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Arktica.1: My Name Is Viktoria


About the Author



You decided to join us! I am so pleased. It is good to see you under better, safer circumstances. Welcome, welcome indeed. I see that you have a full plate and, even more important, a full glass. I am told that one fills the belly, the other the spirit, but I would not know.

You asked me to tell you about myself earlier, but I declined. We were working then, and now we are not, and so I shall tell you my story.

My full name is Viktoria Yakovlena Morozov. I have had it for only a few years. I am named for my mother, for my father, and for winter. I died when I was twelve years old.

I have just been told that this is a scary way to start a story, but that is all right. This is a scary story, but there is hope at the end of it, as bright and beautiful as the stars when the snow stops falling and the sky is clear. And now, my friend Misha says, it is wrong for me to tell you about the ending. Ha! I am only an android, and it is clear that I have much to learn about how humans tell their tales.

Nonetheless, it is all true. I am dead, but I am here, and I will tell you about it all. So, Misha, do I start at the beginning? Which beginning? Da, okay.

If I must choose a beginning, I think that now all stories must start with the Great Freeze, must they not? Because you cannot start from the beginning without the beginning of a world, and the world we are in now was born in 2081.

You are of an age to remember the old world, at least a little, as am I. You will recall that we as a species had not been kind to our mother, Earth. We had used her, and pushed her, and taken without giving back, and at last her seemingly boundless bounty was exhausted. We had wounded her gravely, and it was we who would pay the price. Global warming had become the single greatest threat to the survival of an Earth that was able to support human life.

It is hard to conceive of now, a world like that. One of heat, when cold now presses in all around us; one of a lack of potable water, when the snow is so deep. Of air that was hard to breathe because of pollution instead of being so cold that it can damage the lungs. That was a world of blistering sun, of deserts, of air that choked, of droughts and famine. The oceans had grown increasingly acidic. By that point we had lost the coral reefs. We should have acted long ago—decades, maybe a century before that date. But such wishful thinking is an exercise in futility. The nations at that time—we had nations back then—valued profit above their planet’s future.

It was too late to repair the damage completely but perhaps not too late to mitigate it—and set a better course for going forward. We had no choice. The human race itself would perish if something was not done.

We were at a point where we could tip, as a species, one way or another. We could erupt into wars, fighting over the last scraps our poor planet could yield, like wild dogs over a single bone. We could erect barriers, retreat to our own borders. Annihilate the future as surely as if there had been total nuclear warfare.

Instead, humanity chose hope. Hope that somehow, some way, we could find a solution. It was, perhaps, the sweetest, wisest, most beautiful moment in our history. A Golden Age of science and communication. We looked at our wounded world, and every nation chose to put aside political differences so that we might come together in a unified, worldwide effort to heal it.

Knowledge that had been top-secret proprietary information would now be gladly and freely shared between countries that once had been in wars both cold and hot. It was reasoned that what good would a secret be if keeping it doomed its keeper along with everyone else? That was madness. Working together, for the good of all, was the only path to salvation for all.

I sometimes wonder what today would be like if humanity had decided to walk that path before such a degeneration of our world. Say, a hundred years earlier? Two hundred? I have extrapolated and run scenarios. I have chosen not to share them. What they have to tell us is too bleak, too sad to bear, and there is enough sorrow now, here, locked in the snows of endless winter.

I have run scenarios, too, on what happened, on the science behind the choices, on the timing, on the amounts of one thing or another.

I will tell you this much: The science was sound.

It ought to have worked.

Many ideas were proposed and rejected once the great minds of the twenty-first century put aside their differences and began to work together in earnest. In the end, the solution with any true possibility of success was geoengineering—intentional and deliberate manipulation of environmental processes on a large scale. Again…the scientists were correct in this assessment. It was the only solution.

I think now of the names that were given to the various stages of the great project, and even after twenty years, sorrow at humanity’s naiveté still lingers.

The first step was determined to be solar radiation management using a cloud-seeding compound. The creators of this new substance called it Silver Lining.

It was a clever name in two respects. It comes from the phrase “Every cloud has a silver lining.” Do you know it? It was a popular idiom, believed to have originated with two lines from John Milton’s masque Comus, written in 1634. The lines are “Was I deceiv’d, or did a sable cloud/Turn forth her silver lining on the night?” The idiom as it is commonly used, however, is not about a literal cloud but a metaphor that means that even bad things may have a positive aspect to them.

Ah. Sasha has told me that you are familiar with the idiom. My apologies.

Let me then address the second reason that calling the compound Silver Lining was particularly clever. Not only does it remind us to feel positively about the situation, which was important because hope and faith in the process buoyed spirits, it also referenced the fact that the compound would be used to manipulate clouds. You see, the solar radiation management compound would reflect the sun’s light. This occurs in nature occasionally, when a volcano’s eruption creates a layer of cloud cover. We would strive for that effect by seeding the clouds with the Silver Lining compound.

Other ideas, of course, were also in development. For instance, it was theorized that increased plankton growth would draw carbon out of the atmosphere, so work began on the creation and fine-tuning of an organometallic compound many times more efficient than simple iron.

Either of these two solutions was predicted to lower global temperatures at a steady rate. Some scientists went on record after the Great Freeze to say that everything might have been improved sufficiently if we had confined the global cooling effort to either Silver Lining or increasing iron in the oceans. But that contradicted other speculation that was backed with brutally impartial science: that even the most optimistic results would not come in time to save humanity.

Neither alone would solve the problem in time. In conjunction, however, it was theorized that the two would complement each other and produce much faster results. So, controversial as it was, we enacted our two solutions simultaneously.

And thus was born Sol and Sea.

You are also, of course, familiar with what happened next. As I said, perhaps the greatest tragedy of all is the fact that the ideas themselves were sound.

The Sea part was the first to be put into motion. And it worked so very well. Much better, far more quickly than anticipated. It was almost a miracle—too good to be true. I believe the scientists were too happy to question, too eager to take what success they had achieved and multiply it. Hubris has been the downfall of humankind for so long, and this was no exception.

When unforeseen reactions with the environment began to occur, Silver Lining was halted. But by then it was too late.

We have lost so very much. We have lost the idea of nations and nationality. We have lost over half the population. Some say that civilization itself has been reenvisioned.

But curiously enough, we have not lost calendars. World’s End occurred on August 29, 2081, with the recording of a mutation of a red tide, a harmful algal bloom that depleted the ocean’s oxygen. But we did not realize until December 14 that it had been caused by the organometallic compound’s interaction with Silver Lining’s compound.

By then, there was nothing that could be done.

What started as a sincere and scientifically sound attempt at healing turned to harm inconceivable. I remember dropping a stone into a fountain once as a little girl and watching the ripples spread out and out and out. It was the same with our error.

So. That is the beginning of the story of this new world. I, too, have a story, one that is set against the backdrop of the Great Freeze, and I remember the world as it once was. Misha tells me that all the stories he reads to his children begin with “Once upon a time.” So I will start my story with that as well.

Once upon a time, I was a little girl of eight. I remember when this place, now a colony, was a proud, strong city with a world-renowned university. Because of our northern latitude, our obvious, immediate suffering from global warming was lessened, and living here was pleasant. Many of the professors from the university had come here from southern cities, drawn by our relatively temperate climate.

Both of my parents taught at the university; I am the proud daughter of two scientists. My father specialized in robotics, and my mother in infectious diseases. They were not part of the attempt to halt global warming, of course; it was not their area of expertise. But they were certainly interested. There was much discussion of it in my home, from the earliest mentions of the pair of proposed solutions to…well, to when the horror finally dawned.

Of course, that is not saying much. Everyone was talking about the…“project” seems to me to be too tiny, too mundane, a word to use. I shall call it the experiment. But it was particularly close to my parents’ hearts. For the first time, it seemed, science—not politics, not war, not any ruling leader—was going to save the day. They, and I, believed it was the solution.

In retrospect, I believe that once the—what is the phrase? One for when it is obvious that something is going to be one way or another? “Writing on the wall”; that is it. Once the writing was on the wall, my parents stopped speaking of it. There were a few weeks when they knew, but the rest of the world had not quite grasped just what would be coming soon. I learned later that during this brief period, when the professors in scientific fields suspected what was coming, they did something that was morally wrong at the time but that later proved to be as morally right as any decision could be.

My parents and a few others began to steal from the university.

Medical supplies. Laboratory equipment. Research. Foodstuffs. Small generators. If it could be smuggled out and put in a car, they took it.

My parents sheltered me as best they could from what happened afterward—from the panic and the violence that erupted. At first, there was a backlash against science and scientists when it was determined just how spectacularly Sol and Sea had failed. Many of the professors at the university left, but not my parents. This was their home; their daughter had been born here. They knew that they had knowledge that would be valuable. After the first wave of violence, perpetrated by those whose last hopes had been cruelly shattered, they reached out to what was left of their community, and Mamochka and Papochka helped found what has become Arktika.1.

The original colony was not located here. This site where we are now—Arktika.1, with the high safe walls and private rooms—this had not been built yet. We built it with the fruits of our labor, our courage, our determination not to give up. During those first years, those who did not flee the city and who were willing to be trustworthy and hardworking members of this burgeoning community congregated in what used to be the old travel hub.

It was a place with backup generators and tools to repair them, open areas that could house many families in one space, and so very much we could scavenge without the need to venture out into the lethal elements. Once, in better times, travelers could enter the city by flying or taking a train and then the subway to the airport or railway station.

There were also areas such as an atrium and a mall where travelers could spend their money while waiting for their plane or train. None of us live there now. The only “people” you will see there are those who mean us harm—ruthless bandits and the cruel soldiers of fortune that Citadel Security hired you to protect us from. I will come back to that, but for now, this is not part of the story.

Misha, how am I doing? Ha! I know what a gesture with the thumbs up means. Thank you!

My parents offered everything they had taken from the university when the world yet languished in blissful ignorance of what would come. They gave freely of their expertise to help everyone survive for as long as we stayed here. And once the initial anger had abated, they were welcomed with open arms. Who would not want a trained physician who was also a specialist in contagious diseases in a world where people would be forced to live in close quarters to survive? Who would not welcome an expert in robotics who could create metallic protectors to patrol in a time when simply venturing outside could kill you?

You saw some of Papochka’s early work when we drove up. Those two large robots? Ha! Yes—it had never occurred to me, but you are right—they do look like silverback gorillas! They have served us very well over the years. You will find them to be a great help to you in your job. And in the beginning, they were the ones who defended us. They enabled the colony to survive in its infancy.

And my mother…She has such a great heart, my mamochka. Her skills were tested almost immediately. She probably prevented dozens of outbreaks in those first few years and saved lives when we did have epidemics of noroviruses and influenza.

And when creatures born of nightmares began to manifest, she was there.

You have not seen them yet. But you will. And you will wish you had not.

I spoke earlier of the mutated red tides. In addition to the direct harm caused by the Great Freeze, a threat manifested in a way that was possibly even worse, at least on a more intimate scale.

Do you know what transmissible spongiform encephalopathy is? It is a disease of the nervous system. In the late twentieth century, one TSE was in the news frequently and drew much attention: bovine spongiform encephalopathy. The human form is Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease, popularly known as mad cow disease. It is always fatal. Ordinarily, a TSE can cause symptoms such as dementia, a loss of voluntary motor control, speaking difficulty, and personality changes, among others.

But this was no ordinary TSE. Just as ordinary algae mutated because of the reactions between the major compounds of Sol and Sea technology, a new strain of TSE developed and flourished. This one did not simply harm the nervous system. It attacked and distorted the entire body.

It most closely resembled kuru—a disease that is contracted through the ingestion of human remains, the brain in particular.

I see your eyes widen. To answer your unspoken question, yes. I do speak of cannibalism.

After the Great Freeze, of course, the world starved. We thought we had experienced famine before as the world warmed, but this…this was unspeakable. All but the hardiest plant life grew only in the very narrow band between 10 degrees north and south. And, therefore, animals that fed on vegetation starved in nearly inconceivable numbers. This far north, for example, we can grow plants only inside, and livestock is out of the question. Raising animals would consume too much of our precious resources. The only meat, then and now, was the rats we could trap or the frozen carcasses of wild creatures that had perished in the cold. Perhaps in this light it is easier to understand that in many parts of the world, no source of nourishment, not even the bodies of the dead, was ruled out.

So it was with us here. We were one of the first areas to notice the changes.

It began with the brain. Subtle, then not so subtle, personality shifts occurred. An increased proclivity toward violence. Then the body began to change, becoming less able to digest anything other than uncooked flesh. The victims’ teeth fell out, to be replaced by jagged, sharper versions. The sense of smell improved. The once-human monstrosities became so fast, so strong, even as their bodies became twisted and malformed. It is a cruel fate. Even starvation is better, I think. You could die still being who you were.

We learned that there were other communities that were completely wiped out—not from starvation or ordinary disease or violence but at the hands of other humans who had developed this awful illness. They were murdered and devoured, and those who did not die became these creatures, moving on to other areas. I say with pride but with all honesty, we would have been one such lost enclave had it not been for my mother.

As soon as anyone developed the initial symptoms, Mamochka ordered them placed in quarantine, totally isolated from almost everyone except those who believed in what she was doing and who joined her in her makeshift lab. You can see it in the airport even now, the place where she studied them, making extensive notes on their behavior, analyzing their blood, trying to figure out a cure. Some way to stop it. As is almost always the case with…well, nearly all things in life, prevention was the most effective way of curtailing the disease. After a time, the colony regained its footing slowly.

Most of those infected were adult men, though there were some women as well. There were few children, but…there were children.

From about age ten on, when I could be trusted to work safely in the lab, I helped my mother. It was one way, in those dark and frightening early years, to spend time with her. I, of course, was not allowed near any of those quarantined, nor was I permitted to handle any body fluid samples. I mainly helped with organizing and cataloging.

Now, of course, we have computers, scanners. And me—the Viktoria I am now, not the Viktoria I was then. We are high-tech compared with most other colonies gripped so tightly by ice. But back then, power was used to provide the necessities of life, not the conveniences. So we wrote things down and filed them by hand.

Like any sane person, I had a healthy fear of the creatures and how quickly they could execute death—or a sentence that was much worse than death. My mother encouraged that fear, because fear exists to help keep us alive. But she also encouraged me to bring my rational mind into the mix. To understand how to protect myself and how I could turn that fear to something better. To discover a way to tackle the real enemy, which was not the creatures themselves but what made them into the creatures. “That,” she said to me, “is our foe. The disease, not the people who are victims of it.”

It seems strange to look back on those times with affection. But it felt good to me to be trusted with helping her, and although now, in hindsight, I believe I was not all that much help, I know that nonetheless Mamochka was glad to have me there.

All that changed one day when I was playing hide-and-seek with some of my friends. Misha said we were too old to be playing such childish games, but he joined in anyway. I think he just wanted to sound mature. Ha, look at him roll his eyes; I am right!

We all were very well aware that we were not supposed to wander too far from the central living areas. The problem was that we already had exhausted all the good hiding places in the area. So this time, I went down the escalator from the living space in the subway area…and took the elevator down into the parking garage.

It was very exciting. The area was full of old abandoned vehicles. Our friend Petya said that he used to go out there a lot at first, and he would come back with all kinds of trinkets that people had left in their cars. Money—useless now, of course—toys, letters, tissues, and so on. Early on, one might be able to find snacks or mints, but the rats got to most of that before we did.

It was so dark in the garage…and so cold, too. I looked around at some of the cars, wondering which one I would pick. I knew better than to get into an old car’s trunk, of course, but it was colder outside than I had expected it to be. Even in a garage, my coat was not enough protection. So instead of hiding under a car or between cars, I found one that was open and crawled inside, shivering. I curled myself as best I could into the backseat footwell and waited.

Time passed, and I began to rethink my decision. Would someone even come after me here? Would they know to look outside for me? That was not a comforting thought, but I could always go inside and find another spot if no one came. I decided to give it another few minutes.

Just then, I heard someone pounding on the car window. For the first time ever, I was glad I had been found. I looked up, relieved, to see who it was.

And I screamed.

I was staring directly into a gray face. It had a huge open mouth crammed with sharp teeth. If it had eyes, I could not see them. It was hairless and only vaguely resembled a human. It began to make this awful gurgling, snarling sound and pounded on the window. Its fingers were fused into only a few instead of the normal five; this detail stands out to me even now, almost more frightening, more inhuman, than the fangs and the horrible wet sound of its shrieking.

For a second, I was paralyzed with absolute terror. Then, shaking very badly, I reached up, opening the door on the other side, and tumbled out onto the pavement.

The monster leaped over the car, but by then I had scrambled beneath it. I lay there, my cheek pressed to the concrete, trembling, trying not to sob, certain that at any second it would figure out where I was and one of those horrifying fused-finger hands would seize me and drag me out to become its dinner—or, worse, it would just bite me, and then I would become like it.

But it did not discover me there, right in front of it. I watched its feet shuffle as it looked uncertainly one way and then another, and its snarling turned to confused grunts. Then it sprinted off, convinced that I somehow had eluded its grasp.

Tears warmed my face as I wept, biting hard on my lower lip to hold back my cries. When the ugly thing’s dreadful noises faded, I dragged myself to the edge of the car, where I could peer out. I forced my heart to slow, told my brain to think, and tried to recall where I was, how far away from the safety of the elevator I had wandered. Carefully, I crawled out from beneath my shelter and looked around. Hoping that it had left the area.

But it had not.

It was on top of a car only ten yards away from me, turning its head one way and then the other, its face crumpling as it sniffed.

I started to run. My footfalls rang out in that awful place. Even my breathing sounded loud to me. And then I heard it. The slobbering, hungry, horrifying sound of a whole group of them who wanted to feed.

I sobbed then and increased my speed, running as fast as I possibly could. Sheer terror gave my feet wings as I wove my way through the cars, wondering what had possessed me to pick a car that was so far away from safety, why I had even wanted to go into the parking garage in the first place. Even as I reached the closed elevator door, I could hear them coming.

They are…so fast. You will see. So unnaturally, horribly fast.

It seemed to me that I stood in front of the closed elevator door for years, stupidly hitting the button over and over again, tears pouring down my face. When it finally opened, I stumbled inside and slammed the “close door” button frantically, screaming in terror as three of them raced up.

For an awful second, I thought the door would close on their arms and they would be able to force their way inside. But they hurled themselves forward as the door closed, striking with a thump just as the elevator started to ascend. I flung myself into a corner, sobbing uncontrollably, holding myself and shaking.

When the doors opened onto safety, I was in a panic and screaming for my mother and father. The first thing my mother did when she found me, even before she hugged me, was to look at the places where my skin had been broken. I knew what she was looking for.

She was looking for bite or scratch marks.

You see, one did not have to eat human flesh to contract the disease. It is bloodborne. Something as simple as a bite or even a scratch that breaks the skin could transmit it.

I had plenty of scrapes and cuts, but thankfully, nothing from the creatures. Even so, Mamochka drew some blood and tested it just to be certain. After that, they doubled the security on all the exits and we moved back farther from the garage areas, yielding them to the creatures…and the bandits who were already starting to make their presence known.

I was never allowed back in the lab area after that little incident. Mamochka said she thought it would be too hard on me, too traumatic. I felt so guilty about scaring my parents, and I desperately missed my time with her. I wanted to show her I could be brave. I do not know if she was wrong or right to ban me from the area. I do know that I berated myself for my panic and fear after Mamochka had done so much to tell me to despise the disease, not the unfortunates who were unlucky enough to have contracted it. I felt as if I had failed her in some way, though she certainly did not think so.

You know, now that we are talking about it, I think I must have left my journal somewhere near the laboratory, because I never saw it after that day. That makes me sad, as I would be so interested to hear from my younger self.

Mamochka worked so hard to discover a cure for the TSE. Even something to slow its heartbreakingly swift progression. But she did not. To the best of my knowledge, which is considerable and constantly being updated, no one has. One thing that I am sure about: Her diligence greatly reduced the number of cases.

You will soon learn, if you have not already, that we here at the colony love our old folktales. When the present is frightening, there is some comfort to be found in going over the stories that have been told for so long. We are a people used to winter, although of course it has never been quite like this. We have always adapted. And we adapt even now.

Many stories that even you may have heard of concern an old witch named Baba Yaga. Ah! I see you do recognize that name. Do you know the stories? No? Oh, my, she is quite a character. Baba Yaga is an ugly, twisted witch who lives in a house that stands on chicken legs. I know, I know…do not look at me! I did not make up the tales!

Baba Yaga is depicted in some stories as trying to trick and devour children or even, in some cases, the hero of the tale. I do not remember who, but someone started calling the cannibals yagas, and the name has continued to this day.

In the beginning, my parents did not want to leave the colony. Mamochka’s work was protecting so many, and she submitted all her data to a global organization of other researchers and scientists studying the disease. I have already mentioned the robots Papochka created. He reached out to Citadel Security, sending them recordings of his creations. They were impressed with his work, as well they should have been, and he parlayed his designs for supplies and equipment for the colony.

But Papochka had other ideas, too. He wanted to develop other types of robots, not just physically powerful ones to perform grunt work but robots with cutting-edge computers for brains. Androids that looked human so that the humans would feel comfortable with them. He was not the first, of course, to have this idea. Others were working on such things, too. At least they were before the Great Freeze. After that, such androids were seen as unnecessary, a luxury. The corporations were much more interested in practical applications like Papochka’s…silverbacks. But Papochka knew in his heart that androids had great potential. They were something between human and machine. Properly designed, they could embody the best of both. But Citadel continued not to be interested.

As time passed, the world gradually…I do not wish to say “stabilized,” because that is not correct. It certainly would not stabilize for some time; it could be said that it has not stabilized even yet. But humans are astoundingly resilient and adaptive. Technology and businesses began to emerge in the equatorial regions. The death toll slowed. New rhythms, ways of survival, of being in this world emerged. Some of those rhythms were positive. For example, there was tremendous growth in industries that focused their attention on developing easily transportable alternative sources of food, such as insect powder for protein. Because of that development alone, millions of people yet live who otherwise would have died.

Once we began to understand what the yagas were and how to safeguard ourselves against them and once Papochka struck his initial deal with Citadel, life in our little world here at Arktika.1 grew much easier. Then a discovery was made that changed the fate of the colony in a powerful and positive way.

By that time I was twelve years old. I remember the excitement when the first tests were run on the snow in the area and we discovered that it was heavy water.

When I first heard the term, I was confused—how could some water be heavier than other water? Water is water, da? I even said as much to my poor father, who laughed and hugged me and then very patiently explained what heavy water is.

Ordinary water, of course, is H2O. It is a compound of hydrogen and oxygen. The H in H2O stands for hydrogen, the 2 is because it has two atoms of that element, and the O is for oxygen. But heavy water has an isotope of deuterium and oxygen. So it is D2O, and it is water in which the isotope deuterium replaces hydrogen. Before the Great Freeze, there was only one part deuterium to every 6,670—

And there I go again. I see the details are not important to you. What is important to the colonists and the main reason you are here now sharing fellowship with us while drinking alcohol is that we learned that we had a rich source of a badly needed resource that was quite literally falling from the sky.

More research was done, and we sent the results to various corporations in the Equator. Today, we deliver deuterium and deuterium plasma to several different companies. It is quite valuable and has enabled us to obtain many of life’s staples and even a few comforts. We receive regular shipments of food and have been able to install and upgrade equipment to ensure our safety. It was after this that we were finally at a point where we could build Arktika.1, which is now so much safer than the old hub.

But, of course, those who possess something of value are always targets for those who do not. Before the discovery of the heavy water, the only bandits we had to deal with were stragglers from the old city. They were hungry and stole food. Others, unwilling to become part of the colony and desperate for some way to escape the ice and snow, stole smaller pieces of equipment they could sell or trade. Sometimes, instead of stealing, they killed for what they wanted. That was difficult enough. But once the colony began extracting and processing deuterium on site, we attracted unwanted attention.

There have always been those who are predators. Who murder or destroy to get what they want, without care for the precious thing that is a human life. It is unfortunate that many of the industries that flourish to this day are criminal organizations. And there is one thing that is certain in a world of uncertainty: There will always be small groups of bullies and cowards and terrorists who know that destruction is easier than creation. You will, I sadly believe, meet some of them when you go on your first mission: the clusters of bandits and soldiers of fortune who want to steal all that we have worked so hard for. To them, lives are nothing and money is all that matters.

That is why we have hired you—someone we can trust, who knows how to deal with scum like this. Who understands that what we have here is worth protecting—both the deuterium we process here and each individual life. Citadel Security employs both you and me, and you are well paid to put your life on the line.

That does not mean that we do not understand what you risk for us every day or that we are ungrateful. Because we are grateful. And that is why we wanted you to come visit with us tonight, before you begin your task of protecting us.

So. Where was I? Ah, yes.

Citadel, through my father, brought Arktika.1 to the attention of companies that needed what we produced. And it was four years after the Great Freeze when they asked my father to relocate to the Equator—to come to the main research facility there. After trying so hard for so long, he finally persuaded them to help him realize his dream: a fully functioning android that would serve as a go-between for the people of a remote location and the company. One that could hold all the information of a cutting-edge computer but that was in no way a threat but rather a friend.

You might think that such an offer would be easy to accept. My family would relocate to the Equator, and my father would be well compensated for his designs. We would no longer have to live in fear of yagas or bandits trying to kill us or take away what we had worked so hard to create. And, of course…it would be warm.

But I tell you that it was a surprisingly difficult decision for my parents. After all, this was our home. This was where I had been born, the site of the university where my parents had first studied, then taught, and then applied their knowledge to helping the community through a disaster that once had been so inconceivable as to be relegated to the realm of science fiction. My mother was loath to leave her lab, but she had trained her assistants well. They would carry on her work.

And, of course, there was me. I was twelve by the time we left. I had known nothing else, and as you can imagine, friendships formed in hardship are close indeed. I did not understand just how fine an offer this was until much later, but at the time I desperately wished to stay. Some of the colonists were angry at us. They felt we were abandoning them to get rich and fat in the Equator. But most understood why we chose to accept even if they were envious.

But soon they were not envious. The move to the Equator; the well-equipped labs; the plentiful, nutritious food; the safe, beautiful home—they ended up being bought at a dear price.

My memories of the time before the Great Freeze are, of course, those of a child. But I do remember how small the world had grown. People once thought nothing of getting on an airplane and traveling halfway around the world. And if you could not do that, technology made it possible to connect almost physically with someone at the touch of a button. A trip from the city to the Equator would take little more than a day.

But now the world was drastically different. Of course, Citadel Security had access to special planes. But weather grounded them or forced them to change course much of the time. In the end, it was determined that most of the trip would have to be by vehicle. And even with Citadel Security guards to protect us, we would still be in dangerous situations at certain points during the journey, although my parents tried to present it to me like a great adventure.

It was, for part of it. Some parts, though, were terrifying. And when we came under attack, it became tragic.

My parents survived. I did not.

The memory is the clearest one I have from my time as a living person. It was at night, and we were about two-thirds of the way toward our destination. We were trying to get ahead of a storm and make a switch from one safe car to another, but the storm overtook us, as snowstorms are wont to do. We waited until it passed, and while we successfully dug out the car, the road ahead was unpassable as it was still gripped by ice and snow. It was easily ten miles to where the car awaited us. We could take a shortcut, though—across a wide-open field. It was not a long trek, only a two-mile walk, but it was at night, through three feet of snow in subzero temperatures. What other choice did we have?

There were three Citadel Security mercenaries—well equipped and well trained, just like you—assigned to us. One was instructed to remain with the driver until help could reach them. The other two were told to escort us to the warm waiting car and safety.

We traveled light. Anything that could have helped the colonists was gladly left behind for their use, as Citadel assured my father that superior equipment awaited him at the company’s headquarters in Singapore. I had a small backpack, and my parents each carried two suitcases. That was all.

One of the mercenaries took point. We were to follow in the trail he had made through the snow. The second brought up the rear. The storm had passed completely by that point, and the sky was clear. The moon was almost full, and the brightness of its radiance, as reflected by the spread of the white blanket of snow, was almost as bright as daylight. I, of course, did not think about how easily we could be spotted, slogging through deep snow in a wide-open space on such a night.

The mercenaries should have realized it, though.

But then again, why would they? We were out in the open, yes, making our slow way through an open field flanked by copses of dead trees on either side. But the biggest concern was getting through the thick snow, not watching out for snipers. We were in the middle of nowhere.

To this day, Papochka has no idea how the killers found us. He suspects that they did not know who we were—two professors and their child. I was tall for my age and did not look like a little girl. They must have thought we were important people, politicians sneaking off to some secret assignation, perhaps. Or bandit leaders smuggling black market goods. Maybe they simply thought we had food in our suitcases.

It does not matter what they wanted or what they thought. As soon as they opened fire on my family and me, they revealed their hiding positions. The two Citadel mercenaries took them out before the echoes of their gunfire even died away—or so I am told.

But it was not in time to save me.

The bullet missed my heart but pierced my lung. I remember being surprised at the pain. I had always thought pain a hot, bright thing, but this was cold, so very cold, as if I had been shot not with lead but with a bullet made of ice.

I fell backward, my arms spread out, as if I were getting ready to make a snow angel. I could not move. I was aware of my blood melting the snow, and I saw steam rising from the puddles as I sank into the white drift. The cold pain turned very, very hot as the Citadel mercenary gathered me in his arms. I remember my parents shouting, sobbing my name, pleading with me to stay awake. To stay with them.

They tried desperately to race through the snow to the waiting car, something that was impossible to do.

Breathing was first agonizing, then impossible. I remember the taste of blood in my mouth and then…nothing.

Later, I was told that I had died before they could even get me in the car. My parents insisted that my body come with them to the Equator. They absolutely refused to abandon their little girl to scavengers in that snow-covered field where my lifeblood had poured and steamed in the bitterly cold air. This was, I am informed, extraordinarily difficult, but my parents were adamant.

I have visited my grave. It was almost as difficult to obtain a plot of land at the Equator, then and now, as it had been to take my body to it. But my parents are determined people. The grave is a small, sweet place, and there is even a fruit tree growing over it. My tombstone reads: “Viktoria Yakovlena Ivanov. Born 2073, Died, 2085, Reborn 2097. Winter’s sleep has claimed your body, but your mind shall live forever.”

It is sweet, is it not?

The first thing I saw after dying was a bright light. The first thing I heard was the calm beloved voice of my father. He asked me some questions. My memory recall was erratic, but I did remember who he was and who I was. I was Viktoria, and I was dead, and I was an android.

Humans—real humans, as I was before I died—think this must have been traumatic for me when they learn my story. They tell me they would have expected me to have difficulty reconciling human memories with the knowledge that my brain was one of the finest computers in the world, that my body was not flesh and blood and bone but wiring and gears and power cells. But I think that is just them bringing their imaginations to the situation. It was…surprisingly easy. I think it was because both Viktorias were, in a way, “created” by the same man. He was my biological father, and he was the designer of the machine that housed both the memories and the new information.

I was never led to believe that I was human, and I am appreciative of that. My father is a good and honest man and sometimes blunt; he would never try to deceive me even for his own happiness. Both he and Mamochka accepted that, although in very important ways I was their child, I was also a robot. None of us struggled to accept that reality. It was, perhaps, easiest for me. My positronic brain downloaded the information and processed it with little effort. So that is why I said when we began this story that I am dead but I am here.

Everyone asks me how I can have the memories of a human girl when I am a mechanical construct. I wonder that myself, but that is confidential Citadel Security intellectual property, and I have no access to it. I will say that my brain is modeled on that of a human, which is why my father needed to work with specialists.

You react as many react, I see. You are curious, repelled, afraid, and excited by the very thought that I exist. Perhaps you think it morbid of my father to model his first Citadroid—that is the name we must use to refer to me; it is stipulated by the contract that was drawn up between Citadel Security and Artika.1—after his dead child.

I do not think so. Do we not look at pictures of the dead so that we never forget their faces? Watch recordings to once again see their smile, hear their laughter? Keep things that were special to them and recall how they touched them, how they looked when they wore or held them? Some even keep clothing to which the loved one’s scent still clings. I am told that this is how we keep the dead with us still, in memory. In our hearts. And though I know that my papochka created this Viktoria—the one before you now, the one named for winter—to honor his biological child, he had another purpose in mind, too.

He wanted me here.

My parents did not forget the home they left behind or the people there. The colony may be forced to do without them, but they could have me. A Viktoria who had been born, as it were, to be a unique member of the community, who could help those who remained have better, happier, safer lives. Papochka did not want to send them a cold machine. He wanted to send them an old friend.

I have been monitoring your reactions to my story so far. Your heart rate has fluctuated. Your breathing has quickened. Perspiration has broken out. Your pupils have been expanding and contracting as your emotions change while you listen.

There is no other android on the planet as advanced as a Citadroid, and there are only four of us so far. The other three have been assigned to what was once London, Tokyo, and San Francisco. They all have been given the personalities of someone who once had lived in the area. Papochka wanted each colony to have someone familiar with it. But thus far, I am unique in that I am the only one modeled on someone who has died.

Misha can tell you that when I first arrived here, everyone felt the same way you are feeling right now. I understand why humans fear androids and, in particular, why I was regarded by some with anger and disgust. We Citadroids are more intelligent than humans, and we think as fast as a computer. We are physically stronger and faster. We cannot die; practically any damage done to this frame can be repaired. But we pose no threat to them. There are over 47,222 different, independent protocols in place to prevent us from attacking humans, so the odds of that happening are—

Oh. Misha says you probably do not care about that. I will continue.

The odds are, to put it simply, extremely high that Citadroids will not “go rogue” or malfunction in any dangerous manner. But there was one thing my papochka knew that was even more important. And that was that his little girl had loved the people of this colony. She herself would never do anything that might cause them harm. She had friends here, and I remember those friends, because I am Viktoria. I have been carefully programmed to be their protector. And my memories, my…heart…is such that I love them. So I am not merely as safe as a programmed robot or as safe as a native of the colony. I am as safe as both.

It took a little while for the others to understand this, and both my parents and I accepted that. There were long conversations with the duma—a group of citizens who had been elected to represent the colony in all interactions with the outside world. They were highly suspicious of me to begin with. They grew yet more mistrustful that I, personally, could not defend them. My programming against harming humans extended to all humans, so I could not stand against the groups of bandits that almost constantly attacked us. And, I must admit, Citadel was not keen to shoulder the costs of repeatedly repairing damage done to me.

Misha, I think, had the hardest time of any of them, but now he is my dearest friend once again. It was several years after the original Viktoria had been murdered that I arrived. The colony had grieved and moved forward. I later would learn that Misha had taken the news of his friend’s death badly. So when I, Viktoria Yakovlena Morozov, arrived, looking so very much like his friend little Vika all grown up, he was at a loss for how to react.

He would test me constantly by asking me if I remembered a certain incident. And, of course, when I did, he would only get more upset. This made no sense to a positronic brain like my own. It was his wife, Ana, who took me aside one day and tried to explain it to me.

I have feelings, but they are more like programming than what humans understand as emotion. Say, for example, you are out fighting bandits and it does not look good. I might say, “I am worried about you.” What that means is that I have estimated the outcome of the battle based on current information that incorporates data such as your skill, the number and location of hostiles, the temperature, your line of sight, and the various weapons that are being utilized. If this scenario results in your death 83.7% of the time, my programming to keep the colonists and the Citadel mercenary defending them safe is being severely challenged. And so I become “worried.” When you survive, I am “happy.” If you are tricked by the enemy, I become “angry.” The memories of the flesh Viktoria blend with my programming, and that is how I am able to experience emotions.

It took Misha’s firstborn—little Marya, who is not quite so little anymore, is she, Misha?—for him to understand and accept me for who and what I am now. Ana, like almost everybody here at Arktika.1, remembered me, too, but she was more curious than afraid or suspicious. Yes, sweet Ana, I speak of you! You are like a little cat, always wanting to find out things! And Marya follows right in your footsteps.

Marya was, what…two? Three? Two and a half, yes. She is a precocious one! She was sitting very nicely in her mamochka’s lap, playing with a little fabric toy, when Ana asked me if I remembered love.

I replied that the answer was yes. Moreover, I did not only remember love, I had felt it as an android. That was when I explained what I have just described to you. How I process information as it pertains to my primary program directive: to protect the citizens of Arktika.1. I remembered what the first Viktoria had felt toward her friends, her parents. And in the remembering—or, more technically, accessing my memory databanks for pertinent information—I found that I did not simply remember love. I could experience it now, here, the love of a friend, as I watched the mother and the child together.

Marya had been listening, and she began to squirm in her mamochka’s arms. “Vika,” she said, and reached out to me to be picked up. I accepted that precious weight in my arms, which can hold up to 1,500 kilograms. She stood on my lap, placed her hands on my shoulders, and looked deep into my eyes.

“I love you, Vika,” she said, and then pressed herself against me, her arms going around my neck.

My heart melted, as humans would say. My heart, such as it is, is a battery wrapped in silicone and wires. It did not melt. But it did surge. I could tell. And when I hugged her back, I said, “I love you, too, Marya.” I felt a strong stability that meant that I was in perfect alignment with my programming.

The next day, Misha made the trek all the way out from the colony to the control tower to talk to me. Yes, I am going to tell this story about you, so hush and let me tell it to our new friend.

He said that he was sorry. He did not understand that when he was cold or insulting to me, it distressed me. He did not realize that in my own way I had “feelings.” Misha missed the Viktoria he remembered, and he did not like the idea of a “fake robot Vika”—No, my friend, those were your exact words! You know I have a perfect memory!—coming to our colony and trying to take the place of his childhood friend.

But when Ana recounted how Marya had gone to me and how I had reacted, he realized that maybe he had been wrong about me. That I was not, could not be, the human Viktoria. But I was, and could be, a Viktoria that had survived death to emerge changed.

I told him that I understood his reluctance to accept me, but I was so very glad that his daughter, a little girl he loved, had shown him that in many ways he had not quite lost another little girl he had loved.

Once Misha had accepted me, it was not long before the rest of the colony let down their guard. I began to be invited to partake in dances and dinners. I cannot consume food, but I remember well what it tasted like, and I enjoy helping prepare it and watching others eat. And as for dancing, I was not programmed with those skills. But I have learned them since.

I may not be able to attack our enemies directly. But I can help those skilled mercenaries that Citadel Security sends, like you. Did you know that Citadel Security used to send a team of ten to protect the colony? And that the average life span of those ten Citadel mercenaries was a mere six months? Alarming, is it not?

But since I was sent to Arktika.1, that has changed. Over the last three years, we have reduced the team to a single mercenary, and we have lost only one. That improvement is directly due to me. I constantly analyze and assess threats, and that information goes directly back to Citadel. With this information, they can provide improvements to weaponry, armor, and training. When you leave to go on your assignments each day, you have a supercomputer who can watch, monitor, and advise you. The odds of your successfully completing your year here are…well, a lot higher now!

And there is more. My father is not a psychologist, but he worked closely with those who were. There is a component in all this that cannot properly be evaluated, and that is morale. Because mercenaries like you can now protect us more efficiently, resulting in many lives saved, including, of course, your own, it is all right for us to befriend you. And for you to befriend us.

Before I came here, I am told, the mercenaries kept to themselves. And the colonists did the same. There was little connection between the two groups. Between this and the…attrition…of the mercenaries, most of them never met the people they were dying to protect, and the colonists never even knew their names. The mercenaries were precisely that in all respects: hired guns with their own survival and their own pockets to motivate them.

My parents knew this community bone-deep. They knew that it was connection, not separation, that enabled the colony to survive despite the harsh conditions and the violence. Like nearly every community, this one endured so much upheaval and violence. We even had the extra burden of the yagas causing our numbers to dwindle and creating fear of what lurked in the darkness. My father understood that if he could somehow find a way to bring both the colony and the people who defended it together, everyone would benefit.

So, with a Citadroid that not only wants to protect the colony but also loves it dearly, Citadel was able to send fewer, better mercenaries. They were, of course, free to keep to themselves, but the ones who have chosen to interact with us…to, as you do now, sit across a fire with us, sharing food and drink and laughter and stories…they are healthier, mentally and physically, and the colony is safer.

It is a harsh and bitter world. The snow and ice claimed many. But it did not claim us. We are a people who draw strength from adversity and from one another. We are a community. And if you wish to be part of that community, you will be welcomed with open arms. Maybe Marya will even give you a hug.

I am glad you are here tonight, Jack Mitchell. Very glad indeed.
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