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Welcome to this meeting of the Reality Escape Committee.

I would like to begin with a few general words in response to a criticism which many of you will have heard.  Indeed, some of you may have voiced it, if only to yourselves!  It is often expressed as a critique of our Committee’s title, and will be stated in such terms as ‘It is actually impossible to escape from Reality!  You can at best generate the illusion of an escape.’

This is a perfectly valid criticism, because it is essentially true.  We cannot truly escape Reality because Reality is wherever we are!  This place, this time, this environment – this is our Reality.  We may feel disconnected, disassociated from the time / space framework that defines our physical existence – but then that disassociation becomes part of our Reality.  We cannot truly escape from Reality, only change our perception of that Reality so as to see different things.

Should we then change our name?  Perhaps we should become the Reality Change Committee?  Or even the Reality Viewpoint Shift Committee?

Well, I think not.  Because this criticism, no matter how valid, misses the point.

We are the Reality Escape Committee not because Escape is achievable, but because it is sought after.  We offer that which many people long for.

Is this not then deceptive?  Are we charlatans seeking to sell that which does not exist?

Not at all!  We do not seriously expect anyone to believe that there is an absolute escape from  Reality.  But what there is, what there can be, is a chance, for a moment or a short time, to step into the semblance of another Reality.  And that is what we offer.  It is an escape: not a final one, not an absolute one, but a temporary shift in viewpoint or perception that will give the sense of a different Reality.  And while that may not enable us to escape our own Reality entirely (and I do say ‘may not’, it would be foolish to postulate absolute limits in this matter), it does grant us the chance to temporarily escape from it, and so to experience something – a little different.

And it may be that this brief excursion away from one Reality may give a different understanding of  our own.  We may come back to it with a new sense of what Reality is – or could be.  Reality cannot be escaped in any final sense, but it can be shaped.  It is the hope of this Committee that these short excursions will perhaps prompt some thoughts on how best to do that.  And perhaps on what shapes to avoid.

Of course, all this is subordinate to our main goal, which is to entertain.

So with no further ado, let us turn to our first item of business.
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In all realities, transportation systems are a vital part of any advanced civilisation.  They are often a source of fascination as well.  But they are not without their dangers.

Threeday midshift is usually busy at The Platform.  Not only do we have the lunchtime crowd, but it’s a particularly busy time down in the walker dock, and a lot of people come to watch.  In fact a lot of them seem to think that The Platform is a public viewing area – which it isn’t.  I have a lease on the entire Dome-edge section above the main airlock.  Before I saw the possibilities, the place was used only for storage.  Now it’s one of the busiest eateries in Dome Five.

And, as I said, especially on Threeday, when two of the local feeders come in to connect with the main trans-ocean to Dome One, which leaves at twelve hundred hours on the dot.  I’ve actually no objection to people coming to watch.  A lot of them end up buying a coffee, at least.  But even if they don’t, I like the crowd and the buzz of anticipation that accompanies a Walkership’s departure.

That particular Threeday, I noticed two lads coming through the access hatch and scurrying over to the dockside rail.  One of them I recognised – Nadje Karin, eldest son of Dome Five’s Adminstrator.  The other boy was new to me.  He looked a little younger than Nadje’s ten standard years, (one fifth Pandemonium, if you prefer) but I knew at once who he must be.  Adjudicator Tan Dar was currently visiting Five, and that was big news: his report on the Project would effect everybody on the planet.  So everyone also knew that that he’d brought his son along with him.  It seemed that Nadje had been given the task of taking the younger boy out to see the sights.

Not many of those at Five.  The Artifact, of course.  But to the untrained eye it’s the same as all the other alien constructions on Pandemonium – a fifty metre obelisk of something that looks like quartz, but isn’t.  Despite the power inherent in these objects they aren’t much to look at.

Which leaves the Walker Dock.

Of course, all the domes have Walker Docks, but only Five has the Platform, offering a superb view of the dockside and an enticing selection of meals, snacks and light refreshments.

And it was entirely possible that the Adjudicator’s son – Hoikan Tan Dar, I recalled; his father was also Hoikan Tan Dar, but known formally as The Honoured Tan Dar – had not even seen a Walker Ship before.  VIP status meant that the Adjudicator’s party had been travelling the planet by shuttle. No big thing on most planets, but Pandemominum’s idiosyncratic gravity made it a lot more complicated, and expensive, being as a simple dome-to-dome flight required starship-level gravitics.  And the budget was always tight.  There were only ten such craft on the planet, and it was a measure of the Adjudicator’s importance that one had been set aside for his exclusive use.

Certainly the younger Tan Dar was staring down towards the Dock with deep interest.  I left normal business in the hands of my staff, and wandered over towards them.  It was, after all, important that the Adjudicator got a favourable report back from his son concerning his experience of The Platform.

“That’s the local in from Dome Nine,” Nadje was explaining as I came into earshot.  He was clearly taking every opportunity to display his superior knowledge. “The one with the yellow and grey livery.  She’s discharging cargo.  Just next to her, the red & dark blue – that’s the ‘Fortune’.  She strides out to Seven & Eight.”

“Why not Six?”  asked Hoikan.

“Used to. They closed Six down.  No more to learn from that Artefact.  Pretty much the same as most of the others.”  

Which summed up the problem facing most of the Domes.  Too many resources put in, not enough knowledge coming out.  After fifty Standards of poor results, many people were calling for the whole operation to be shut down.  Hence the Adjudicator.

“That big one – that’s what we’ve come to see!” Nadje went on.  “That’s the ‘Grand Marcher’!  Biggest walkership on the planet!”

Not strictly true, but close to it, and she was a sufficiently impressive sight, even at dock, to give some credence to the boast.

All walkerships have the same general appearance, in the same way that all shuttles and all starships fit a pattern, form dictated by function.  So with the Grand Marcher – a generally spherical shape, but flattened at the bottom where it rested or manoeuvred on caterpillar tracks in port.  Above that was the smoothly curved silver-bronze and scarlet hull, broken by the regular bumps of field generators and the two huge bulges of the extruder flanges.  At the very top – fifty decks up, over a hundred and fifty metres, twice the size of the smaller vessels –  was the transparent cupola where the Walker Captain strode his ship.

Nadje was explaining this in some detail to his companion, who was wide-eyed at the sight.  Understandably.  I’ve been around Walkerships for years, and I still find them impressive.

Down on the Dockside, red lights began to strobe.

“They’re about to withdraw the gangway and seal up,” Nadje explained.  “See up in the cupola?  On the top?”  He pointed to where distant figures moved behind the transparent armour.  “That’s where the Walker Captain is getting ready to take her out.”

“Naw, lad.”  Another voice interrupted.  “Tha’s no’ the Captain as yet.  Tis Jebman Kayle has her for this trip, and I know Jeb’s style!  He’ll not appear on the Command Deck till the Harbour Captain has her clear of Dockside.  Like as not, he’s still at his lunch!”

Jack had been sitting in his usual spot, over in a corner table from where he could see all the dockside goings-on.  But now he’d dragged himself upright and made his painful way along the guard rail, holding on with both hands the whole time.  

The boys looked round, startled.  Intent on the sights below, they hadn’t seen Jack coming.  Nadje frowned, annoyed at having his authority undermined.

“Yeah, well, they’re about to leave, that’s the point,” he said sharply.  Whether to Jack or to Hoikan wasn’t clear, but I didn’t like his tone of voice either way.

“So they are, lad.”  Jack nodded, showing no offence. “Any moment now, she’ll start up her secondaries.”

Sure enough, a low rumbling noise could now be heard rising above the other dockside noises, reaching a subdued roar before dying back.  Dark fumes were coughed out of an exhaust pipe somewhere below.

“Disconnect shorelines!” Jack continued, half to himself.  The power cables sprang free from the hull, and the gantry’s supporting them swung clear.

“Seal ports!”

Hatches slid into place, almost as if Jack had actually given the order.

“Field up!”

A shimmering spread across the hull, momentarily blurring the details before settling into transparency.

“Engage drivers!”

A high pitched whine became audible over the low thunder of the secondary engines.  The ‘Grand Marcher’ seemed to quiver.

“Brakes off!  Helmsman, set course to clear dock!  Dead slow ahead!”

Obediently, the Walker Ship’s vast bulk began to move.  The gap between hull and dockside widened.  Jack half-leaned, half-hung against the guardrail.  A frail figure in his threadbare black uniform.  He had four gold stripes on his shoulders and stylised golden legs on his collar, but they were tarnished and fading.

“Dockside clear!  Half ahead!  Helmsman, ten degrees port, make your course for the lock.  Comms, call Port Control, confirm dock departure and request exit clearance.”

‘Grand Marcher’ increased her speed, making a slow turn towards the exit lock. Below The Platform, warnings sounded.  There was a hiss and a vibration as the inner door began to open.

“Is he giving the orders?” Hoikan asked, gazing at the old man with something like awe.

“Of course not!”  Nadje snapped at him.  “Come over here, there’s a better view.”  Which was manifestly untrue, but the younger boy allowed himself to be led further along the rail and away from Jack.

“But he’s a Captain!”  I heard the half-whisper as they past me.

“He is not!”  Nadje snorted in contempt.  “Don’t be fooled by that raggedy old uniform he picked out of a bin somewhere!  That’s just old Stumble Jack – the Dome drunk!  Walker Captain?  Him?  Don’t make me laugh!  He can’t even walk upright himself, let alone Walk a ship!”

I came very close to losing my temper then.  I would have ejected the pair of them from The Platform, and never mind who their fathers were, but Jack had heard as well and intervened.

“Hey!” he called. “Service!  Mr. Devro, some service over here, please!”

I went over to him.  “Yes, Captain?”

“Help me back to my seat please, Tam,” he asked. “Left my frame back there.”

So I let him put his weight on my arm and half-carried him back to his normal place.  We both knew that he could have got back along the guard rail if he’d wanted to.

“Let it go, Tam,” he said quietly as I settled him back in his chair. “They’re just lads, they don’ know better.”

“But he called you...”

“Aye, I know!  Nothing wrong with my ears, Tam!”  He smiled gently. “Stumble Jack, Wobbly Jack, Jack the Drunk – I’ve heard it all before.  It doesn’t bother me,”

“You deserve better!”  I hissed with suppressed anger.

“Let it go, I said!  Please.  No sense in stirring things up.  Especially considering who their fathers are!  My own damn fault anyhow, trying to show off!  What do young lads like that care for what an old fart like me knows?”

“They should have some respect.”

He shrugged.  “Mayhap.  Respect’s something they’ll learn in time.  Or not – but losing your temper with them won’t help matters either way!”  He put up a hand to cut off my protests.  “No, don’t let’s argue over it, Tam.  You’ve been good to me these years, letting me have my own table here and all.  I wouldn’t want to lose that and I surely wouldn’t want you to have a problem with the Administrator!  You know well enough how touchy things are just now, with the Honoured Tan Dar in the Dome.  So bring me another coffee if you would, and get an ice-cream each for the boys when they’ve finished their sight-seeing.”

I nodded slowly. “Aye, Captain.”

Below us, the lock was now fully open, and the ‘Grand Marcher’ was slowly entering it. The cupola was just a few metres below us as it passed under The Platform, and there was a clear view of the command crew going about their tasks.  Harbour Captain, Helmsman, Comms, Scan and Engineering, all at their posts.  

The Walker Captain himself, Jeb Kayle, was just ascending the steps into the cupola, coffee cup still in hand, adjusting the sensor mesh pantaloons he wore below his uniform tunic.  He glanced up and waved at the faces peering down from The Platform just before the Command Deck disappeared from sight.

The rest of the ‘Grand Marcher’s’ bulk followed it, edging into the lock.

“Come on!” Nadje shouted to his companion, and they raced over to the outside rail.

I went back to the bar, got Jack his coffee, then made my way more slowly over.  There was plenty of time.  It never took less than ten minutes for a Walkership to negotiate the locks.

The outside view is very different.

Instead of the clear air and bright lights and human bustle of the Dockside, there is only the bare and terrible landscape of Pandemonium.

The incandescence that poured out of the outer lock as it opened illuminated just a few hundred metres of flat rock, before fading into the icy murk of the methane atmosphere.  Beyond that, the only illumination was the incessant flicker of lighting, stabbing through the oily purple-black clouds that raced past a bare hundred metres above the Dome.  Grav-scan would show the Archangels, the three massive gas-giants who’s impossible orbit round Pandemonium had first drawn scientific attention.  At this time of day, Gabriel should be above the horizon, but not a trace was detectable to the bare human eye through the thick poison of the atmosphere.  We could only see the effects – the near constant three hundred kilometre an hour gale that the Archangels’ gravity dragged round the planet.  Without, somehow, dragging the atmosphere away entirely, which we put down to the Artefacts.

I’d set up a vidscreen by the outer rail, linked to an Infra-red scan.  It showed a hot spot just above the southern horizon.  That was Bane, our systems sun.  It never rose higher than that at Dome Five’s latitude, and never showed enough light to be visible to the naked eye.

Without the screen, you could just make out the shoreline.  Adamantine rock dipped into the maelstrom of green-black acid that covered ninety-five percent of Pandemonium’s surface.  Everywhere, in fact, where there was no Artefact.

It took the very best of human ingenuity just to keep a presence on Pandemonium – massive amounts of power driving multiple electro-gravitic shields, self-repairing bio-metal skins (not even our own technology, but bought from the Solven!), constant upgrade and repair programmes.  Even so, we could not have survived on the planets surface without the Artefacts, which somehow maintained areas of flat rock, protected from acid seas and methane gales and fluctuating gravity fields, and all without any discernible power output.

We could not remain here without them, but then, they are the only reason we came here at all.

Below us, the ‘Grand Marcher’ emerged from the lock, running lights blazing.  As she moved steadily away from us, we had another look down into the Command Cupola.  No friendly waves now.  Walker Captain Kayle was in his place at the highest point of the great vessel, head and arms and upper body held securely in place whilst his legs were invisible inside the striding-box.

Fifty metres out from the Dome, the Walkership came to a full halt as it began main engine start up.

“She burns methane from the atmosphere,” Nadje was explaining.  “Watch the extruder flanges!  Once the mains are up to speed, we’ll see the legs!”

Sure enough, the feet were already taking shape below the flanges.  At this stage, just two flat metal plates, ten metres long and growing.  The silver surface shone under the lights, sending reflections out in all directions like a challenge to the planet.

The legs began to extrude, giant cylinders of the same gleaming material.  Toes and heels were now distinguishable on the feet, and talons began to curve out from them.

“That’s bio-metal!”  Nadje continued.  “Alien tech!  From the Solven.  It’s the only sort of stuff that’s any good in the acid sea, ‘cos as long as there’s power, it keeps renewing itself!”

“So why don’t they make it all out of bio-metal?”  Hoitan asked.  Good question, I thought.  He seemed to have a talent for getting to the crucial point.  Inherited or learned from his father, perhaps.  I wondered how much the elder Tan-Dar might show that ability – and if that were a good or a bad thing for us.

Nadje was shaking his head, dismissing the idea.  “Way too expensive!  Stuff costs something like a megacredit a kilo!  Anyhow, it’s not needed.  The hull’s a single surface, see?  And it’s not moving like the legs do.  So they can put a field round it, just like round the Dome.  Trust me; this is the most cost-effective solution!”  It seemed that he, too, had learned from his father.

Outside, the feet, now fully formed, had reached ground level, whilst the legs continued to extrude, lifting the hull smoothly upwards.  As they did so, they began to acquire shape, the curves of muscle and bone becoming defined.

“They look just like real legs!”  Hoitan exclaimed.

“Well, of course it does!  Actually, it looks like the Walker Captains’ leg!  The bio-metal follows exactly what the sensor-mesh detects.  So when he’s Walking, it’s just like moving his own legs.  Only bigger.”

“Even the talons?” 

“OK, not the talons.  They’re computer generated, to give extra grip...  Look, they’re off!”

Sure enough, although the legs were still extruding, the left one lifted, bent the knee, and stepped forward.  A sign of Jeb Kayle’s confidence, to begin walking before reaching full operational height.  But he was one of the most experienced Walker Captains, and this was a routine trip for him.

All the same, it was impressive to watch.  All the more so when you consider what’s involved in walking.  It’s such a natural part of our lives that we forget what an achievement it is – to balance our entire body weight on two narrow pads of flesh and bone, supported by a thin assembly of linked struts.  And then to flex and lift and  move this apparatus to achieve forward motion – balancing entirely on one foot whilst thrusting the other forward, shifting our weight and then repeating the action in one smooth, continuous flow!  Like constantly falling forwards, continually adjusting our balance and even changing speed and direction.  All without even thinking about it.

Once we’ve mastered the skill, we rarely pay any further attention to it.  Until we see it reproduced in a ten-thousand kilogramme vessel, striding confidently into the raging chaos of Pandemonium’s sea.

Beyond the lights of Dome Five, ‘Grand Marcher’, now a full two hundred and fifty metres high and knee deep in surging acid, strode steadily off into the distance, quickly fading into the murky atmosphere until even her running lights vanished.  For a while we could follow her progress on the infra-red scan, but before long she had disappeared entirely.

The crowd along the railing broke up.  I collected two large ice-creams from the bar and intercepted the boys.

“Please take a seat.”  I indicated a spare table. “These are for you – compliments of Captain Jackran Corrileen.

The boys looked at me, and at each other, and at the ice-creams.  They were tempting, if I do say so myself.  The ‘Pandemonium Glory’ is my creation, and served only on The Platform.  A tall glass, with a swirled mint and dark chocolate ice-cream, representing the sea and atmosphere.  Topped by three large balls of orange, strawberry and vanilla, to represent the Archangels.  And down at the bottom, a further sphere of pure white – coconut – for Bane.

Nadje and Hoikan allowed themselves to be seated.  I set the ice-creams down, and sat with them.  They gave me wary looks, but dug into the Pandemonium Glories all the same.

“The price you pay for the ice-creams is to listen to a history lesson,” I told them.  Wariness became suspicion, but they were not about to abandon the ice-creams.

“Twenty six years ago, Walkerships were still pretty new.  That was the same year that they celebrated the Centenary.  A hundred standard years since Survey first came across this system, and found three gas-giants in an impossible orbit round one Earth-sized planet.  An anomaly like that had to be investigated, but it took three expeditions just to find a way to get to Pandemonium.  And when they finally managed to land, one mystery was replaced by another.”

“The Artefacts, you mean,” Nadje put in.

I nodded.  “Twenty five of them, scattered all over the planet in no obvious order.”

“I know all this stuff,” he said.  

“Of course you do.  But Mr Tan Dar, here, might not have heard it all.  And you need the background to understand this story.”

“I’d like to hear about it,” put in Hoikan. 

I inclined my head to him.  “So it was obvious that the Artefacts had something to do with Pandemonium’s ridiculous orbit.  But that raised the questions of who made them, how they worked and (perhaps most importantly) why they existed in the first place.  They had to be investigated.  But the problem was how to get to them?  The storms and the acid and the gravity fluctuations ruled out any conventional transport.  Starship shuttlecraft are expensive, and limited on their payload.  Pandemonium needed something different.”

“Walkerships,” Nadje pointed out.

I nodded.  “It took a while to get the first ones designed and built.  So twenty-six years ago, they were still pretty new.  And a lot smaller than they are now.”

I’d brought a coffee over with me, which was getting cold.  I took a sip before continuing.

“I was one of the first people to be regular Walker-Ship crew.  Junior Comms Tech on Walker Zero-Thirty.  Didn’t give them names then.  The Walker Captain was Carvo Essedi.  A good man.  And the Harbour Captain and First Mate was Jack Corrileen.

We were on passage from Dome Nine to here.  We’d walked the route before, we were on schedule and everything was going smoothly.

But what we didn’t know was that, over at Dome Seventeen, someone was about to achieve something that had never been done before – or since.  They triggered a response from an Artefact.  What they did, no one knows, because there were no survivors to tell us and no records either.  But what happened was that at exactly fourteen hundred hours and fifty four minutes, twenty seconds on that day, local gravity at Dome Seventeen jumped to a hundred and fifty times Earth Standard.

Just for a moment.  The peak lasted less than a second.  But that, of course, was quite enough to destroy the dome.  Turned it into a thin layer of compressed material around the Artefact – along with everyone in it and every piece of equipment as well.  

That local spike triggered a gravity wave.  A circular area spreading out from Seventeen at about five hundred KMH.  The gravity level dropped as it spread, fortunately.  But when it reached Zero-Thirty it was still five times standard g.  Given warning, we could have survived it.  But of course, there was no warning
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