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Ice Monarch

WINGS OUTSTRETCHED, I chased my shadow across a floating desert crossed by a few polar bears and the mobile palaces of the Ice Lords. What was left of me barely registered the cold.

The white bears felt as lost here as they were  before we took pity on them.  Although synthetic ice gave purchase for their paws, lack of preys confined them to the edges of the North Pole.  I mulled over the irony:  the old Greeks had originally named this ephemeral continent Arctos — land of the bear.

With my enhanced vision, I could make out the thin cracks running along the edges of the joined-up floes, forming a white jigsaw puzzle. 

Somewhere on this giant puzzle, was my lifeline, my base. After my long peregrinations, my inner compass pulled me toward it like a magnet.

 

SYNTHETIC ICE had seemed like a good idea at the time.  

Pale areas reflected sunlight back in space; dark areas absorbed the heat. Covering the pole with a white polymer sheet would augment the Earth’s albedo and  curb global warming.

The construction of this arctic jigsaw took twelve years.  Hundreds of ships — freighters, converted whalers, passenger ferries, even luxury yatches from bankrupt CEO — sailed north, their holds full of liquid polymer. 

First, workers sprayed a rectangular segment of sea with polyurethane foam.  The foam solidified as it touched water, its trapped air bubbles ensuring buoyancy.  Next, additives hardened the upper surface.  The result was a nice patch of synthetic ice, serrated edges ready to fuse with another patch. A new segment of sea was marked out and the process began anew.  

Alas, political quarrels about cost-sharing erupted among the powers. Funding channels closed down before the new ice barely covered four million square kilometers. 

Tossed around by sea currents, this big chunk of polymer bumped with clockwork regularity against the coasts of Greenland, Siberia, Alaska and Canada. 

 

A DARK CIRCLE APPEARED AHEAD OF ME.  Free water areas were intended to give marine life a chance to survive. As no seal could dig fishing holes through hard polymer, the hapless mammals had to surface in the designated oasis.

A brown areola of dried excrements, bones and blood smeared the edge.  Orcas and polar bears had soon adapted to the new conditions. The oasis turned into killing zones.

Two kilometers past the open water trap, I spotted a dark speck on the whiteness. Not a lonely seal. This speck moved so fast no polar bear could hope to make a meal with it. 

I focussed my vision. 

The dark blur resolved into the fugitive servant. His torso was bent forward as if praying non existent gods, to keep off the cold. His mechanical spider legs threw up chips of polyurethane mixed with some real ice in his wake. His run created an almost artistic pattern  of traces on the gleaming surface. 

The man was trying to reach a competitor’s mobile palace. Few were in range, since the thirty or thirty one surviving palaces were scattered over four million square kilometers of synthetic ice. The freezing cold or his failing batteries would soon kill him. 

I took another look. The servant was clutching a black container to his heart. A stolen reserve battery, no doubt. 

So his escape had been more well-planned than most. He wore layers of fabrics over his butler vest. A mask and goggles covered most of his face, giving no inkling of his age. He was male of course, as all our modified spider servants were. I computed the odds again. The extra battery would gave him a faint chance to reach another Ice Lord’s palace. 

His determination filled me with admiration, mixed with sadness. I knew my duty. My employers would want the spider servant’s bio-implants back. 

I recorded his speed and direction, then turned toward my base.

 

A CONGREGATION OF SHINY DOMES bubbled up over the milky horizon. The palace trundled forward on its array of huge wheels. 

I soared over the main dome. Heirs to the last financial empires, the Ice Lords lived in self-contained environments, their whims catered to by an army of servants. A coterie of scientists and doctors worked around the clock to extend their life spans.

Today, the thirty or so mobile palaces formed the last advanced civilization left on Earth.  

I spiraled down toward a green secondary dome. Beneath the clear plastic, a greenhouse blossomed.  My lifeline jutted out from the top, a long pole merging with the dome’s cover.  I bent my wings to slow my dscent.  The pole came to me, too fast. I clutched the shaft with my median arms, inertia making the rest of me swirling around it. 

At last, my wings draped themselves over the dome, plunging the greenhouse in shade. 

Servants stopped watering the orchard to look up. Few of them had kept their human form.  Like me, they were modified and remodeled to add a few decades to their life expectancy.  

I unfurled my antennas to jack into the pole’s receptor port. Pictures from the rest of the planet flowed into the Lord’s datanet. 

Meanwhile, my lifeline looked after me, other ports opening, bottle green caterpillars spreading essential oils on my wings to keep them flexible, filling up my brain’s nutrient reserves, calibrating my sensors: thermometer, altimeter, anemometer... the works.

Children —fully human, those— ran darting to and fro around the servant’s spidery legs.  The sons and daughters of the Ice Lords were the sole palace denizens able to reproduce. 

They, too, lifted up their eyes.  My visits were infrequent occurrences.  A girl with pale green hair waved at me. Surrounded all her life by cyborgs, she showed no fear of my form : a black torso, four forearms to manipulate delicate instruments or grasp a pole, two powerful grasshopper legs to propel me towards the sky. 

And my best feature, in the younger children’s eyes: two immense wings, their vibrant orange striated with black lines. Soft as synthetic silk, they could resist the strong convection winds of mountain ranges and withstand the highest shearing stresses.  You could suspend a five-ton truck from each of my wingtips without tearing them apart. 

Some parts of me retained their original form: the mold encasing my brain and spinal cord was sculpted into a human face, with large eyes.  A small family of cameras and sensors lining my ocular globes gave me an eagle’s sharpness of vision. I could perceive the light range from ultraviolet to infrared. Perched atop a mountain, I could spot an ant scurrying on the floor of the valley. 

Or a runaway servant. 

Upon landing, my first act had been to transmit the coordinates of the fugitive.  The Lords could order a crew sent to recover him. Of course, his fate after an escape attemps would not be desirable. The Lords would have to punish him. After being stripped from his bioimplants, the servant could be devolved into a waste sorting cyborg. Locked down in the palace’s basement, he would never see the sky again.

While the caterpillars oiled my wings, I saw a slot opening on a smaller, opaque dome.  A slim dark pencil shot off from it.  Lacking ears, I did not hear its launch.  It gathered height and speed, then arrowed off. 

So. 

My Lords had decided to do without the servant’s costly bioimplants after all.  Maybe sending a recovery crew at this distance was not cost-effective. Maybe they feared a leak of industrial secrets to competing cities. Or they needed to set a clear example for the other servants. 

Under the darkening sky, the tiny flash of a faraway detonation winked. 

 

WHEN I TRANSFORMED INTO A MONARCH, it was with my eyes open.  

I lost my eyes, of course. But my change gave me more than a simple life extension. Instead of clinging to a withering body, I drank the sun’s energy captured by my silky wings.  My emotions were toned down by the absence of a blood circulation system and endocrine glands. However, my brain remained intact, mind sharp as a scalpel. I had made the good choice, going through the exit door.

I detected movement in the greenhouse. The children had scattered. 

An Ice Lord was observing me.  His fibrous protein hair fell in a long turquoise mane, his rejuvenated body encased in a skin-tight garment.  I did not know his actual age.  Was he an adult of the present generation, or an ancestor sitting beside me on a UN committee?  Some names have flown out of my brain when I became a butterfly.

A flick of his well-manicured hand told me to get back to the job that justified my prolonged existence. I unplugged myself from the mast, my antennae folding inside their grooves.  All my indicators were in the green. 

I bent my knees and leaped into an endless indigo. 

I climbed to the troposphere’s limit. My lungs, if I still had them, would have starved for oxygen. 

 

NIGHT AND DAY, I fluttered, a heartless, lungless butterfly.

At 148 years of age, I had achieved twice the life expectancy predicted at my birth. I seldom thought of my previous life. 

Long ago, I led rallies, attended Climate Change Symposiums, took part in the laying of the first puzzle pieces of the artificial ice. Meanwhile, like an ice cube dropped in a glass of water, run-off from melting glaciers had chilled the local weather. 

“What global warming?” industrialists asked, laughing out loud.  

Worse, the warming sea stopped the Gulf Stream current.  Paris, London and most European capitals experimented the harsh winters that Canadians came to miss. Oil kings dug in their deep pockets to wash their hands off this “natural perturbation cycle.”  They hired hackers and agents-provocateurs to disrupt and discredit the green organizations. 

Funding to the North Pole puzzle project dried up.  

I jumped from one precarious contract to the next.  I learned to code in the new protocols.  My family eventually scattered, but a survival instinct — or sheer cussedness — preserved me. 

I could always sense which way the wind blew – towards the money.  Heading a small army of public-relation experts, I joined the winning side. 

As the climate warnings sank to the bottom of the public opinion pond, my bosses returned to their usual pastimes: concentrating capital, abolishing workers’ standards, automating productivity. 

Sheltered under their wing, I coded fresh gems of robotic science. 

 

JUST WHEN THE LAST DROP of the Himalayan glaciers disappeared into
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