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Light slowly climbs the walls of Sigrid Vang’s bedroom, in her Oslo apartment. A pale bronze glow, at floor level, fades through transparent yellows and oranges, to replicate a gentle dawn rising over a virtual parkland. The ceiling illuminates, depicting a clear Summer sky, to leave nine square-metres of deep-pile grey carpet incongruously laid in the grass.
Here, Sigrid sleeps peacefully, atop the cushioned hollow of her gun-metal night-support cabinet, spine comfortably housed within. Her headless home-body clone hangs suspended in its rack, and a mirror-polished capsule, about a metre long and crowned with an open hatch, perches on a sloping monorail, beginning at the night support casing and vanishing into the virtual grass.
She reluctantly bids farewell to her dreams, as the night-support stimulates brain chemistry and slowly fades up the volume of her net-chip implant. Messages queue for attention. Just for now, they can wait. Today is a good day.
There’s time enough to enjoy the quiet thrill of consciousness. Keeping eyes resolutely closed, Sigrid enjoys the warmth of the solar relays on her skin, picturing the day ahead. She gently flexes the small resin locking-legs at the base of her neck, ready to release her spine from the night-housing. She’s due in Jakarta today and will ride the SpineTrak discorporate. The body she’ll need for the Phoenix project is already on site for its annual check-up, and there are clothes in her locker there.
A traditional maglev vactrain would take the whole day to reach Jakarta, so Sigrid is grateful for Professor Reich’s innovative SpineTrak network, and the much faster option of a personal bullet-pod. Thanks to S-GNF (Super-Generative Negentropic Force), transmitted through the ‘Trak from the towering accumulators, which reach for the heavens at the central hubs of Chongqing Triangle’s four largest mega-cities, the pod’s integral spine-housing can replicate bodily functions just as well as her domestic support.
Sigrid, still resisting the dawn, opens the schedule on the net-chip’s display, behind her closed eyelids, watching numbers emerge in the soft rosy glow of night-view. Surprisingly, there are no other Heads on the Oslo siding this morning. With the ‘Trak to herself she’ll make Moscow in under thirty minutes, and even with a change at Delhi, she can be in Jakarta before 10am CET. It will be 3pm there, so she might even be able to make a start on her presentation this afternoon.
She holds a single drop of electrolyte solution from the drip-tube in her mouth until it dissipates. There is nothing to do to get ready. Nobody’s going to see her until she’s incorporated. Opening her eyes, she smiles into the clear blue sky.

———
Extending the insectoid locking-legs to carefully disengage her neck from the night support, Sigrid winces slightly at the scraping, drawing sensation, like the painless extraction of a tooth, and feels the protective caddy clamp around her spine as it ejects from its housing. This is the part nobody tells you about. The part where you wish you could actually breathe. The existential anxiety and unimaginable vulnerability, experienced as a Head without a body. When directly plugged into domestic supports or travelling on the SpineTrak, it’s fine. The life-support spine-caddy, only really intended for migration between ‘Trak and body, is less convincing.
They tell you it gets easier, and of course it does. After thirty long years, having ‘Trakked in 2130, Sigrid now views this transitional angst as a necessary annoyance, far outweighed by the benefits, but she can never forget how it felt at the start. She is aware that psychological support for the newly ‘Trakked is woefully inadequate. It doesn’t have to be so. Establishing a global chain of transitional therapy centres, dedicated to helping with the stress of discorporation, the psychological weight of potential immortality, and the largely unacknowledged mourning period for the lost body, has been Sigrid’s passion since she started the Phoenix Project, five years previously.
With relief and pleasure, she carefully adjusts the locking-legs to position herself over the port’s housing, slowly retracting them to slide the caddy into the pod’s spine-shaft. The legs clip into place, locking her securely and comfortably into her shining new pod, complete with fully immersive surround-network screens, reactive pressure control, gyroscopic suspension, and a lovely fresh rose-scented mist to mask the ozone. As the SpineTrak floods her brain with S-GNF, simulated bodily functions resume, and the transient jolt of full discorporation quickly fades. She relaxes into the snug luxury of executive travel. The hatch slowly closes in response to her connection, and screens fade into view across the full arc of her vision. Her work folders float over a virtual meadow scene, not unlike that of the apartment. As the pod slides smoothly into her domestic spur tunnel, toward the Oslo siding Trak, the rail’s magnetic cushion masks any sense of motion beyond the visual velocity gauge on the screen. Remarkably, the line is still traffic-free, and the pod boards the siding without deceleration. She dismisses a ‘queued messages’ notification from the virtual sky, keen to get started on the report.
If the projections are favourable, Sigrid will propose her new family acceptance module for inclusion in Phoenix, this weekend. This one is important to her, an area entirely failed by existing transitional therapy. As the youngest of a very large family, her post-Trak transition had been especially difficult. She barely remembers her mother, who died when she was just four, and was brought up by her strict and serious Presbyterian father. While she inherited her father’s work ethic, he had been shocked by her atheism and considered SpineTrakking an abomination, a rift she had been unable to heal before his death. She had already outlived her two eldest siblings, Einar and Charlotte, but successfully reconciled with the others as their attitudes softened with age, except her eldest surviving sister, Torild. Despite this, she is still very aware that, unless she can save them by convincing them to ‘Trak, she will live to witness the death of her entire remaining family.
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Time moves differently when you’re a Head, free from bodily distractions, hurtling South-East at 8,000 km/h, with no sense of movement, enjoying the immersive virtual vista of a luxury bullet-pod’s surround-screens, and absorbed in complex business projections. Sigrid has no idea how far she has travelled when it happens.
The noise is sudden, overwhelming, deafening; a terrifying clanging, scraping sound. She is jerked wildly, skull sinking deep into the cushioned leatherette before lurching forward, cracking her forehead into the upper display. Network text scatters. The meadow dissolves. Screens flicker stroboscopically, mimicking the whipping harmonic rhythm which batters her skull, back and forth, against the pod interior. The oscillations slow, replaced by an almighty banging and clattering on the shell, like a punishing avalanche. Sparks shower her face, pinprick burns punctuating the cacophony. Then, all at once, she can feel the speed. She hurtles blindly forward, vibrating horribly, teeth clenched, and… utterly calm.
It reminds her of riding the rocket lift at the Tokyo accumulator as a child, fearlessly clutching her brother’s hand and grinning into the G-force. Egil was already grown, with a job in the city, but his grip betrayed anxiety, where Sigrid felt only exhilaration. There weren’t many Heads in those days. They seemed mysterious, exciting; celebrities, known only from the network reality shows that her father so disapproved of. Egil would later face their father’s wrath for taking her to view the accumulator. He was even blamed for her decision to undergo the procedure, twenty years later.
But that was half a century ago. With dreadful clarity, Sigrid is brought back to the present by the realisation that she is disconnected from the SpineTrak. With no way to produce adrenaline, no heart to pound, no breath to gasp, basic functions regulated only by her spine-caddy, she is completely and dreadfully in control, yet entirely helpless.
The violent racket gives way to a terrible rumbling burning friction, plunging the pod interior into darkness. The sound and vibrations cease as abruptly as they began, followed seconds later by a jarring impact, cracking open the alloy shell of the pod.
Eyes screwed tight against tiny shards of shrapnel and the sudden glare of natural light, she feels the pod bounce, and roll to a rest upside down, her cheek pressed into a shattered screen. Squinting cautiously, she watches blood drip through the thin sliver of light that shines from a crack mostly blocked with rocky earth.
She hears boots pounding toward her. A panicked male voice shouts in Russian:
‘Mater' Bozh'ya!’
Instinctively, Sigrid tries to speak, but without breath can only click her dry tongue. She is hurled back into the headrest. Ice-cold air fills the depressurised pod, as it’s unceremoniously rolled over, presenting a view of the man as he peers through the crack. Likely in his late thirties, but with innocent clean-shaven boyish features and immaculate short greying hair, he is clearly shocked by the unexpected eye-contact. He retreats rapidly, babbling in heavily accented English.
‘God have mercy! I’m so sorry! I… I didn’t know you was alive! Thank heavens!’
Helpless, Sigrid watches him silently through the crack. He wears a padded black gilet over a canary yellow sweatshirt and turns back and forth, panicked, and indecisive, framed against the overcast sky. Stopping, half turned away, he conspicuously peeks between fingers.
‘Are… are you OK? You’re bleeding!’
With a clear-minded urgency, born of the knowledge that her spine-caddy support is good for less than an hour, Sigrid closes her eyes and logs an emergency call via her net-chip, then, inspired, scans for nearby devices, finding only one. From a gilet pocket, a connection request chimes.
If she were able to sigh with relief, she would.
———
The net-chip registers a connection, and displays a three-dimensional image of the Russian, behind Sigrid’s closed eyelids. He stands proudly in front of an Orthodox church, wearing a suit. His hands rest on the shoulders of two smartly dressed children, a boy and a girl. Below, the display reads: Connected to Albert Matveev.
‘Hallo? Hallo?’
Sigrid focuses on the red outlined keyboard, behind her eyelids, furiously scanning letters as the chip tracks her pupils.
> I can’t speak. No body. Please help.
The device pings.
‘Oh! Oh, I see! I call for medics. Don’t worry. I wait with you.’
Frustrated at having to explain, Sigrid furiously scans the keyboard to interrupt before he makes the call.
> Already reported. I need a body. Response time too long.
‘Oh! No, of course… Are you badly hurt? We really must wait for the authorities.’
> Don’t think so. Just bruised and a cut on my forehead, but I’m disconnected! I need a body right now!
‘Oh Lord! We’re outside city limits! At least forty minutes!’
Sigrid pauses. This is not how she’d imagined it. Despite the marketing, she had never seen the SpineTrak as the key to immortality. Life is too messy and dangerous for that. But having the knowledge that you’re about to die, while auto-balanced brain chemistry prevents fear, or even sadness, is… unexpected. His voice interrupts her thoughts.
‘Are you… there?’
> Sorry. Thinking. Is there a mall nearby?
‘Erm… wait, yes! Vegas Kashirskoye Shosse! Maybe twenty minutes, there and back. You need dressing? Plaster?’
> No. Too long. Take me with you. Is there a sports shop?
The man, who is apparently called Albert, sounds incredulous. ‘Ah… SportMaster, I think. Why you want sports shop?’
> Burner body. Like people use for skiing. Generic, universal system. It’s enough. Can we be there in ten minutes? I can pre-order.
‘I have only one-person transport…’
> Put the whole pod in the luggage! Not heavy. Please! Let’s go!
———
Hearing Albert’s retreating footsteps, Sigrid allows herself a peek at the responder update: 43 minutes. It’s easy to get used to SpineTrak speeds. She could have made Oslo to Moscow and back again in that time. She searches for news.
 Yes, here it is:
	[bookmark: _Hlk152012661]BREAKING: OSLO SIDING EXPLOSION

	SpineTrak Russia has declared a critical alert this morning, after a 200m section of the Oslo siding, 50 km west of Moscow, was destroyed in an explosion at 09:45 MSK. This follows an anonymous warning, posted to registered commuters at 9am MSK. An S-T.R. spokesperson confirmed at least one casualty and stated that terrorism cannot be ruled out at this point.
Emergency services have yet to reach the scene.
Live updates will follow.



Sigrid’s head throbs painfully, thoughts racing. There’s an acrid stench of hot metal and chemicals in the dusty air, only now passively registering in the absence of breath. A clunking whirring hum approaches, the sound of a small electric transport, fighting to stabilise off-road.
She listens mutely, as Albert empties his own belongings, before the sky shifts through the crack, and she feels him heave the pod into the trunk. It does not quite fit, and she watches him struggle to secure the hood with a bungee, swearing darkly in Russian. The trunk stinks of tar and engine oil. Sigrid recognises the incongruous smell, from a visit to the Møller-Mærsk Museum in Copenhagen.
———
Closing her eyes against the pooling blood and the blinding winter sun glaring through the crack, she is swung left and right, as the transport bounces and swerves, in its high-speed dash. Every bump in the road sends a painful flash through her battered skull. She forces herself to notify the emergency services that she has left the scene, in search of a body at the Vegas mall, and blearily browses the SportMaster catalogue. She selects a basic model burner, 166 cm, 74kg, and a first-aid kit, paying extra for urgent collection.
Congealed blood glues her eyes shut. Sigrid notes the time; 10:01 MSK. She forwards the order receipt to Albert’s device and turns off her network display. Trapped inside the darkness of her bruised skull, pulsating pain her only companion, she tries to make sense of the day.
Terrorists? Really? What the hell could they even want? She’s been awake for a little under an hour. She’s more than 1,700km from home and trapped in the wreck of her brand-new bullet-pod, bouncing around in a stranger’s trunk, blinded, dehydrated, and bleeding. Her nearest clone-body is back in Oslo, and she does not speak Russian. Today is not a good day.

3.
Albert’s estimation of the drive time had proven accurate, as just minutes after she’d shut down the network, the transport had skidded to a halt. Sigrid was struggling. She’d been touched by his consideration, as she felt him hoist the pod and swaddle it in a blanket to preserve her dignity. She’d appreciated his urgency, as she felt herself carried into the mall and heard him barking orders in Russian to the staff. She’d even admired his discretion as she was carefully set down. He had explained that she was in the changing room, then retreated to give her privacy, but this served only to increase her humiliation.
She’d reconnected briefly to message him. There was no room for decorum. The pod had no power. She couldn’t have opened the hatch herself, and more embarrassingly still, had been forced to plead for help to clean her eyes. He’d already seen her discorporate at the crash site, but this didn’t lessen her discomfort at requiring such an intimate service.
———
Alone at last, Sigrid extends her locking-legs, lifts herself from the wrecked pod, and crawls to the padded gurney, where the headless burner body lies. Sliding her spine caddy deep into the lab-grown flesh, the legs lock in place and hit the activator, triggering a powerful S-GNF surge and an orgasmically convulsive first breath. New lungs inflate with the eucalyptus scented air of the room. Oxygenated blood surges from the newborn heart. The spine-caddy begins building connections, instigating bodily awareness and control. It’s painful, but deeply satisfying. Though the sensations of a burner are somewhat dampened and unreliable, she can’t remember ever being happier to incorporate.
Cautiously, she sits up and looks around. The small changing room is painted a clinical white. There’s a dressing counter with a mirror, the gurney with her battered pod laying next to it on the floor, and a single door. A welcome pack is neatly placed by the sink, with a toothbrush and paste, a bamboo cup, a nutrient pouch, and the first-aid kit she ordered. She stretches to reach the nutrient solution and squeezes it into her mouth with a tingling alien hand, relishing the cool sherbet-like blackcurrant-flavoured liquid and the reassuring sensation of swallowing. Is it really just ten hours since she was last in her home-body?
Why would anybody do this to her? The news report had suggested terrorism! That’s so 21st century. Closing her eyes, Sigrid brings up her unread messages. Amongst her usual reminders and reports, she finds one marked ‘IMPORTANT’, with no sender I.D.
	IMPORTANT SAFETY INFORMATION
Emergency notification to all commuters on the Oslo Siding Trak

	From 09:00 MSK / 08:00 CET, all access to the Oslo siding is suspended, due to a critical system failure. Service is not expected to resume for the rest of the day. Please make alternative travel arrangements, and stand-by for updates from S-T.R.



OK, so she should have checked her messages, but it makes no sense. How could anyone object to the SpineTrak? She understands that the procedure isn’t for everyone, but the benefits of the Network are universal. The Treaty of Chongqing requires a level of international co-operation that demands universal network referendum democracy. It’s the catalyst that limited the post-industrial climate catastrophe, and consigned wars and famine to history. It’s directly responsible for a post-capitalist global community that serves everyone. Even those religious fundamentalists and crazies, who oppose the procedure itself, concede that S-GNF offers almost limitless benefits for healthcare and conservation. It’s a panacea for disease and, alongside Reich’s surgical procedure, possibly even death itself. Terrorism simply makes no sense in a world where there is no authority, poverty, or oppression to rail against. Humanity. Maybe there are no answers.
She exhales hard, twice, then stands and stumbles to the sink, leaning heavily on the counter and peering into the mirror. The face that meets her gaze is just as wretched as it feels; filthy, and smeared with black congealed blood, but for two oases circling her bloodshot eyes, where Albert had gently wiped away the clots. Her fringe is caked into the still oozing cut which crowns a worrying lump on her forehead, around which a deep purple bruise spreads. Smaller cuts and pinprick blisters pepper her cheeks. The locking-legs securing her neck into the body, fold neatly flush like a burnished collar, forming a stark division between her pale, bruised, and ravaged face, and the smooth, clean, tanned body.
Sigrid watches her reflection burst into tears, and slides to the floor, head cradled deep in unfamiliar hands.
———
The body is a basic model, with little attention to detail. It has no body hair, navel, nipples, or genitalia, but it does have brand-new working organs, so that’s enough. It’s cold outside, so she buys a ski-jumper, hooded coat, thermal tights, and soft-soled boots.
As she dresses, Sigrid realises that her plans have been completely derailed. She needs to eat urgently. The muted bio-feedback of the burner is making damn sure she knows it’s never eaten. She also needs to find a medic, to check for concussion. Then there’s the incident report. She’s submitted an update, so they know she’s OK and where she is, but the investigators have already asked for a statement, and will need to interview her. She can sort the report out in Jakarta, or on the way, but she doesn’t even have transport to the hospital without Albert.
Albert! She sends a message of heartfelt thanks, asking what she can do to compensate him for his time. She remembers hearing him empty his trunk at the crash site, to make space for the pod, (the investigators will need that!) and hopes there was nothing important. There is no response, but he uses a handheld device, so is probably just travelling.
With a sigh, she pulls on the boots, packs the first-aid kit into its case, and opens the door. The store is quiet and bright; just a handful of uniformed staff, pushing large trolleys up and down wide aisles to pick orders. Glass doors open onto a spotless white marble concourse. More stores wind upward, to a huge, curved, glass roof, through which the grey light of a Russian Winter filters through potted trees on the upper balconies, losing its battle with soft white illuminated panels and coloured shop signs on the levels below. Though few people shop in person, there are occasional groups of teens, and elderly wanderers browsing windows; and there is Albert, sat on a marble bench, talking to his tablet screen.
Amazed that he waited, not wishing to interrupt his call, and rather surprised at how pleased she is to see him, she forces a smile, and waves from the SportMaster doorway.
———
Sigrid sees Albert glance in her direction, speaking urgently to his tablet, half rising as though to demonstrate he noticed her. He doesn’t return her smile. Suddenly nervous, aware he saw her discorporate, Sigrid feels unexpectedly self-conscious about the burner. She hadn’t expected Albert to wait. She’d imagined that when they next met, he’d see her as a complete human being. This mismatched body can’t fail to remind him of the helpless head in the metal pod. She’s unaccustomed to being seen discorporate, especially by strangers. Albert wiping her eyes, is probably the most intimate experience she’s shared with another person since the procedure. She’s never before considered herself as less. Her face is hot. She feels tears rising.
Albert shoves the tablet into his pocket and hurries over. He looks different from this angle. He’s smaller than she’d imagined; not actually much taller than her. Also, not as heavy. The padded gilet is deceptively bulky. His black serge trousers and work boots give the impression of a practical, and probably very busy, man. No wonder he doesn’t return her smile. In fact, his countenance is darkly anxious. In the prosaic surroundings of a white marble shopping mall, the drama of the last couple of hours seems somehow unreal. He speaks nervously, thoughtfully, seeming to consider his words carefully.
‘You are … safe now?’
Sigrid takes a deep breath, clearing her throat and wishing she’d taken the opportunity to practise speaking with the unfamiliar body. She’s relieved that her voice sounds familiar:
‘Yes. Thank you. Did you get my message?’
Albert’s eyes widen. She realises he’s never heard her speak. Her English is good, her accent practically undetectable. Perhaps he expected her to sound less… normal.
‘Oh… no… sorry.’ He fumbles for his tablet.
‘It doesn’t matter. I was just saying thank you. You probably saved my life today. You’ve done so much. Did you see the explosion? The investigators will probably want to talk to you. Were you just passing? Working in the area?’
He looks around. ‘I…’
Sigrid cuts him off. ‘Sorry, sorry, I ask too many questions. It must have been traumatic for you too. Thank you so much for taking action. I must seem such a liability.’
Albert takes a deep breath and straightens up, meeting her gaze from beneath his heavy brow.
‘I am not hero. I am simple Christian. I try to live good life. You have terrible experience. You was hurt. That should not happen to a person.’
Sigrid finds unexpected comfort in this acknowledgement of personhood. She smiles, naturally this time.
‘You’re a good man, Albert.’
His brow knits, confused.
‘Oh! Ulbiyairt! Is Russkiy. You know my name?’
[bookmark: _Hlk151758787]‘Ah. Your chat profile. Apologies for the mispronunciation. I’m Sigrid. Or Siri. Very very happy to have met you, Ulbiyairt! How can I repay you?’ She scans the surrounding stores. ‘I really need to eat. Can I start by buying you lunch?’
‘No. No, you must see a doctor. I arranged for you. I can get you food while I collect doctor. My friend comes to pick us up. He has schi. Soup. Is good. You eat, I’ll go get Doctor Barros, OK?’
‘Doctor… wait, not Sabrina Barros?’
His forehead crinkles in thought. ‘You know Sabrina?’
‘I know her work! I’m a transitional psychologist. I read her at Uni. She’s just about the only researcher still exploring S-GNF accumulation theory.’
Albert’s face softens, ‘Yes, Sabrina. She says she helps you.’
Sigrid’s head is swimming. How does this Russian workman know a famous Spanish accumulation theorist? Why would she be interested in helping Sigrid? She catches Albert’s expression. He is watching her face intently, as though judging her. His voice is concerned, but firm:
‘She’s flying to Triangle tonight, so can take you closer to where you go, ‘til she sorts pod.’
Sigrid opens her mouth to speak but hesitates. Who the hell is Albert, to be making these plans for her? Maybe she has misunderstood his broken English. Before she can answer, his tablet chimes.
‘Timur’s here. You ready? Need to go. He’s at taxi pick-up.’ Without waiting for a reply, he heads off toward the stairs.
Sigrid feels the world is moving under her, and she can’t keep up. Her head begins to throb once more, the painkiller fading. She does need to get that checked out, and she needs food too, dammit, but she’s annoyed at Albert’s presumption. What are her options? If she refuses, she’ll be stuck here. It’s infuriating, but resistance would seem to be self-defeating. After all, she’s being tracked by the emergency services already, pending the crash report, so what can really go wrong? Feeling defeated, she drops a note to the accident investigators, telling them that the pod is at SportMaster, in Vegas, and follows Albert toward the exit.

- TBC -

