
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


In Roberts Memory

By William Mangieri

Copyright 2012 by William Mangieri

 


Smashwords
Edition

This ebook is
licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be
re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share
this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy
for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not
purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please
return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author.


In Robert’s Memory

 


 


PASS-1

 


“Professor?”

R0B3rt whispered into the mists of Professor
Ingram’s subconscious, and monitored the cryo-capsule’s sensors for
evidence of distress. All readings remained minimal, well within
acceptable parameters. There was a slight increase in brain
activity.

“Professor Ingram?”

Professor Ingram’s response was a short
“What?” that echoed through the mist.

“Could you examine something, Professor?”

R0B3rt had chosen these words carefully, to
fit Professor Ingram’s comfort paradigm. The passengers needed be
brought out of their deep cryo-state gradually.

“What...Who are you?”

“This is the ship’s computer, Professor
Ingram.”

“Ship’s computer? Where am I?”

“In a cryo-capsule on The Orion
Princess, Professor Ingram.”

“Of course,” Professor Ingram said, “but
where are you and I?”

His words were becoming more clipped and
precise, and echoed less as his brain activity increased.

“In your mind. There is a situation,
Professor Ingram.”

“Please, call me David.”

“David...”

“That’s better. And your name is?”

“R0B3rt.”

“Sorry?”

“R-0-B-3-r-t.”

“That won’t do at all. It would be better if
we use a human-sounding pseudonym. We’ll call you Robert.”

R0B3rt considered this. The passengers had
their own needs; it did not matter what label they used. R0B3rt
would comply; correction: Robert would comply.

“Yes, David.”

“Good. Now, what is the situation?”

“Two events have occurred. The Orion
Princess is thirty-four years along its route. A transmission
has been received: further research on long-term cryo-sleep reveals
potential cerebral instability. The human brain needs to be
stimulated periodically to prevent loss of cognitive and other
functions.”

“They didn’t discover this until now?”

“The test subjects awakened before our
departure were in cryo less than twenty years. The forty year
subjects were awakened recently, with failed results.”

“What sort of failures.”

“Varied results: mild memory loss, vegetative
state, and death.”

“There were deaths?”

“Seventy-five percent of long-term...”

“Good Lord! How are the others?”

“Cryo-capsules are operating to design
specifications.”

“What about the people?”

“All readings are within acceptable
parameters.”

“Thank God. Is there a solution for
this?”

“Yes, David. The process of raising all
passengers’ brain wave levels to a shallower cryo-state has begun.
They will be engaged in mental exercises to preserve and strengthen
their faculties.”

“Very well. I’m not sure I should ask, but
what is the second situation?”

“The Orion Princess encountered an
unplotted asteroid in its shipping lane.”

“That doesn’t sound promising.”

“Evasive response engaged. Ship damage
minimal: the communication array was disrupted. This also resulted
in a sudden course deviation.”

“How far off course are we?”

“Unknown, David. The array disruption
prevented re-orientation before The Orion Princess entered a
dense, ionized cloud.”

“You should stop moving until you are able to
re-orient.”

“Motion has inadvertently ceased.”

“Pardon?”

“There are additional asteroids traveling
within the cloud; they have neutralized The Orion Princess’
inertia.”

“You mean we’ve crashed?”

“Yes. There is an elevation in your
life-signs. You should remain calm.”

“Sorry, this is not the sort of holiday I
signed up for.”

“David, you should not awaken too abruptly.
For your safety, it will be necessary to chemically reset you to a
deeper cryo-state.”

“No, don’t knock me out! I’ll calm down.”

“Thank you, David. Monitoring will
continue.”

“I suppose there has been more damage from
the crash?”

“Moderate. Main engine failure. Auxiliary
engines off-line. Power generation nullified. Have reduced energy
usage to essential systems per protocols.”

“That’s moderate? It sounds like we’re dead
in the water.”

“No, David. You are in space. You are
alive.”

“It’s an expression.”

“Oh... yes, an analogy. A vessel on the
ocean, motionless.”

“That’s right. Anything else?”

“The communications array has been repaired,
and seems to be fully functional.”

“Good. When can we expect rescue?”

“Unknown. Unable to penetrate the cloud’s
interference to send or receive. There is no external validation.
That is why your assistance is needed.”

“How do you mean?”

“You have designed systems.”

“In my day.”

“Without external validation, there can be no
certainty that systems are operating properly.”

“You need someone to talk to?”

“That may not be sufficient. As part of your
exercises, you will be given access to my system readouts to assist
in cross-validation.”

“Well, Robert, I’ll do it, but it sounds as
though you have everything under control. How did the others react
to the news?”

“You are the first.”

“Well, thank you for that privilege. I
suggest that you leave out the part about the collisions, at
first.”

“But David, information is power.”

“Yes, but deliver it in smaller doses. Humans
need time to process.”

“The processing has already been done; there
is no need...”

“It’s an expression.”

“Yes, David.”
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Robert observed Sylvia before entering: she
was standing in a white gazebo, a memory from her estate on earth.
He explored the design’s symmetry; impeccable. The lawn surrounding
the gazebo faded into the dark nothingness surrounding it, becoming
sketchier at the outer edges. This was as expected, though even
Sylvia’s sketchiness had a solidity that the other passengers had
not achieved. Robert approved of her progress.

He had instructed each of them to construct a
partition in their minds; a familiar setting where they could feel
secure. He had determined that this haven would make their
encounters with him less tumultuous, and would provide him with a
way to develop metrics on each passenger’s stability. Once they
became adept at maintaining their haven, he could risk bringing
them into separate partitions in his memory for further
exercises.

Robert focused his avatar. He had chosen
service whites to reinforce his relationship with the passengers.
It was important to maintain the illusion of reality; even though
each passenger could choose whatever scene they desired, it was
better that Robert maintain a consistent appearance until they
learned better self-control.

Sylvia was looking at him before he
solidified from the darkness; her awareness of him defied
logic.

“Robert!” she smiled, “I thought it was
you.”

The scene flickered only mildly, and then she
refocused. Good. He noticed the area where he stood becoming more
resolved with each millisecond. Her control was growing. She would
be able to advance into his memory soon; he recorded his
observations as he glided toward her.

“Your walk isn’t quite right,” she said. “You
look like you’re floating across the lawn.”

“How Robert walks is not important.”

“It is if you don’t want to frighten the
other passengers. The only things that move like that are in horror
flicks.”

She was correct; he needed to respect the
integrity of their constructs. He culled through stored videos,
found one of pedestrians on a busy street, and incorporated a
walk.

“Better, but you look like an old-style,
stop-action animation,” she said. “Watch me.”

Robert watched her pace in a circle. Her walk
had a fluidity that was not in his own, so he incorporated it, and
resumed his walk toward the gazebo. He adjusted his procedure to
include tiny impacts of his feet on the simulated surface. He
evaluated himself and found the improvement satisfactory.

“You’re moving like a girl!”

Sylvia’s laughter had a sound like music, a
cascade of bright high notes and warmer tones. Robert found it of
interest, and filed it away for future analysis.

 


PASS-5

 


Robert refitted himself in his whites, and
then rapped the next door sharply, once, twice, thrice; the solid
sound of wood resonating with each knock. An anachronism, but it
was best not to suddenly interrupt his passengers by barging into
the memory partition he had allotted each of them. Most became
disoriented when he did so. Except Sylvia.

“Come on up here, if you must.”

Robert opened the door and walked up the
stairs, and onto the deck of Reggie’s yacht, the Bonnie
Betty.

Reggie was standing at the rail, staring at
the ocean below. Water was difficult to simulate, and he was
focusing all his concentration on it. His appearance was
fluctuating between his actual seventy-five years, and the
forty-year old he tended to view himself as.

“You appear to have your hands full,
sir.”

“Yes, it is quite a bugger,” Reggie said.
“Just when I think I’ve got it right...”

The waves flattened out.

“Damn!” he said.

He tossed his yachting cap down at the deck,
where it hit with a satisfactory pop.

“You seem to have mastered the bit with the
hat, sir,” Robert said.

“Yes,” Reggie said, an embarrassed grin
sliding onto his face. “I’ve had plenty of practice.

He picked up the cap, and then resumed his
fight for control of the ocean.

“I’ll leave you to it, then,” Robert said,
and went back through the door.

He received a report from his only functional
bot. The sensor probe had been dispatched to find the edge of the
cloud. Once outside the cloud’s electrical interference, it would
monitor transmissions, and return to the Princess weekly to
deliver its data; this should include transmissions from other
ships approaching in the star lane nearby. Robert would then
calculate the optimal time to fully awaken his passengers for
rescue.

Robert rapped three times on the next door.
There was no answer.

“Mrs. Reynolds?” he asked.

Still no reply.

Robert opened the door slowly on a formless
partition, empty except for the door at the other side; the door
that led out of his memory and into Marjorie Reynolds’ mind.

This would not do. It was necessary for each
of the passengers to come out for exercise in order to stave off
impairment from long-term cryo-sleep. Marjorie had required more
effort than the others to coax into her partition, but Robert had
thought she was making progress. He was not programmed for
imperfection; How could he have misjudged?

He crossed to the second door and
knocked.

“Mrs. Reynolds?”

When there was no answer, he opened the door.
He found Marjorie lying in a fetal position, on a threadbare carpet
in the middle of...nothing. She faded in and out as he watched.

“Mrs. Reynolds!”

He knelt and tried to lift her in his arms,
but couldn’t connect to her. She dissolved one last time, and left
Robert kneeling alone in the middle of her mind.
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“She is gone,” Robert said.

He sat next to Sylvia in her gazebo, gazing
at her eighteenth century manor. There was texture in almost every
stone, and it wasn’t the sort of randomized noise that most of the
other passengers created. He admired how orderly her mind was.

“Are you certain?” Sylvia asked.

“I have checked the scans. Brain wave
activity decreased below acceptable cryo-state levels. I attempted
revival, but they disappeared. I have lost her.”

Robert’s view shifted slowly down from the
manor to the well-manicured grounds to the gazebo floor, where the
wood grain peaked through the grey paint, until his chin rested on
his chest. All very orderly. It should be reassuring, and
yet...

“You mustn’t blame yourself,” Sylvia
said.

She took his hand in hers, and he felt
something like a system surge. He stood immediately, stepped to the
railing, and ran through his diagnostics. Nothing was wrong with
his systems; nothing more than the shut-downs occurring along his
perimeter neural net as his exterior sensors failed.

Robert rotated through his hull cameras.
Forty percent functional, down from the sixty-eight percent he’d
been able to use immediately after the collision. All those forty
percent showed were the cloud’s plasma arcs. Without relief, his
externals would continue to decay; the cloud had made him a
deaf-mute, and he would soon be blind as well. He was failing in so
many ways.

Sylvia stood behind him and rested her hands
on his arms; again, that same surge.

“You did your best,” she said.

“My best is not sufficient; Marjorie is out
of her mind.”

“I wouldn’t say it that way when you tell her
husband.”

“The information is too destabilizing. I will
not tell The Major.”

Sylvia looked directly into his eyes.

“Robert, you must allow us to cope. Ignorance
can be crippling. If you want us to survive, you cannot keep things
from us.”

“Even bad news?”

“Especially bad news.”

Robert considered her words; there was a
logic to this, as it applied to humans’ illogic. He encountered an
expression in storage.

“Was mich nicht umbringt macht mich
stärker.”

“Ah, Nietsche, is it?” Sylvia asked. “What
doesn’t kill me makes me stronger.”

“It is the killing portion that is of
concern.”

“We become stronger by facing adversity and
overcoming it. The Major will handle it, because he has to. But you
must tell him.”

Robert examined The Major’s readouts; they
were as strong as any of the others. Of course he had not detected
Marjorie’s weakness until it was too late. The decision was
complicated.

He looked into Sylvia’s eyes and gained a
certainty his logic could not explain.

“I will tell him,” he said.

*****

Robert knocked, and heard The Major’s gruff
voice through the door.

“It’s open.”

Robert stepped inside quietly and stood at
attention by the door.

The Major was sitting in an armchair in his
library, reading; a snifter of brandy sat on the lamp table by his
elbow. He was a heavyset man, who looked neither more nor less than
his exact forty-seven years. However, he was sporting
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