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Here we are… trapped in the amber 

of the moment. There is no why.

Kurt Vonnegut

 

 


Prologue

 

“No Way Out” is more fitting as a title than I realized when I first started collecting these stories. Whether getting past a malfunctioning security bot, escaping a cutthroat, urban nightmare job or facing the possibility of nuclear annihilation; or maybe alien invasion, portals into alternate worlds—expect to be pulled away from your mundane reality into unknown realms. With heroes ranging from the bold and adventurous to the hesitant and unassuming, from human to artificial to ducks. The villains are sometimes thoroughly despicable, sometimes forces of nature, sometimes haunting and unseen. Some are lurking in the implacable inertia of social lunacy. Some are found in their own mind. 

Whether you prefer suspense, adventure, intrigue, or humor, there’s a little of everything in this collection of science fiction and fantasy stories by Varida P&R authors. 

 

Suzanne Hagelin, January 24, 2024

 

 


Proxy

by Suzanne Hagelin

“Stop.” The hand in my face caught me off guard. 

“What?” I stammered, breaking out of my absentminded reverie, and focusing on an official looking drone with a badge. It was humanoid from the waist up, bullet shaped from the waist down. It had wheeled up silently in the long, glass-walled passageway and blocked my way. “What’s wrong?”

“Identify yourself,” it demanded in a flat tinny voice, sunlight glinting off its smooth metal head.

“I am a Pacific Northwest Port Authority official, as you should know,” I countered. “What are your credentials?” I was accustomed to preferential treatment when traveling, and if security levels were heightened, this statement often got me an immediate pass.

It stared at me for a few moments without lowering its hand.

After three weeks in space attending interplanetary trade negotiations, I was desperate for the tastes and smells of home. Only a few dozen meters away, the exit to wide open spaces beckoned. Fifty meters behind me was the security check I had just cleared. I was alone in the long glassy tunnel, with one bag over my shoulder and a roller at my feet—except for this 1.7-meter-tall bot. Blue skies with wisps of cloud and northern October sunshine arched overhead, framing the hall in cheerful warmth.

“You are not recognized,” it informed me.

“I asked you a question,” I reminded it, comfortable in my position of relative authority, “and please, lower your hand. I have already come to a standstill and your pose is unnecessary.”

The hand dropped to hang at its side. “I am Module KJ-490 point two. I conduct final scans and authorizations of travelers before they exit the restricted zone. This platform has been requisitioned in order to execute my primary function.”

“What is your normal platform?” I hated to set my bag down because that would mean I might be detained for more than a few minutes, but the strap was cutting into my shoulder. “Are you saying that your job is to mind the last door at the end of this passage? What are you doing down here?”

“Rephrase the question and provide valid identification,” it said, remaining where it was.

“Don’t you have access to the security checkpoint I just cleared? I’ve been identified already!” I was too worn out for this. All I wanted was to get outside, into the sunshine, breathe the free air of my native planet, and go home. 

No answer.

“Fine,” I muttered, pulling my necklace out of the scarf folds at my throat and unfolding the gold square hinged on it. A glistening, holographic image materialized over it with a bell-like ding and rotated on its axis casting kaleidoscopic colors around. I’m proud of my ID and found myself smiling. The predominance of blue and green said ‘home’ to me, though it was the encrypted data that would speak to the drone. 

“Invalid identification,” the unit said flatly, unmoved by the evidence. “It has expired.”

“It was valid a few moments ago, at the other end of the hall!” My voice rose a bit in frustration. “Are you telling me it expired in the few seconds it took me to walk this far?”

“The facts are irrefutable.”

I stared at it. 

It stared back at me.

Taking a deep breath, I folded my ID locket closed and straightened my shoulders. Returning the way I had come to ask for help was no good. It was an exit-only door and there was no one there to ask for help. 

“I must exit the passageway,” I said, remaining marvelously calm.

“You are unauthorized to exit the Space Port security area.”

“I am a citizen of Earth and a resident of this state,” I retorted, losing a bit of my calm. “You are committing a crime by detaining me illegally. I submit that your…”

“There is no evidence to support your claims,” it interrupted. “You are not authorized to submit any complaints to this unit.”

Authorized to make complaints? This was drone-speak for access. I understood this, but it annoyed me anyway.

I made a few more attempts to reason with it, but nothing made any difference, so I decided to push past, get out, and deal with the fines later. Picking up my bag, I slung it over my shoulder, grabbed the roller’s handle and moved forward, intending to squeeze by on one side. 

Drone protocols require that they give way before living people and tame animals. I wasn’t in the habit of challenging them, but I had shoved past one or two before. This one was big enough to resist me, however I wasn’t easily intimidated.

At least, I never had been before.

The drone’s hand snapped out at its side in front of me angled toward the floor. “You will not advance,” it said, and with a flick of one finger it cut my arm. Just a graze, nothing serious, but it shocked me. 

Turning sideways, I continued to press into the space between the glass wall and the drone, my eyes fixed on the red line oozing on my arm. How had that happened? Was the blasted thing glitching? Miscalculating the distance between my form and its extremities?

Confusion took hold as the drone rolled closer, pressing itself against me, pinning me to the wall. My leg continued to stretch past it as if I could melt by. I was certain it had to give way. I was expecting it.

Its arm flexed and it placed its cold, metal hand against my face. With a shove, it knocked me backward, and I landed breathless on the floor. Sitting up slowly, I glanced down at my arm again. The cut was starting to hurt, and the metal hand had left the feel of a cold imprint on my face. 

It wheeled toward me, and I found myself scrambling backwards a few paces. Shoving my rolling case with its lower torso, it came to rest at my toes. 

“You hurt me!” I jumped to my feet, alarm spreading through me like fire in my veins. This wasn’t a security drone with restraint protocols, and besides, no robot could lawfully harm a human being. Fumbling at my ear, I began cell-calling for help, tapping the com-bud repeatedly. “Rogue drone…” I was saying over and over with each tap.

“Unauthorized communications will be blocked,” the drone said, rolling a few centimeters closer, now that I was standing and it had room. 

“YOU have broken protocol by harming me!” Pointing at its chest with a finger, I mustered courage and grit my teeth, convinced it had been accidental. Surely this would bring about an apology!

“Well within the allowed margin of error,” it said, chilling me to the bone. Sunlight glinted on its head and shoulders, flashing in my eyes.

“What margin of error?” I found myself asking, dropping my arm and taking a small step backwards without thinking. “I’ve never heard of that before.”

It rolled forward taking up the ground I had given, placing itself again within a hand’s breadth of me. “Yes,” it replied. “Now you have.”

When the orbit to surface (OTS) shuttle had been descending through the exosphere they had announced that there were some spectacular solar flares hitting the globe at the same time. Most of the planet was well protected and other than some mesmerizing light displays no one earthside would notice. But every now and then, one hears murmurs of malfunctions. An occasional bot that wasn’t sufficiently shielded would flip a screw so-to-speak and begin performing erratically. Maybe it was damaged by the solar flare.

What had the robot said? The program inside its chip used to be the exit door module conducting final screenings of the travelers leaving the facility. That would mean it had resided in the chip at the end of this passageway.

And how had it gotten into this drone?

“Listen, KJ,” I said, latching onto the only part of its identifier I could remember. “You’re malfunctioning. You don’t belong in a movable drone. You aren’t a robot.”

“I open the door for approved travelers. You are not approved and therefore I will not open the door for you. Security has been notified and you will be retrieved.”

I found some comfort in that. At least someone was on their way. But I wasn’t ready to just give in to the absurdity of it all. “Door?” I challenged, “This isn’t a door. This is a drone and you have abandoned your post. The door you’re supposed to guard is unguarded.” I could see it down there, a glass slider resting in the closed position with detector lights above it. It occurred to me that even if I could squeeze past the bot, I didn’t know how to open the door. Of course, someone on the other side might notice me and send help.

“This is the door.” The half-witted module thought the bot was a door. After a few minutes plotting some crazy debates with it—could I make it think it should be on the other side of me blocking me from the opposite direction?—I realized it didn’t have a lot of data to reason with. 

It was only a door opener. 

“Where is the door?” was the only thing I could think of to say. “Isn’t it back there behind you? Look! Go on, turn around and look!” It knocked my arm back as I tried to point at the real exit. 

“How long till security gets here?” I peered through the glass walls but couldn’t see anything besides trees on one side and a fountain against a wall on the other. There had always been something magical about this little hallway and I had loved it. 

Not so much now.

“Security has been notified.” The drone rolled uncomfortably close. Why was it doing that? Why did it seem to be encroaching on my space? It was beside my bags now and I realized it was gradually pressing me backwards, centimeter by centimeter. Dropping to one knee I grabbed for my suitcases and yanked them back before the metal hands could stop me. Then I sat down, legs stretched out across the hall as if I were the one blocking the exit. It was the only way I could keep it from shoving me farther back. And it made me feel somewhat less anxious about the whole thing.

“You are violating multiple protocols,” I warned, hoping it would feel threatened. 

“There is no record of violations,” the door-bot corrected me, “You have violated exit procedures and will be taken into custody.” The lower half of its body, bullet-shaped with the wide end down, was touching my side. 

I wondered if it would begin to shove me and wedged my back against one wall and my feet on the other to resist. Setting my shoulder bag in my lap, I unzipped the main compartment and pulled out a water bottle and what was left of my lunch. It gave me something to do as we waited.

Time dragged itself forward.

A lot of time. Travel delays were a reality I was accustomed to, and I was handling it well. Graciously, in fact. The bottle was soon empty, and the food gone, and the security staff hadn’t come yet. Something big must be happening and this little alert just wasn’t at the top of the list.

Pulling out a pad, I scanned my email and holo-mail. I read a magazine and reviewed my notes from the meetings    I had attended. I did some mild neck and feet stretches. I meditated.

Suddenly it dawned on me that no one else had come through either door. No security guards. No travelers. The sun had gone behind some clouds and the afternoon had paled to early evening. No panels lit up to compensate in the passage. It was growing dark, except for the drone’s glowing vision-orbs and the distant glimmer from the world at the end of the hall.

“I need a restroom,” I informed the drone, rising stiffly to my feet, smoothing out my clothes.

“There are restrooms in the outer lobby,” it replied.

“Ok,” I dared to hope this was an opening. “Let me go to the lobby restroom.”

“Once you have cleared security you will have free access to all the facilities in the lobby,” it said cheerfully, turning its head toward me as though it were there to help me.

“Where are those security people? Shouldn’t they have been here long ago?” My patience was now threadbare. 

“They have been notified,” it said, as if there had been no delay. 

“What do you do if someone gets stuck in the door?” The idea popped into my head, and I thought it was worth asking. Maybe I could persuade it my life was in danger and it had to let me out. 

“Who is stuck?” it asked. 

“I AM!” I wanted to argue. I was beginning to get desperate. “I’m pretty sure you aren’t supposed to injure me in the fulfilling of your duties. I’m bruised and cut, and I’ve run out of food and water. I’ve been sitting here for hours and I’m dying to go the bathroom and I can’t because you’ve detained me illegally…” I would’ve continued with a litany of wrongs along the lines of intimidation and mental abuse, but the drone didn’t wait for me to pause.

“Your condition is adequate and waiting for the authorities is the correct procedure.”

Something inside me snapped.

“GET… OUT… OF MY… WAY!” I demanded, punching the thing several times in its midsection with the palms of both hands, jolting it back with each blow. It felt good to let my anger loose and assert my rights and let off some steam and…

I went flying backward as it struck back, slamming me with both metallic hands in my midsection. My shriek was cut off as I landed and the wind was knocked out of me, something I had never experienced before. It amputated my bravado. “Why?” I groaned once I could stop gasping for air. 

The drone rolled forward gaining more space in the hall. “This is for your own protection,” it said. 

“You mean from you?” I muttered. Home felt farther away than ever, and panic began set in. Had no one thought to find out where I was? Was there no search in motion? Did no one think to check on malfunctioning units? It’s no different than a stalled elevator, I reassured myself, which was little comfort. Serviceable elevators were so rare these days that people had been known to be stuck in them for days at a time. Well, maybe that had only happened once, but I never forgot it, and I never wanted to be that person.

And it’s one thing to be stuck somewhere trying to find a way to get in touch with someone and get help. It’s another to be at the mercy of a robot that has the capacity to help but won’t. 

Jury, judge, jailor, all in one big metal can. 

“Check my status again,” I tried, curling my legs under me and resting my back against the wall, breathing deeply to calm my racing heart. My bags were now out of reach behind the drone. If I had to spend the night here, it probably wouldn’t let me get a sweater or a travel pillow.

“Your identification and security clearance have expired, and security has been notified.” The waning light of day made the bot’s metallic upper body turn a dull grey, and its lower half faded into a dark charcoal. Its eyes glistened gold.

“When did they expire?” I tipped my head back and stared out the transparent ceiling at the darkening sky.

“Authorization expired at 13:21:19.”

“That is literally the moment I walked through the other door, isn’t it?” I felt outrage but didn’t have it in me to yell. “Hours ago…” This was one of those times when patience was to my advantage anyway. My body ached, and I didn’t really want to move. 

“Your passage through the first door was authorized.” There was a bird flying overhead in the gloom. Must be an owl. The wingspan was huge. Must be hunting.

“Wait a minute…” I scrunched my eyes as I focused on what it had said and mulled it over. “When did you move from your original platform to this one? At what time?”

“Transfer to current location occurred at 13:21:16.” 

There was something off about that, but I couldn’t place why it bothered me. “What instigated the transfer?” I went on, sitting up straighter to stare down at the exit where it belonged. 

“The original platform was processing a failure when a cascade of interruptions instigated the emergency alternate protocols. This unit provided a suitable backup.” 

Now that I thought about it, I had a vague recollection of a robot like this one in the outer lobby waving goodbye as people exited the restricted zone. I had always assumed it was there to answer basic questions like, Where can I catch a hover taxi? I suppose it would’ve had some sort of link to the door mechanism so it would know when a person was exiting. 

How bizarre is that? The software governing the door took over a nearby drone and still thought of itself as a security door.

“Your transfer was faulty,” I commented. It was unlikely that I could talk it into a dead end, but it was worth a shot. “You neglected to transfer the current traveler authorizations. My security approval got left behind.”

“Your assumption is inaccurate. Everything was successfully transferred, and all my systems are intact. I am functioning without flaws.”

I never really had been the ‘outwit the robot’ type.

That’s when I realized what must have happened. “You’re programmed to update those security markers every thirty seconds or something along those lines, isn’t that right?” I said, rising to my feet again, shaking the leg that had gone numb.

“Authorizations are updated every 0.05 seconds.” 

“Sooo… when was the last time they were updated?” We were face to face now and I was experiencing a sense of elation as if I had cracked a code. 

“At precisely 13:21:15.”

“You see the problem, don’t you?” I smiled in a very friendly way. We could solve this.

“Everything is functioning correctly. There are no problems. Your clearance has expired, and the authorities have been notified.”

“Have they? Are you sure they’ve been notified?” I almost winked. Maybe I could reason with a machine after all. 

“Absolutely.”

“Have they confirmed that and replied?” I nodded a few times and then dropped my smile, shaking my head as if answering myself. We both knew they hadn’t.

No answer.

“No one is coming, KJ,” I glared at it. “You aren’t connected to the system anymore. It’s been fried, can’t you tell? Can’t you detect the missing connection?”

“There is a gap at this time. Waiting for reconnection is the correct response. I am expecting a reply.” 

For a moment I thought I might weep, but I didn’t. I found I still had some self-control left and I might’ve been a little dehydrated. 

“How long, KJ? HOW LONG?” I yelled, squeezing my eyes shut; they were really dry. And my bladder was painfully over full. “Don’t you understand that you’ve been disconnected for a long time and that your decision to detain me is WRONG?!”

“Updates are established every 0.05 seconds,” it replied absurdly.

“So basically, you’re telling me that you don’t even keep track of how long it’s been since your last update. That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it? As far as you know… wait…” I looked up through the glassy roof with a groan. “How much are you retaining of our interactions? What’s the first thing you remember about me?”

“My first recording of you is when you came through the security door at the end of the hall.”

“And you remember looking at my ID?”

“It is expired. You have no valid identification and the authorities…”

“Yeah, I know, the authorities have been notified.” The hall had grown quite chilly, and the cold was seeping into my body. And my situation was becoming desperate. If I didn’t find a way out, I wouldn’t be able to prevent the humiliation of being detained without basic facilities, and by that, I mean, a viable toilet. Flashes from early childhood burst into my mind and I began drumming my feet on the floor. 

“You are moving at zero kilometers per hour,” it observed helpfully. 

“Can’t you see?” I pleaded, “I have got to find a bathroom. You’ve kept me in here for several hours and this is outside of all AI parameters! You CAN’T treat me this way! You’ll be dismantled when I get out—if I ever get out of here…PLEASE!”

“All parameters are in place. Your observations are meaningless.”

It was too stupid to have even a basic AI human-care module. 

It was just a subroutine. 

Something about that cut through my impervious, self-focused bubble. All my annoyance and exhaustion melted away as I looked at it and considered that it was doing the best it could with what it had. Part of my mind mocked the idea, the other part... It wasn’t anything approaching human—but something about it touched the human side of me. I had been injured once and unable to think clearly or function properly. It had taken a long time to recover. And I knew other people who had been permanently damaged or were born with limitations that required they handle daily life very differently from most people. 

I remember what it means to be broken… and to need compassion. 

The passageway was very dark at this point, the drone’s visual panel being the only source of light. I saw it now as hollow; it was a cavernous metal chassis filled with empty spaces; capable of riches, roomy enough for the most sophisticated programs. All it had was a door-opener app.

For a moment I identified with it, and imagined wanting to have more purpose, wanting to experience more life, to acquire and ponder knowledge, to explore. I wished for it that it could expand.

I forgot that it was a misplaced door.

Reaching up, I fumbled at my throat, then wrapped my arms around its neck. It bore the embrace wordlessly, colorlessly. As I let go, it rolled back and to the side, leaving a wide gap. I didn’t hesitate and never questioned the wisdom of moving past. It didn’t even occur to me that it might knock me down again. 

I sailed past the door-bot, picked up my bags, and ran down the hall to the final glass door which slid open of its own accord.

‡—‡

For years now since then, people have talked of the strange drone in the northeast lobby of the Walla Walla spaceport. It’s become something of a mascot, loved by locals, sought out by travelers. It likes to stand at the window looking out or wheel around the lobby with its head turning from side to side, as if smiling, nodding, and sometimes waving to the people it passes. Sometimes it stands at the exit threshold, just on the verge of the outdoors, gazing out into the fresh air, soaking up sunshine. Articles have been written about it and there’s no end to the video clips taken of it.

I’ve often wondered why no one tried to decommission it—I suspect they were charmed. It hardly ever speaks but when it does, there are only a few words that come out. “I am a citizen of Earth and a resident of this state,” is its most popular saying. And I think this must have been the one that gained it a privileged status. 

Around its neck hangs a chain with a gold square locket. Every now and then, it comes to a standstill in some arbitrary place, opens it, and stares at the glimmering, rotating image flickering with blue and green. After a few moments, it puts it away again. 

Sometimes it makes me chuckle when I think of it. I had given it my ID on impulse, as if I could win it over as a friend. There was no clear thought on my part. Just an instinctive gesture of kindness. I never expected it to make such an impact.

And clearly, it has found a way to enjoy the environs it inhabits as it waits for a security clearance that will never come.

The drone believes it is me.

 

 

 

“Proxy” was first published in the Northwest Independent Writer’s Association 2020 Anthology.

 

 


I, Copy

by Eric Little

It wasn’t supposed to bother us because we aren’t real. 

But it did bother me. I knew better than to let it show, but it ate away at me. At all of us.

I was fast-grown in a vat and born in a sterile, stainless-steel creche. There were twenty-nine of us, representing eighteen federal witnesses and pawns in the great game of Cops and Criminals. Some of us were backups, but I was a primary. My mission was to replace Anne Potters, a business accountant who woke up four months ago to realize she ran the books for a criminal organization known as the Han Cartel. 

So, Anne accepted the Seattle Fed’s reward money to turn government witness against the cartel, testifying in secret hearings as to the criminal organization’s illicit payments, deposits, and investments in furtherment of a criminal enterprise. Afterwards, she would be relocated off-planet with a shiny new ID and a fat wallet. She was the government’s perfect example of a brave citizen stepping up to say “no” to corruption. 

The problem is that there is no such thing as witness safety on the government’s watch; everything that is recorded can be hacked, and there is AI surveillance everywhere. While an AI Cop is impartial, color-blind, and gender-neutral, it is also partially-hackable by specialized black market sliceware. Anyone can buy one in the virtual market if they have the not-insignificant resources required, no questions asked. 

The ones asking the questions are the cartels and Thieves' Guild. They’re the ones posting death lists that pay well enough to retire rich off of one job. There is never a shortage of takers. The savage capitalism of the underground pays so well that the law enforcement agencies simply can’t compete. 

That’s when someone came up with the idea of Copies. 

Copies like me are disposable. It is my job to be gunned down in Anne Potters’ place, and then no one would think to track the real Anne Potters off-world because the bad guys knew they had already killed her. End of story.

We Copies are just another line item on Seattle’s federal budget, like desks or toilet paper. Even if the voting citizens learned about it, they wouldn’t care that we are being assassinated, because that is what we were designed for. Our deaths allow real people to live long and safe lives. If we didn’t exist, no-one would ever testify against the criminals. The bad guys would win. 

The Feds find this unacceptable.

A Copy’s life is measured in months and we are isolated from the outside world while we are being trained. We are trained every day of our life except for the last one. The day we die. 

Today. 

Management isn’t mean about it—we are well-fed and housed; little is denied us our entire, short lives. We are innocents in grown-up bodies, and by the time our training ends and our last day comes, we are completely prepared to fulfill our mission. To die so that a real person can live.

There is only one thing forbidden us.

We are never to survive. 

Survival meant the Original was still in danger, or worse, a worthless Copy was impersonating the client. This is completely unacceptable to management. No citizen would risk testifying if they couldn’t be guaranteed safety. A Copy’s survival would mean there were two clients, identical down to the genetic level, bearing the same fingerprints, the same crooked grin. A client and their Copy literally couldn’t be told apart from each other. That’s what made it all work.

Of course, a Copy has never survived the client before, but I couldn’t help but wonder about it. Why did our managers keep talking about something that couldn’t be done? Sure was a lot of talk for it to have never happened. But what do I know? I’m only four months old.   

I studied my face in the smart-mirror of the creche’s bathroom to the infectious beat of NeoStick. My oval, smooth-skinned face had almond eyes set above a pert nose and infectious grin. My hair was glowing emerald dreads with smart light-beads woven in here and there. They shifted in rhythm to my stride like some bass riff as I danced in place, having an excess of emotion that just had to be shaken off somehow. The overheads flickered twice, and I knew it was time for everybody’s afternoon study period. 

I stared out at the rainy metropolis of lesser Seattle in all its chaotic splendor from my warehouse attic window and sighed. There was so much I would never see in person. I wanted to walk along the piers listening to seagulls and the rhythmic slapping of waves on docks. I wanted to explore the quaint coffee shop/bookstores in Pikes Place Market and try on new shoes that weren’t government issue. I wanted to… I turned away from the tiny window and walked the six steps to my Virtual Reality unit.  

Jacking into the VR signal, I reviewed the recordings from the first half of Anne’s day. Boring. She had almost the same experience every morning. Tsar-milk cappuccino with Musk honey, flirt with the VP of sales, work in VR on the new revenues, salad for lunch with the same dressing every time… the same day over and over. Great. If I only had hours to live, I wanted them to at least be interesting, with new experiences. 

I unplugged and got dressed to go into the outside world for the first time. It took little time; everything was already laid out and ready to go—I had months to plan my wardrobe for my last, best night.

When the outside door dilated and the minty scent of wet pine poured over me like heavy rain on the attic roof, I found myself wearing a happy grin. I barely noticed the Agency’s presence at my back. 

I stepped out into the world for the first time.

It was raining and I looked up into the storm. It was a masterpiece of gray and black, well salted with lightning on the horizon. The raindrops seemed to just appear out of the gray. They made a subtle pinging sound when they hit the pavement. A double row of pine trees danced in the wind and rain, leading to the street. A private car there opened its door welcomingly in front of me. NeoStick called to me from inside. I looked around one last time, still grinning. Then I stepped into the car and peered out the window at the rain as we left.

It was a good day to die. 

I waited in the all-species refresher as arranged, my booth walls opaqued for privacy. From inside, you could see out and I patiently watched the client walking briskly up to my booth. Anne Potters stepped in and, shut the door behind her with a faint click. She set down her bag, refusing to meet my eyes as we began changing clothes to switch places. 
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