much on the line for me to be entrusted with it. A new contract in a new territory that could set TrakcD Solutions up with a source of revenue for years to come was at stake. Why would they choose a junior salesman with my lack of sales ability to head this one up?

Apart from the fact that my dad owned the company, I supposed.

I didn’t want to be a software salesman. I just kind of fell into it, never having had a plan of my own and, well, I refer you to my earlier statement about my dad owning the company. It was an easy option. It wasn’t a good idea, but it was easy, so it’s what I did.

I wasn’t even very good at it. I hardly ever made a sale.

The train sped on into the night. I closed my eyes and sank into the rhythm of the wheels on the track.

Duh-dum, duh-dum.

Duh-dum, duh-dum.

Can’t-make a-sale.

Can’t-make a-sale.

My mind drifted.

I hadn’t been the first choice, anyway. I’d been getting tea, avoiding work, when Crispy Burton had cornered me in the break room.

Crispy Burton had a sales call in Trinity the following day.


Crispy Burton had found that, because of “extenuating circumstances”, he could not attend. This was, he believed, “an opportunity for you, Estrel. Maybe even a golden ticket to the senior sales team…”.


Crispy Burton was an excellent example of why I didn’t want to join the senior sales team. He was a man of a certain type, in advanced middle age, with an inflated opinion of himself.

It was impossible for Crispy Burton to believe that I wouldn’t want to follow in his footsteps. Which he was sure I would, “if you play your cards right and bring home the bacon, rah?”.


Something like that. I wasn’t sure he actually said “rah”, but it was illustrative of who Crispy Burton was, if the name Crispy wasn’t enough for you.


Regardless, it was a bit of a blur, and I hadn’t meant to say “yes”. No, I hadn’t wanted to say “yes”, but I did. I wasn’t good at saying “no”.

So there I was, an eleven hour train ride from home, arriving in a strange city, under-motivated and under-prepared.

I should have said “no”. I didn’t think I would enjoy being a senior salesman - I didn’t enjoy being a junior salesman - but everyone else thought I would. It wasn’t just Crispy Burton. My dad thought I would, expected I would.

That was it, then. I had to pretend that I would.

I woke up as the announcement finished. I glanced at my watch. It was almost seven. We were due into Trinity any minute.

I hoped the announcement had been to tell us we were approaching our destination, rather than to apologise for the late running of the service. I must have dozed off after breakfast. Despite having drunk enough coffee to stimulate an elephant, it wasn’t doing its job, palpitations apart. The pounding of my heart made me feel distant and out of sync.

The carriage wasn’t busy. I had two comfortable leather seats to myself and the two opposite me were also empty. My bag was on the wide table between them. Someone had cleared away my breakfast things while I’d been asleep.

I yawned and stretched. My legs had enough space, and I had a cushion for my head. This was travelling in style. Very comfortable. Who wouldn’t take the opportunity for a nap?

I looked out of the misted window. We were travelling over a bridge, a viaduct across a vast valley, the slopes thick with trees. At the bottom of the canyon, the Triton wound its way from its source in the Proctean Mountains, flowing through the city ahead and into the Middle Sea.

I hadn’t been to Trinity before, but I’d done my research. At least, I’d looked it up on my Com before I set off. I hadn’t had long. I’d only found out that I was coming yesterday.

I loosened my neck-tie and ran a finger around the collar. The air-con was blowing a concentrated jet of cold air past my left ear, which wasn’t doing a lot for me. I felt clammy. It was making my breakfast stir in my stomach unpleasantly. I tried to sigh out a wave of nausea but gagged, almost bringing up my breakfast anyway.

After I’d failed to say “no” to Crispy Burton, I’d barely had time to get home to shower and throw a bag together before the car came to take me to the station. The office had booked the overnight to Trinity for me. I just had to turn up and go with the flow. That was the one thing I was good at.

I glanced down at the seat next to me. The book I’d taken from the lounge sat unopened, judging me. I thought I’d read on the train, but hadn’t, instead spending my time endlessly scrolling my Com, running down the battery until it was into single figures. I hadn’t picked up a spare pack for it. When I got to my destination, I hoped I’d be able to find a new one.

Through the glass partition that divided the carriages, I saw someone moving. Their shaven head and azure robe marked them out as a Cleric, one of the Devoted.

The Devoted were known outside Trinity, but we sophisticated Ashuanans tended to view them as more of a superstitious cult than an actual religion. It was interesting to see one of their order up close. He looked serene.

I was about to look away, but the shot of déjà vu I got when the man looked up and locked eyes with me took me by surprise. I froze. It was so familiar that I felt I was looking at my own brother.

He was… I reached for the bubble of the memory, but it floated from my grasp and then burst in the air, disappearing in front of me. The man looked away, and the moment broke. I found myself breathless.

To distract myself from the rush of awkwardness, I rummaged through my brown leather courier bag, open on the table in front of me. I wasn’t looking for anything; it was just something to do.

I found an apple and some wax-paper wrapped sandwiches I’d bought before I got on the train, filling undetermined. I decided not to unwrap them as it looked like they were mayonnaise based and already leaking out.

There was also a bundle of waterproofs wrapped around a bar of mint cake and a crumpled receipt, which I uncrumpled. It was for a pair of hiking boots, from a store I didn’t recognise the name of.

I couldn’t remember ever owning any hiking boots. A vague memory of stopping to buy them drifted by, but that couldn’t be real. I had stopped nowhere.

A dream then? That was silly. I couldn’t have used the bag in a long time. I must have owned some boots, left the receipt there from a previous trip. My tablet had worked its way to the bottom of the bag, and it was out of battery.

That was more of a problem than my Com. I needed it for the sales presentation. Buying a spare pack had become a priority. I checked the pockets on the front and found my toothbrush and a change of underwear, so I hadn’t been completely useless when packing.

The train reached the end of the bridge and approached the city walls. We were still high above ground level; the track sat on top of a towering embankment.

Trinity. I closed my eyes and blew out. It was going to be fine. This trip could be a big deal for me, but that was only a problem if I let it be. The train slid into a tunnel through the walls, a formidable perimeter some ten metres deep. Momentary darkness.

In the blackness, in the half second, I thought I heard someone whisper my name. I turned to the window, in the voice's direction, but all I could see was my reflection.

I blinked. Not my reflection, not my face, but one that I recognised. An older face, an echo from a dream. Then the automatic fluorescent lights flooded the carriage and my features resolved, putting me back where I should have been in the glass.

I shook my head. My mirror image shook his head back. There was enough to deal with without conjuring ghosts. I jiggled my leg nervously, watching the power cables snaking along the walls as we sped past.

The train burst out of the tunnel. The carriage lights clicked back off, but the light was different on this side of the wall.


We remained high above street level, which was cast deep in shadow by the high-rise blocks that sprouted from the ground. They shot up to the top of the city walls, as if even they needed to find some cleaner air. At this level there was some, although the soot and grime coating the drying sheets that billowed from the balconies left no doubt that “cleaner” didn’t mean “clean”.


The train slowed to crawl its way into the station, past windows, some of which were not boarded up. I scrolled past intimate snapshots of other people’s lives.

A couple entwined, asleep, on a single bed, their twisted bedcovers just about preserving their modesty; a billboard, paper peeling, stuttering to advertise billboard space; a mother feeding her infant in its highchair with a plastic spoon, scraping the corners of the bowl to ensure they got every morsel that she couldn’t afford to feed herself; a billboard, paper peeling, faded slogans replaced with the words “Fuck Chaguartay” spray painted across them; a rooftop garden, green shrubs defying the air quality, a brother and his toddling sister playing hide and seek precariously close to the edge; a window with “Fuck Chaguartay” spray painted across it; beyond that, the dismal trash of a tweak palace, balloons and pipes and syringes and bodies strewn where they had fallen; an old woman drinking tea in her rocking chair amongst the chintz and clutter of her refuge from the world she found herself in; a woman, sheets pulled up to her neck, reviewing the credits transferred to her Com, which would have been scant recompense for the services she had just rendered, even if she hadn’t found them to be short; an old man tending to his roses on his balcony, breathing deeply the poisonous air as if it were fresh from the Northern Exposure, a defiant gesture that would soon confine him to his bed…

I had to fill in some details myself, but life, not necessarily pretty, not necessarily happy, passed my window. Trinity, it seemed, was teeming with it.

I stood up as the train crawled into the station. The Cleric remained seated in the next carriage.

I walked down the aisle to the doors. They were heavy old-fashioned things and, once the platform had slid into view and the train had hissed to a stop, I had to stick my arm through the window and open them from the outside.

No one else got out of the other carriages onto the deserted platform. The train’s engines coughed out a noxious gust of exhaust, and the train pulled away. I looked for a way out.

The only sign was the one declaring the station I had arrived at to be “Trinity - Bridge”. There was a coffee booth - shuttered - despite being, surely, close to prime commuter time. I must have got in just ahead of the rush.

A “Vote Chaguartay” billboard towered over the opposite platform, casting a long shadow over the spot where I stood. There was something that might have been a public toilet at the far end of the long platform; a repeated pattern of high lampposts and metal benches, painted green, ran along its length. There was nothing else.

I followed the yellow line that showed a safe distance to stand from the edge of the platform. Maybe this wasn’t the main terminus, I thought, although I knew it was. The lack of people was unnerving me. The lack of exits, even more so.

I pulled my Com out of my jacket pocket. It was a reflex action - I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with it. As I flicked the screen on, it turned out that the answer was nothing, because it immediately told me it was now fully out of battery. It turned itself off. I nearly threw it onto the track with my frustrated gesture.

I could finally see a wide flight of concrete steps leading down underneath the platform. Past that was only the toilet, which seemed as good a sign as any that this was the way out.

I descended into a wide, gleaming lobby. Surfaces shone back at me, marbled, but whether they really were marble was something I wouldn’t claim to have any expertise to determine.

As with the platform above, there was little in the way of ornament or decoration. Sheer walls and clean angles surrounded me, apart from immediately opposite the stairs, where large, ornate gold gates, carved with vines and gargoyles and other bendy but, to me at least, unidentifiable things, stood towering over a narrow entrance. Or an exit. No one was coming in.

Set into the wall to my right was a window, breaking up the marble, with a small counter in front of it. Below that was a logo I recognised, the insignia of Trinity Administration. My appointment was with Trinity Administration, so this reassured me I was in the right place. Behind the window there was a face. I approached the window, bending my neck to see inside.

‘Good morning,’ said The Face.

‘H-hi.’ I rarely stammered. I put my hand on my leather bag, which I’d slung across my shoulder. I felt nervous. As I should. I didn’t know what I was doing. ‘Erm, I have an appointment?’

‘Welcome to Trinity. I hope your journey was a pleasant and relaxing one.’

‘Thank you,’ I replied, stepping up to the counter.

I had to crane my neck even farther down to see him and so that he could see me.

The Face swept a pile of papers, which seemed to include a comic and his breakfast of what looked to be rice and fried fish, out of the way. He tapped furiously at a keyboard in front of him.

‘We, at Trinity Administration, hope that your stay will be pleasant and mutually profitable.’

I nodded. I hoped for similar things. The Face nodded back, so I assumed this exchange was going well.

‘I just need to ask a few questions. Administrative questions, if you like.’

He smiled, as if he’d made a joke. I didn’t feel that he had, so I didn’t feel the need to respond. The Face looked a bit annoyed, but ploughed on.

‘Name?’

‘Estrel,’ I said. ‘Estrel Beck.’

‘Purpose of visit?’

‘Ah,’ I felt, even as I began to answer this, that I was about to offer too much information. ‘Well, I’m here from TrakcD Solutions. I have an appointment with…’

I realised that I’d forgotten the name of the person I had an appointment with.

‘… with your transport department. It won’t be in my name though, it’s probably booked for a Crispy Burton. My name is Estrel Beck…’

‘You said that.’ The Face remained deadpan. ‘What’s a Crispy… Burton?’

‘Oh, no.’ I could feel my face flush. It was way too much information. I needed to summarise. ‘Crispy Burton is a sales manager. For TrakcD Solutions. I’m here instead of him. I’m sorry for the confusion.’

‘Ah,’ said The Face, suggesting he understood, although he continued to look baffled. ‘It’s OK, I just need Business or Leisure. I’m not trying to pry.’

‘Oh.’

I realised the logo had thrown me. My appointment was with Trinity Administration. However, Trinity Administration - which I understood to be some kind of publicly owned utility-provider-cum-public-transport-operator - also ran the railways. What I’d assumed to be a reception desk was nothing more than an information kiosk. Or left luggage. ‘Business,’ I said, simply.

The Face nodded and tapped at his screen. This seemed to be more in line with the information he was expecting to gather.

‘And will you be staying long?’

‘Just for the day,’ I said. ‘I have a train back home booked for this evening.’

The Face nodded again, tapped some more at his screen, then pulled a lever under the desk. This caused a deep drawer to slide out of the wall next to me.

‘Do you have any baggage that you’d like me to look after for you? You may place any items in the drawer and I will ensure that they are ready for you on departure.’

OK, I’d found Left Luggage, then. I considered my bag. I should have properly unpacked it before I set off. I was pretty sure that I wasn’t going to need the waterproof gear for a day in the city. It would be good to lighten the load.

I reached in and retrieved my tablet, then slid the strap of the bag over my head and placed it in the drawer. I could always come back for the sandwiches. The meeting probably wouldn’t take more than a few hours. I was thinking of spending the afternoon sightseeing. Or finding a bar and sampling the local produce.

‘Thank you.’ The Face smiled. ‘If you place your Com on the contact pad, I will upload your receipt. You will need to present that at Tunnel Terminus when you come to collect your belongings.’

Fortunately, this Com model had a small backup battery so that I could still use it for credit transactions even after it had given up the ghost. I placed it face down on the pad.

‘Tunnel Terminus? I’m not familiar…’

‘You’re at Bridge Terminus, sir.’ The Face explained, as the contact pad beeped to show the transaction had been successful.

With a jolt, the drawer retracted and my bag vanished from view.

‘Incoming traffic arrives at Bridge, but to depart Trinity you’ll need to catch outgoing transport from Tunnel.’

‘That’s… not very convenient.’

If I sounded annoyed, it was because I was. There had been no mention when I’d got the booking confirmation that I’d be arriving and departing from different points.

‘Can I get my bag back?’

‘No, sir.’ The Face was, apparently, astonished at this question. ‘Your bag is already en route to its destination.’

He surreptitiously pressed a button on the desk in front of him, and there was a loud whirring and grinding that reverberated around my feet. If I’d had to guess, that was my bag, only just starting on its journey to its destination. Panic grabbed my groin.

‘You just stole my bag!’ I said indignantly.

The sinking feeling was eerily familiar.

‘I just gave you a receipt,’ countered The Face.


He had me there, but I still had a horrible feeling that I was being taken for a ride. However, it wasn’t like there was anything of value in the bag. I had my tablet in my hand and I could always buy some more over-dressed sandwiches. And… damn it, my toothbrush!


I cupped my hand over my mouth and huffed. The warm gust that came back had only a hint of onion. It could have been worse. I would have to buy a toothbrush as well. I needed to check the TrakcD expenses policy before I bankrupted myself on this trip.

‘Will that be all, sir?’

I gave him the most scornful stare I could muster. I suspected it didn’t hit the spot, because The Face’s response was to shrug and take his breakfast back out.

‘How do I get to the Administration building?’

‘Through the gates, you can’t miss it,’ mumbled The Face through a mouthful of rice and fish.

I wanted to say something more, but the words wouldn’t come. I turned and walked through the overly elaborate gates, out onto the street.

The Trinity Administration building was a windowless concrete block. It was indeed hard to miss being, as it was, directly opposite the Bridge station entrance.


It towered over the multi lane carriageway, the TransWay, which was criss-crossed with roads and tramlines, TransPods streaming past at alarming speed. It had the Trinity Administration logo stamped across its middle.


It gave it the look of a tombstone. I must have scrolled past a picture of it yesterday. It was very familiar, now I was looking at it.

The streaming traffic was mesmerising, but I realised I needed to be on the other side of it. There was very little station-side: a wide plaza with a mosaic tile pavement; a couple of rows of unwell looking trees; a concrete bunker selling newspapers and concrete benches scattered, apparently at random.

There were very few people, apart from those huddled under blankets, and they looked like they lived there. There were, however, crowds of pigeons flowing around the square, like an avian army re-enacting a battle.

On the other side of the newspaper bunker, which I noticed now was shuttered and covered in “Vive La Resistance” graffiti, a wide metal staircase rose to meet the overhead PedWay, which ran the length of the main carriageway.

I picked my way through the massing pigeons toward the steps. They seemed determined not to let me leave, and I didn’t want to kick or step on any of them, so it was a slow, meandering path I took.

It required a lot of attention to be directed towards the ground, so it was only a chance glance up that helped me avoid the man hurrying the other way.

He, too, was focused on the birds at our feet, was roughly my height, and wore a grey hooded top under a long black leather coat. His hood and his collar were both up, so I couldn’t see his face, but his voice was low and full of gravel.

‘Sorry.’

He brushed against my shoulder, having seen me at the last possible moment. His voice seemed reminiscent of someone, not a familiar someone, but neither did he seem completely alien. I opened my mouth to reply, but he spoke again before I had the chance.

‘Mind the bird crap.’

I chuckled. He hurried on and I continued to dodge the pigeons, but within five paces my foot buried itself in an enormous pile of pigeon excrement.

I looked around. The man was gone. I lifted my foot gingerly, with an unpleasant sucking sound, and added some way of cleaning my shoe to the mental shopping list I was building.

I checked my watch. It wasn’t quite half past. I still had time.

In fact, I managed to scrape most of the poo off on the bottom step. I probably should have felt guiltier for what I left behind for someone else to tread in, but I didn’t, at least not until I caught the beady eye peering at me from between the fifth and sixth steps.

I jumped back in surprise. Whoever was lurking there cackled.

‘Piggens get yer?’ the figure asked.

‘Mm-hm,’ I nodded.

I wanted to steer clear of a conversation I’d struggle to get out of.

‘They runs amok, thems do,’ continued the figure.

I couldn't discern much about them. The voice implied old age. All I could see was a bundle of rags, and the aforementioned beady eye. The stench was a heady cocktail with notes of urine, ethanol and cabbage. It made me take a step back.

A cluster of pigeons flapped away a small distance, feathers brushing my leg and, I could swear, one beak taking a swipe at my ankle.

‘You’re new?’

‘Just arrived,’ I said, wondering if it would be easier to walk another five hundred metres to the next staircase than to ascend this one, with my personal troll hiding underneath it.

‘Few come to Trinity these days,’ said the bundle. ‘Even fewer leave.’

They cackled again.

‘There was that guy,’ I said, waving behind me to reference the man in the hoodie. ‘He looked like he was headed for the station.’

‘He comes, he goes,’ replied the bundle cryptically.

I nodded slowly.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘I’d better be getting on.’

I needed to find something to clean my shoe with. A glob of spit shot out from the bundle, landing by my shoe. There was another cackle.

That one got to me. Maybe it was the all-night train journey, or nerves about the meeting, or the number of bizarre things that had already happened this morning, but his laugh echoed through my head, leaving me dizzy and disoriented.

‘Welcome to Trinity,’ muttered the bundle, settling down again behind the steps, no doubt lurking for the next unsuspecting visitor.

I looked around, seeing no one. Why was I doing this? Was it worth it?

Is this what I got because I lacked the guts to do something with my life?


CHAPTER 2

I took the stairs way too fast in my haste to get away. I made it to the top, but only just, and with my head spinning and my chest heaving from exertion. It hurt to breathe.

I put my left hand on the rail and leant against it. My arm gave way, and I stumbled. Unable to grab the rail with my right hand without dropping my tablet, which was tucked under my arm, I fell against it instead.

Fortunately, the PedWay was as deserted as the square and no one witnessed me lurching around like someone who took his morning coffee with a shot of rum. Trinity may have been teeming with life, but it seemed to be kept behind closed doors.

Far below me, TransPods whizzed past, appearing to move faster from up here. I hadn’t realised how high the PedWay was; it was literally a dizzying height. Now my head swam with vertigo rather than exertion.

I breathed, straightened up and took a few steps across the walkway, towards where the opposite staircase ran down to the other side of the carriageway. The PedWay itself stretched to my left and right, gentle curves in each direction so that the path was an undulating wave rather than a straight line. There were more of those concrete benches that the Trinity urban planners seemed so fond of dotted along its length. All of them were empty.

I took a moment, high above the speeding traffic, to collect myself. With a presentation to give, a sale to make, I needed to prepare, psych myself up. This, by which I meant selling things, despite being my job, wasn’t exactly my forte.

I pictured myself stepping into the foyer of the building opposite, my persona switching, my usual worries and neuroses dropping away. It was a technique I’d read about. It didn’t feel like it was working. I didn’t think that successful salespeople needed to rely this much on techniques they’d read about in books.

Still, I would sell nothing by being myself. I needed to sit and read through the list I’d made of responses to likely questions. That meant charging my tablet.

Whistles sounded from all directions, making me jump. I could hear people, footsteps, indistinct murmurs of conversation, a sudden, excited yelp.

A breathless man in a boilersuit appeared at the top of the staircase in front of me, turning and rushing along the walkway to my left. I quickened my pace and hastened to the top of the steps.

The flood of workers flowing up towards me was torrential, and I had to step to one side to avoid being swept up or knocked over. I watched the blank faces pass, a sea of people with nothing on their mind but getting away and getting home.

A woman, bent and thin, her head covered in a way that made me suspect she was losing her hair, tripped in front of me. Instinctively, I shot out my free hand and grabbed her by the elbow, breaking her fall and, nearly, her arm. It felt thin and brittle.

Her head snapped up with a ferocity that scared me, but she stared at me with a gratitude that hit me hard in the gut. She regained her balance, and I released her back into the stream. As it swept her away, I barely heard her whispered thanks. Her eyes were so young.

I looked up. The crowd of people had dwindled now. I picked my way down the steps, dodging the pockets of people as I had dodged the pigeons ten minutes earlier. No one looked at me, no one was going my way. I reached the bottom and scuttled into the first open café door.

The smell of frying meat hit me within two steps of crossing the threshold. Café Konoroz, which was the name emblazoned on the plastic menus and paper napkins, was an unpretentious place, by which I meant it contained an assortment of mismatched, wobbly looking furniture with every surface coated in a layer of grease.

The counter, which was unmanned, was stainless steel and banked on either side by giant heat lamps, keeping the pre-prepared offerings warm for longer than was probably advisable. I poked at something grey and greasy in a paper bag at the far end. It looked disgusting, but it smelled amazing.


‘What can I get you, governor?’ said a voice from beyond. I looked up and saw the head of a man who was grinning widely from behind a grill at the back. He had a strong Ashuanan accent. ‘You want some akar? I’m making it fresh!’


I thought that if I wanted anything, then it should be something fresh. I wasn’t hungry, though.

‘Can I get some tea?’ I asked. ‘And I need to charge this?’

I held up my tablet.

‘Take a seat, my man,’ said the cook. ‘I’ll send the boy over.’

I turned around and surveyed my options, which were plentiful given there weren’t any other customers. I took a wooden stool near the window, as all four of its legs appeared to be the same length. It wasn’t the right height for the table next to it and, when I leaned on that, it tilted away. I sat up straighter and waited for the boy.

The Boy, when he arrived, must have been in his mid-thirties at least, which made him older than me. He had a pencil tucked behind his greying temple, which he plucked out with a flourish. He licked the leaded end and then pulled a face.

‘What can I get you, governor?’ he asked in a very similar accent to the other guy.

‘Tea,’ I said again.

‘Oh yes,’ he chuckled, like he knew he wasn’t nailing this job. ‘You needed this too?’

He produced a battery pack from beneath his apron and handed it to me. I thanked him and swapped it for the one clipped to my tablet.

‘You don’t have another one, do you?’

I handed the spent battery back to him. I pulled my Com from my jacket pocket and waggled it by way of explanation.


‘Sorry,’ he shrugged. ‘We only have one. I’ll go get your tea…’


I put my Com back in my pocket and booted up the tablet as he clattered around behind the counter, putting my spent battery on to charge, putting together a tray with a cup and a kettle and several spoons.

People continued to stream past the window, now in both directions, rivers of people winding past each other. No one was coming inside. The Boy was back at the table, placing a milk jug and sugar bowl in front of me.

He set the cup on the edge of the table and poured a golden liquid from an unnecessary height into it. I pulled away my tablet so that it didn’t get splashed.

‘You’re not from Trinity, my friend,’ he said.

I shook my head.

‘I’ve come from Ashuana.’


‘But forgive me, you are not Ashuaniste?’


‘Well spotted,’ I laugh. ‘My family is from Øp. I’m… not really from any of those places. I’m not really from anywhere.’


‘You just arrived?’


‘Yeah.’ I nodded. ‘Feeling a bit disorientated.’

The Boy pouted his lips and bounced his head in a typical Ashuanan display of agreement.


‘This is an… unusual place. Everyone is an outsider.’


‘Everyone I’ve met so far,’ I agreed. ‘Everyone seems very busy?’


‘Is changeover hour.’ He proffered a mobile contact pad. ‘It is dangerous to be late.’


‘Dangerous?’ I asked, confused, using my dead Com to pay.

‘Is not possible to work and be late. These people. They sombies. They…’

He trailed off, losing the word.

‘Sombies?’ It didn’t sound like dialect.

The Boy chuckled.


‘Papa. His name for the workers. He says “sonambulaires”. They walk and they sleep.’


‘Ah, “sombies”, I get it.’

The Boy nodded vigorously, grinning at me. I sensed we’d made a connection.

‘No one comes in here for breakfast?’ I looked around the empty cafe.

‘The sombies do not need to eat. They have their pills, to replace meat.’

‘Pills?’


‘Little haffhaff to keep them going, keep them awake,’ he explained, without explaining anything. I’d heard, though.


Trinity had a drug problem, the problem being the industrial scale production of synthetic stimulants. They were appearing on the streets of Ashuanan cities, finding its audience in the less affluent youth for whom its low price tag was compensation for the brevity of their buzz and the roughness of their comedown.

‘Papa says it’s in the water, though. He says no one stands a chance, if the government is drugging the water. I tell him we drink the same water but… You can’t tell an old man that he’s wrong.’

The door swung open and someone walked in. They filled the doorway, casting the counter in shadow. The Boy started and then nodded to them.


‘I ask you to excuse me,’ he said. ‘We have a regular client.’


‘That’s fine, I’ll just…’

I waved a hand at my tablet, but he was already moving away, clapping a hand on the newcomer’s shoulder. The man behind the grill was laughing as they approached.

‘Clar! The saviour of Konoroz! Without you, we are bankrupt!’

The Boy had scuttled back behind the counter. The stranger was still to say anything, and I hadn’t seen their face, but I sensed poise. Their silhouette suggested strength and power, their glossy long hair shouted elegance and poise, down to the small of their back.

‘We have something for you, make you feel right at home, yes? For our very own foreign correspondent,’ said the Boy, eagerly.

He reached under the counter and pulled out a cardboard cone, into which he began layering sweating lamb mince from the hot plate, alternating it with chilli flakes and fried onions. It looked good, even if I suspected it would kill me.


‘How’s the story?’ he asked.


The stranger grunted, a universal sign it wasn’t going as well as they wanted it to.

The Boy called across to me, almost bouncing with enthusiasm:

‘Clar is top, top journalist! Going to save Trinity with words!’

I pulled an impressed face and bobbed my head. I wasn’t sure what to say, but I never am in these situations. Clar turned towards me, grinding their firm jaw awkwardly.

‘I don’t know about that.’ They smiled modestly. Their voice was deep, with a rasp that suggested a late night. ‘I’m just going to write it. Somebody else might have to save Trinity, but if I can show them the way…’

And then they winked. A shiver went through me. I had no reason to think they meant me. They obviously didn’t mean me. But I couldn’t escape the feeling that they did.

I left my tea, made my jumbled excuses and rushed out onto the street.

The street was quieter now. The last straggling workers were easy to weave between.

I reassessed my readiness for my meeting. I now had a working tablet, although I had questions to review, my Com was out of action, and there was still some bird crap on my shoe.

The entire strip between where I was and where I was going seemed to be cafés in the vein of the one I’d just run out of, but there was another concrete bunker that might sell something I could freshen my breath with alongside the newspapers, and looked to have the distinct advantage of being open.

I picked up a tube of lemon gel and flashed my Com to pay. I needed to check my credit balance. Not knowing what the exchange rate was, exactly, I could spend a fortune without realising it. I needed to exchange the battery on my Com, but I probably needed to make sure I could afford it first.

The entrance to the Administration building was not, in fact, entirely made of black stone but was glass fronted, albeit with that glass being heavily tinted, hence the effect from a distance. There were two giant, slow moving, revolving doors, next to a traffic loop.

I watched several TransPods pull in, slide their doors up and people in business dress disembark to the tuneless beeping of credits being extracted from Com wallets.

I made for the nearest entrance, before pulling myself up short with a start, much to the annoyance of the short woman behind me, who was straggling from her party because of the difficulty she’d had getting her giant bag through her TransPod’s door. She dug me firmly in the middle of my back with a sharp elbow before she pushed past and on through the door. I was uncertain that it was accidental.

I sidestepped into a quieter spot immediately in front of the main window to avoid more muttering, tutting, elbow wielding staff members whose way I was definitely in. Putting my tablet into camera mode and reviewing my appearance, I smoothed down some hair and adjusted my tie.

I didn’t look too unpresentable, other than the grease stain that I seemed to have picked up on the right cuff of my shirt. I dropped my arm. The jacket sleeve was long enough to cover it.

My breath was now lemon fresh so, other than the nervous sweat that had broken out on my forehead I was good to go. Only just over an hour early. My meeting, which I could now see from the alerts on my tablet screen was with a Mr Toun, started at nine.

I hated the rush and the panic and the sheer embarrassment that I usually felt when I was late, for anything, so I had a tendency to arrive stupidly early for most things unless I was actually running late, in which case I was bang on time.

Today I hadn’t had a lot of choice in the matter. There weren’t many trains from Ashuana City to Trinity so I had to arrive nearly two hours early, but this was familiar territory for me. I was good at killing time.

Maybe a circuit or two of the building would eat up enough of the hour that I wouldn’t look insane if I checked in at reception. I wandered to the corner of the building and glanced down the narrow alley that ran down its side.

It stopped at a wall about ten metres down. It was mostly filled with bins. So that was out.

I could sit outside. The day was fine, and this area seemed safe enough. I looked around for one of those convenient benches that seemed to be such a feature of Trinity’s urban landscape, but, predictably, there were none just where I needed them.

I could just walk, I thought, I knew where to find somewhere to sit, up on the PedWay or outside the terminal building, but I’d not felt very comfortable there before.

Maybe I had to bite the bullet and turn up too early for my appointment. I could absorb the judgement of a receptionist for an hour. And they’d probably have a bathroom I could clean my shoe up in.

My mind made up, I pushed the door and it scooped me inside.

The foyer was spacious, cool, and filled with light from the one-way glass at the front. The reception desk was central, a large oval shape, with two receptionists manning it.

I joined the shorter line for the woman on the left, but she tapped her ear to take a call on her Com, so I switched to the right-hand queue instead.

The knot of people at the front all turned out to be part of the same group and, once they’d followed a stern-looking woman with her hand in the air towards the security gates, as if they were a school party, it was the turn of the man in front of me.

His shiny bald head shone the fluorescent lights uncomfortably back in my eyes, so I searched for a more comfortable direction in which to look.

Giant screens hanging overhead cycled through pictures of trams and trains crossing high over the city, complex road junctions with boxy TransPods whizzing across, narrowly avoiding multiple collisions, and what looked like glass bubbles filled with commuters travelling through underground tunnels. They were obviously proud of their transport network in Trinity.

The generic businessman moved away towards the security gate, temporary badge in hand, so it was my turn. I stepped forward.

According to his badge, the receptionist’s name was Ahji. He still had his head bowed as he tapped at the screen in front of him, completing something arising from his previous interaction, I presumed. I felt a rising panic about how to explain how early I was.

‘Hello again, Sir.’ Ahji was now looking up and directly at me.

I paused, hopefully looking as confused as I felt.

‘I’m sorry, sir, I thought you were someone else.’ Ahji looked momentarily flustered. ‘How can I help?’

‘Good morning,’ I began. ‘Ahji,’ I added with a forced smile.

Ahji smiled back, but it wasn’t any more convincing.

‘Who are you here to see?’ asked Ahji.

‘I have an appointment,’ I said. ‘But I’m very early so I’m happy to wait. It’s with Mr Toun. My name is Estrel Beck.’

I tapped my Com against the desk terminal to confirm my identity.

Ahji tapped at the touchscreen. His eyebrows shot up, before the unconvincing smile returned.

‘Mr Beck.’ Ahji scrutinised the screen. ‘Standing in for Mr Burton. I trust he is well?’

I didn’t realise that Crispy Burton had been here before. Trinity Administration wasn’t, yet, a client of TrakcD Solutions. I nodded to confirm his continued health. That seemed to satisfy Ahji.

‘I see here that Ernold Toun is running a little late. He is sorry to keep you waiting…’

‘Oh, I don’t mind waiting,’ I said.

‘Mr Toun is not yet in the building,’ explained Ahji, ‘but I’ll make sure he knows you are here the moment he arrives…’

‘I don’t think that’s necessary.’ I leaned back. ‘Just, you know, let me know when he’s ready. I’m in no rush.’

That seemed liked a good thing to say, didn’t it? Relaxed, accommodating, just like the sort of person someone like Ernold Toun would want to do business with.

‘As you wish.’ Ahji’s smile never faltered but was losing some of its authenticity.

He tapped at his screen and printed out a temporary access pass. He handed me the card.

‘That won’t activate until nine. In the meantime, we have refreshments over here…’ Ahji gestured towards a small collection of tables and uncomfortable looking metal chairs clustered around a coffee machine to the left of the reception desk. ‘… and our rest rooms are through the doors on the far side. Can I help you with anything else today, sir?’

I thought of the dead battery in my Com, versus the bird excrement on my shoe, and said ‘No, thank you, you’ve been very helpful.’

I moved away, toward the tables.

‘Have a doughnut, sir.’ Ahji pointed at a tray on the side of the reception desk. ‘They’re fresh!’

I picked up a paper napkin from the pile and, with it, picked up a doughnut.

I took a seat with my back to Ahji, facing a large screen scrolling news headlines over pictures with the sound down.

Putting the doughnut on the table next to my tablet, I inspected my shoe. I needed to clean it off, but I didn’t want to leave my doughnut unattended.

I didn’t need a doughnut. I still wasn’t hungry. At the same time, it would be a waste to abandon it and I didn’t like waste. I shouldn’t have taken it, but I was inevitably going to end up eating it.

I looked across at Ahji. There was no one waiting at reception anymore, and he was looking around the foyer at the people moving through. Smart people, people with purpose, serious people, with faces that spoke of busy agendas and places to be, in contrast to the dead-eyed masses trudging to the factories earlier. This place was making me feel uneasy.

The screen now seemed to be playing some kind of campaign ad, with slogans flashing up on every other beat. They spoke of “cleaning up Trinity” and “standing up to the elites” and “opportunity for everyone”. I didn’t recognise the youthful, vigorous looking man on the screen, but I assumed he was the candidate standing against the Mayor, who I think I read was married to the Mayor’s daughter. Estranged daughter, I think it was safe to assume.

I took a bite of my doughnut. Bright red sticky jam squirted out onto my tie. I knew it was already hopeless, but I dropped the doughnut on the table and went to wipe it, a vain hope that it wouldn’t leave an obvious stain just before the meeting that was potentially going to kick start my career.

This would not make the “right impression, Estrel. Why can’t you pull your socks up and act like someone who is serious..?”. My dad’s voice echoed through my mind.

I got up and ran to the bathroom, leaving a new story about wide condemnation for Resistance attacks on factory facilities to scroll unread across the screen.

The stall provided a safe haven to assess the damage. There was a sink and mirror in it, and a hand towel dispenser for me to wedge my tablet behind.

The mark wasn’t too bad. My tie was a dark blue, and the jam had landed close enough to the knot that, if you didn’t look too closely, you might have thought it was a shadow in a crease.

I grabbed some hand towels and wet them. If I sponged it a bit, it might take the worst of the stickiness out, and I had enough time to dry off before I was actually likely to see Toun. I dabbed at the tie until the towel stopped coming away red. That would have to do.

I contemplated sitting on the pan, lid down, to review my meeting prep away from the judgemental stare of Ahji, but decided that was unnecessarily paranoid, even for me. I should just get cleaned up and go back.

I grabbed another towel and ran that under the tap before dropping to one knee to clean my dirty shoe. As I knelt, my elbow brushed the jammy napkin that I’d brought in with me off the sink where I’d left it, scrunched up, and it fell to the floor too.

The bird poo had formed a white crust on the back of the heel and, as long as I kept folding the paper towel to keep it away from my fingers, it wasn’t too bad a job. In some ways, it was a good thing that I’d left it. At least when dried it was less obvious what it was, and it didn’t smell as bad.
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