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For Joël Champetier

who took flight too soon 


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. 
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