A Map of the Mines of Barnath

Sean Williams

The Manager of the mineswasasmdl, grey man named Carnarvon, wiry with muscle and astough as
old boots. A dight accent betrayed his off-world origins; one of the older colonies, | thought, or perhaps
even Earth. He was sympathetic in amatter-of-fact way, asthough my position wasfar from unique.
"What was your brother’ s name?" he asked.

"Martin Cavell. Do you remember him?"

Carnarvon shook his head, tapping into atermina. "No, but hisrecordsshould . . . yes. This Il tell us
something.”

| tried to wait while he read the file, but impatience soon got the better of me. "What happened?”

"It seems he took athree-day passto the upper levels, then chose to continue deeper when the pass
expired." Carnarvon skimmed through thefile to the end. ™Y our brother died on thefifth level."

"How?'

"The exact details are unknown. There was no body, no witnesses, and no inquiry. Assumption of desth
isautomatic under these circumstances.

"A pretty large assumption, | would' ve thought.”
"Neverthdess."

He seemed quite content to leaveit there, but ten thousand kilometres of travel prompted meto dig
deeper.

"Would it be possible to see the place where he died?’

"Possble, yes, but . . ." Helooked at me oddly. "Y ou don’'t know the mines, do you?'

"No. Thisismy firg time here.”

"Nobody’ s sad anything?'

"l only flew in thisafternoon.” It was my turn to look puzzled. "'Isthere something | should know?"
Carnarvon shook his head dowly. "Y ou wouldn't believe meif | told you.”

"So show me. Or have me shown. Y ou don’t have to take me personally —"

"No. I'll take you. It sbeen awhile since | went dl theway." He looked around the office, eyesitemising

the contents one by one until they finally came back to me. "'If you want aGrand Tour, I'll giveyou a
Grand Tour."



"Thank you." His capitulation was both unexpected and totd ; he made mefed dightly guilty for
inconveniencing him. "As soon as| find out what happened to Martin, I'll be out of your hair, | promise.”

"That could take longer than you think."
"I'minnohurry.”

He sighed and cdled his deputy into the office. "I’ m going Down, Carmen,” hetold the woman. "Y ou're
incharge until 1 get back.”

They shook hands gravely and | thought for an instant that she was about to say something. But she
didn’t. Shejust watched as we left the office, her eyesfilled with something oddly like grief.

Carnarvon led meto an devator shaft, handed me a hardhat and adirty blue overcoat. He looked
around the surface level — at the swarming clerks and technicians, a the administration buildings and
bulk-transport containers— and shook his head athird time.

"Let’sgo," he said wearily, and hit ‘Down'’. The cage door closed and the floor fell away.

The Mines of Barnath are the biggest in known space, and rumoured to be inexhaustible. Discovered a
century ago, they have turned our previoudy struggling, pastora world into amgor minerd exporter. The
five thousand people — according to the unofficia tourist brochure— who work its seven levelsare
capable of extracting over amillion tonnes of any given ore per month, plusthe same again in refined
materials, most of which is exported off-world.

Y e, strangdy, the mines are completely independent of the rest of the planet, like adistant country or a
very large corporation. Visitors are rare, especialy to the deeper levels, and the flow of information to
the world outsde is often restricted, asit was regarding my brother’ sfate. But the officia policy on the
surfaceisto let the status quo remain. Thefate of the planet depends on a constant if not large supply of
Barnath metal — s0, while ore comes out of the upper shaft, any Situation, no matter how unusud, can
be tolerated.

Carnarvon, if he was aware of his awesome responsbility, didn't let it show.

"We don't get many people here,” he said, pausing to light acigarette. "Usudly from off-planet — those
who have heard rumours and want to check for themsalves. Most are satisfied with afew pamphlets and
aquick tour of the upper levels™

"What about Martin?'

"He was an exception, like you.”

| nodded, alowing him the point. "What about the other miners, then?'

"A handful — the ones called * skimmers — live nearby. Drifters and no-hopers, usudly. They only go

asfar asthethird level, where we do the refining. More permanent miners work the deeper levels. The
deepest ones never comeUp at al."



"So some actudly live down there?"
"Of course. They’re the onesthat work best.”

My surprise was mild but genuine. Thiswas arumour | had heard and dismissed as unlikdly. | had never
been in amine before, but the thought of crawling for any length of time along what | imagined to be
cramped, poorly-lit tunnels made mefed claustrophobic.

"Why?" | asked.

Carnarvon looked me in the eye, studying my reaction with interest. " Surface people from’round here,
apart from the skimmers, don’t work below ground because they’ re afraid of the mines. They’ re scared
that if they goingde, they’ll get caught.”

"Gold fever?' | joked.
"No." Therewaslittle humour in Carnarvon’seyes. " Caught .

| waited, but he did not explain further. If he wastrying to scare me off, or warn me, it didn’t work. | had
cometoo far to be deterred by vague superstitions.

The cagerattled to ahat. The doors swung open and Carnarvon waved me ahead. "After you."

| nodded, and entered the mines.

One & Two

The sparsdly populated first and second levels are dmost identicd, and usualy regarded as asingle unit.
These were what greeted the first settlers when they discovered the mines and sent the first of many
expeditionsinto the depths of the planet. Carved from the bedrock, at five hundred and seven-fifty
metres respectively, the two upper levels were found to be empty of ore and life, little more than
half-submerged tunnd slittered with rubble and dirt. That they had been fashioned by ROTH — Races
Other Than Human — was obvious, however. Mankind had not been on Barnath long enough to begin
such an ambitious project, |et one subsequently abandon it. Another species had therefore established
the mines, emptied them of al valuable minerdsand left. Or so it gppeared at fird.

When | arrived, new tunnels were being carved by skimmersin a haf-hearted attempt to reopen the
upper levels. Theair wasfull of dust and the screaming of pneumatic and sonic drills. The weight of the
rock above and around me was amost pdpable — afeding compounded by the stifling half-light.
Flickering eectric arcs swung from carelesdy-looped cables draped along the tunndls. It was
unexpectedly hot and uncomfortably damp. In sometunndls, it dmost seemed to beraining.

Jean Tarquitz, the supervisor of the upper levels, greeted us as Carnarvon showed me around. Shewas
an attractive woman, athough filthy, grimed with moisture-streaked dust. When Carnarvon explained that
we were heading on a Grand Tour, she looked surprised.

"Why?' sheasked, as| had earlier, staring at us both with naked curiosity.



"I ve been topside long enough,” Carnarvon explained, "waiting for an excuse to come back Down."
Even |, who had known him little more than an hour, could tdll that his casua words hid amore complex
reason. | thought it was about time."

"Andyou?'
"Looking for my brother."

There was both amusement and pity in her pale orange eyes as she snorted disdainfully and waved us
on.

My tour of thefirst level passed quickly. Tarquitz accompanied us to the second, which had little new to
offer, and bade usfarewdl | aswe re-entered the shaft to the third. A load of processed ore climbed past
us, deafening dl those nearby with the sound of |abouring machinery.

"The Director has been activein the lower levels" shesaid. "I’ ve heard rumours—"

"I know," said Carnarvon wearily. "We ll be careful.”

"If it comesfor you," she asserted, "it comes regardless of care.”

"I haven’t forgotten.”

"Who'sthe Director?' | asked, but Carnarvon shook his head and motioned me into the cage.
"Takeyour time" said Tarquitz.

"I will," Carnarvon replied, and the doors closed.

Thelift fdl, swaying gently from side to sde, and dthough thefirst two drops had lasted little more than
Sxty seconds each, this descent took us at least ten minutes.

Three

Thethird level held the first of many surprisesto greet the settlers. Its heart is an enormous chamber as
large asfive Old Earth cathedrals stacked one on top of the other, cris-crossed by ladders and pipes and
gartlingly well-lit— abrilliant contrast to the upper levels. Itswalls are orange and thickly-veined. The
ar isfull of the rumbling of machinery and echoing explosons. Huge ROTH artefacts, inactivefor the
most part, cling to the walls and ceiling; some are mounted like stalagmites on the ‘floor’, around which
clugter the refineries brought Down apiece a atime by human settlers. Green-clad miners swarm like
antsaong thewalls and walkways, issuing from the myriad tunnels that lead deeper into the earth.

"How many peoplework here?' | asked, left dmost breathless by the sheer scale of the chamber. Too
large to be fully comprehended in even a series of glances, it provoked afedling of vertigo so powerful as
to dull the mind.

"Onthisleve, something like six thousand; most of them in Side-cuts rather than the actua core. Y our
brother was one of them, for awhile."

| shook my head. The figure didn’t make sense. It was larger than the one I’ d been given earlier for the



population of the entire mine, and there were still four more levelsto go. But | chose not to pursue the
matter then and there; | supposed that I’ d misheard him through the constant noise echoing in the
chamber.

| tried to imagine Martin working here, and failed. We had spoken briefly before his departure for the
mines, but he had said nothing about intending to seek employment. Just aholiday, he had said, to satisfy
his curiosity. | wondered what had happened to change his mind.

Thelift ended hafway down the chamber.

We stopped there to procure water bottles, to exchange a handful of words with ataciturn attendant, and
to admire the view. Huge ore-lifters floated past us— up, full; down, empty. Carnarvon informed me
that protocol forbade us taking such adirect route to the base of the third level. Between the midway
point of the third level and itsrock floor were only ladders.

"Nothing else can truly do this placejustice,” he said, and | believed him.

By then | had an inkling that the Grand Tour was far more than aquick circuit of faces and off-cuts—
hence Carnarvon'sinitia reluctance to take me. | was glad that | had noone waiting for me above
ground.

It took us three hours to reach the base of the chamber and the first of many way-stations. We rested
therefor an hour or so, meeting afew of the degper miners— caled ‘moles — who were heading
Upwardsfor agtint in the refineries and, ultimately, the surface. They were uniformly dirty, but only two
thirds were pale-skinned. The rest were deeply tanned, which | found strange. All shared a peculiar
dullness of gare, astrain of world-wearinesswhich | later learned was called "miner’ seyes'. Asthough
nothing more could surprise them, they regarded the world with patient, cynica scepticism.

| asked them about my brother, but received only quizzica staresin reply.

"Tourigt," explained Carnarvon patiently. Some laughed openly; others touched my shoulder in sadness,
and went to Sit elsewhere.

"Why iseveryoneso. . 7' | struggled for the word, but couldn’t find it.

"Unconcerned?’ suggested Carnarvon, awry smiletwisting hisrubbery features. "If they are, it's because
they know something you don't."

"Whichis?'
"Don’'t ask now. You'll —"
"I know, | know. I'll find out later."

His amile broadened. "Exactly."

When we had rested, Carnarvon showed me some of the machinery that fillsthe third level. The purpose
of the ancient ROTH mechanisms e uded me then, just asit has duded human researchersfor onefull
century.



Then it wastime to enter the Shaft, the central column that plummets downwards through the four
remaining levels. The cage wasthree times as large as the lift by which we had previoudy descended.
Low bencheslined two of thewalls.

A crowd of miners spilled from the cage, dressed in unfamiliar white uniforms. They stared at us, but said
nothing. When they had gone, Carnarvon turned to face me.

"Thejourney really begins here" he said, on the threshold of the cage. "If you want to turn back, it's not
too late.”

| shook my head. "I need to know what happened to Martin.”
"Why?" He seemed genuingly unable to understand.
"Because he wasimportant tome,” | said. "Am | in danger?"

"Yes" Hishonesty was both dismaying and thrilling. "Everyone who entersthe minesis at risk — and the
deeper, the more s0."

It was my turn to ask: "Why?'
But Carnarvon, waving me inside, refused to answer.

He stood silently by my side asthe cage fell, not meeting my stare. Five minutes passed without aword
spoken by either of us. If Carnarvon didn’t want to talk, | wasn't going to make him.

Then, after fifteen minutes, the floor lurched, and | felt momentarily light-headed. Only then did
Carnarvon speak, as though we had passed some unannounced barrier.

"Thelast time| passed thisway was twelve years ago — heading Up from thefifth leve, swearing thet |
would never come back." He took off his hardhat and dicked back hiswiry, grey hair. "But part of me
awaysknew | would, one day. And the same part knows that there’ s no going back thistime. Y ou only
get out once. If you return, the mines have you forever."

| studied him closdly. If thiswas aconfession, then | failed to comprehend it. "Caught?' | asked, using his
own word.

Helaughed softly. "Wl and truly. | hate this place, but | loveit too. And the people that work here, mad
bastards that we are.”

His attention wandered back to his own thoughts. Reluctant to let the Silence clam usagain, | asked him
aquestion that had been troubling mefor sometime.

"Why arewe the only ones going Down?"'

Carnarvon laughed again. "Y ou noticed? Good. If you can answer that question, my friend, you'll be one
step closer to grasping the truth about the mines.”

And hewould speak no more until the cage bumped to a hat and we ssumbled fromit.



Four

Imagine agrey plain a midnight, rippled in aseries of low, undulating hillsand valleys. Theplainisin
complete darkness, except for an areaaslarge asasmal town illuminated by powerful, white spotlights.
In thislighted area sits an open-face mine, hacked into a hillside like aweeping sore. It isso dark in this
place that nothing & se can be seen: no stars, no horizon; just one patch of brilliant light and adender line
risng upwardsinto blackness. Now imagine the plain buried four thousand metres underground in a
chamber so large that the wdls and calling areinvisble. Thisisthefourth level.

A faceless technician handed me apressure-suit. A clumsy ouitfit of rubber and carbon-fibres; it stank of
sweat and grease, as though worn by thousands of peopleinitslifetime. Puzzled, | followed Carnarvon’s
lead and shrugged into it, leaving my outer garmentsin alocker. | felt oddly light, and wondered if the air
had a higher oxygen content than | was accustomed to. Carnarvon led meto an airlock and cycled the
pair of usthrough.

"Poisonous aimosphere,” he said viathe suit radio, explaining the suitsif not the sight that lay beforeme. |
watched as cranes swung and powerful vehicles unloaded their burdens benesth the spotlights. The

miners swarming across the face looked like dark animalsin their grey suits— hence, | supposed, the
nickname ‘moles’.

"What arethey mining for?" | asked.
"Here, iron ore," replied Carnarvon. "There are other faces nearby cut for strontium and uranium.”

| hunted for areference point, some means of guessing the size of the space around me, but failed. "How
bigisthisleve?" | asked, admitting defest.

"Bigger than you think, | promiseyou."

We headed through the gloom towards arow of huts, where Carnarvon introduced himsdlf to the level
supervisor, aportly man called Stolle whose suit resembled a blowfish with sumpy armsand legs. Still
dazzled by the strangeness of the fourth level, | was content to let them do the talking.

"l remember you," said Stolleto Carnarvon, squinting through his plastic visor. Hisvoice wasliquid with
gatic. "Two years ago — three, maybe? — you worked here for awhile.”

"Twelve" corrected Carnarvon.

"Chrigt." Stollewinked at me dryly, asthough sharing ajoke | failed to understand. "Time fliesdown
here."

"Any news of the Director?' asked Carnarvon.
"It sout there," said the Supervisor, shrugging. "Definitely out there. We ve lost afew on thisleve, but

not many. Usud story. That, and the rumours of an eighth level, are about the only things we can depend
on down here"



Heinvited usto join him for adrink, but Carnarvon explained that we weretired. Thiswasn't alie, asfar
as | was concerned; my watch told me that eight hours had passed since my arriva at the mines, and my
eyes were thick with fatigue. So Carnarvon made excuses, and we bunked down in a crowded
dormitory wing with a dozen off-duty moles, clipped by airhosesto acommuna tank, our radios
Slenced.

Thus| spent my first night in the mines of Barnath: in arubber suit, breathing air that stank of human,
wondering what the hell | was doing. And when | dreamed, it was of Martin walking ahead of meadong a
dark, stone tunnel, forever out of reach.

A dull explosion woke me an unknown time later. When we stumbled out of the wing, anew hole had
been added to the scarred hillside. The ever-present glare of the spotlights seemed brighter and the
ceasaless activity of the open-face mine more feverish than before.

We dined on pre-processed dop in one of the few pressurised compartments of that level. The moles
around us eyed us curioudy, and amoment or two passed before | realised what it was that distinguished
usfrom them. It was, quite smply, that we were talking. On the fourth level, where communication is only
practical viaintersuit radio, casud conversation is discouraged. Even in the mess-hall.

"How much further?' | asked Carnarvon, regardiess. The night’ s deep had |eft meirritable, rather than
refreshed. | was impatient to make some progress on my quest to find Martin.

"Forever and aday, asthey say." He glanced a mein amusement. "Y ou still think you' |l be leaving here
inahurry?'

"Why shouldr't | be?"

"Because these are the mines of Barnath, my friend. They’ re not like anywhere el se. Where you come
from, everything’ sthe same— it never changes, it’ll be there tomorrow, forever. But here. . . if the
Director doesn't get you, then you' re caught anyway.”

| put down my spoon, appetite forgotten. There was anew strength in Carnarvon’ s eyes that bothered
me, left me feding like an intruder, unwanted. His stare was amost a chalenge, defying meto unravel the
riddle of the mines on my own.

"Who isthe Director?' | asked, pacing my words deliberately.

Perhaps he saw the growing frustration in my eyes, and the anger that lurked behind it. Or he too was
tired of hisown guessing-game. Either way, he dso put down his spoon and findly began to explain, after
afashion.

"The Director livesinthe mines" hesaid. "Or eseit'san integrd part of them. Either. We don't know
much about it, except that it can go anywhere, any time it wantsto. We don’t even know whereit goes
between appearances— |’ ve never heard of it being seen topside — but we aways know wheniit's

"It?" | asked. "'l thought you were talking about someone in particular. Y our superior, perhaps.”



"No. One of the early explorers coined the name, for whatever reason, and it’s as good as any other."
He paused, watching me closdly, waiting for aresponse.

"Sowhat isit? A machine?'

"That's certainly possible. The minesaren’t human-built. The ROTH made them; the ROTH |eft them
here for usto plunder. Maybe they switched on some sort of security system before they left, and the
Director isitsenforcer.” He shrugged. "But few peopleredly believeit’ san dlien artefact.”

"Then someone must know about it, surely?”

"Just think for a second, before you jump to conclusions. It should be obvious. What if the ROTH didn’t
leave? What if they’ re fill in here, somewhere?!

| stared at him. " Are you suggesting that the Director isan dien?"

"That’ sthe most popular explanation. More than one ROTH, perhaps. No-one' sseenit and lived. All
we know isthat it takes people working in the mines— usually the best, most talented. Those it comes
for and doesn't take, it kills."

"You'rekidding."

Carnarvon shook his head gravely. "It' s no joke down here. Deeper till, it's positively morbid. Livein
the mines for awhile and the fact Sartsto get to you. Y ou never know if it'll comefor you, or if you'll be
taken when it does."

"I never heard any of thisbefore.”

"Of course not. Word doesn't get out because hardly anyone who comes this deep leaves again. Those
few who do leave hang around the surface for awhile, and then go back Down. The Director isall part
of the lure and the trap of Barnath, you see. No-one knows where it takesthe onesit does't kill." He
picked up his spoon and attacked his breskfast vicioudy. "That’ swhy I’m here. The mystery hasme
hooked."

"And me? Why am | here?'

"To find your brother, of course.”

"Did the Director take him?"

Carnarvon paused between mouthfuls. "If you meet it, you can ask it yoursdlf.”

| pushed my bowl aside and sedled my suit.

"Going somewhere?" asked Carnarvon, amused.

"Outsde" | said. "l need to think."

| shouldered my way through a crowd of miners and headed out into the darkness. The face of the cut
was hidden behind alow hill; the only light came from reflected haze and a crooked line of beacons



strung across the grey-green dust that served for afloor on the fourth level.

| squatted on my haunches and regarded the empty view for along while. It waslike Sitting on the face of
astarlessmoon. | didn’t hear Carnarvon approach.

"Timeto go," hesad, putting his hand on my shoulder. "Coming?"
| raised my head wearily.

"Y ou say Martin disappeared from the next level ?*

"Y es, thefifth. That’ swhat the records said, anyway."

"ThenI’m coming. At lesst that far.”

Even through the visor | could see his sceptica smile, curled like aquestion-mark as though he doubted
my motives.

"He'sdive" | ingsed. "l canfed him."
"If you say s0."
"All I want to do isfind him and take him home. Isthat so difficult?!

Carnarvon helped meto my feet, and we trudged back to the Shaft building. | expected to don our old
clothes, but we didn’t.

"Pressure suitsfrom here on,” he explained, as we waited for the cage to reach our leve. "Just in case.”

The cagerattled to ahalt and the doors opened. | regarded the interior with foreboding. Carnarvon
didn’'t hesitate, however, so | followed reluctantly.

The cage dropped downwards. Again | felt that strange sensation of giddiness haf-way, but thistime my
companion choseto remain slent for the rest of the journey, lost in thought.

Five

| was definitely lighter when | stepped from the cage. The disembarkation bay was an enormous room,
gerile-white and brilliantly lit. Behind me, Six identical airlocks opened into the wall; we had entered the
chamber viathe second from theright. A large section of the floor was transparent, and Carnarvon
gestured that | should look down throughiit.

It took me aminute or so to find a sense of perspective. The view was surredl. Great blue sheets of
energy dashed and hacked at something | couldn’t quiteidentify. A hill, | thought at first; then amountain.
It wasn't until | redlised that the dots drifting over the surface of the object were ore-lifters— themselves
s0 huge they made men look like specks — that | guessed the incredible truth.

Trapped within the mines, orbiting dowly beneath my feet, was an entire planet.



"That’ simpossible,” | breathed, as bolts of stupendous energy sheared free continent-sized chunks of
rock. My vantage point was high — at least thirty thousand metres— and the view spectacular.

"I know," said Carnarvon. "But we re mining it anyway. And it’ snot that large, redly — barely the size
of Mars. Completely dead, of course, and metd-rich. It' |l keep the mines active for acentury or two at
leedt.”

My gaze wandered from the planet, across the roof of the incomprehensible chamber. Giant habitats
clung to the naked rock of the "roof" like shellfish, upside down. Huge docking grapnels awaited
ore-liftersferrying materiad from the scarred surface below. Everywhere | looked were men and women
in white pressure-suits, crawling like flies over an unimaginable carcass.

"How many?' | asked, dmost afraid of the answer.

"Two and ahdf million," replied Carnarvon, and | swalowed. | had in mind the unofficia government
estimate of five thousand, which now seemed ludicrousin the face of what | was seeing.

"Surely someone must have noticed?

"To date, no-one has." Carnarvon unsedled his suit, crooking the helmet over hisforearm like an
old-timer. "As| sad, peoplethisdeep rarely leave.”

"But ill, they had to come from somewhere —"

"Exactly. A few, like your brother, come from the surface, drifting down through the levels over the
years, but that ill leaves us quite alarge number short of the real population of the mine.”

"Where, then?' | had avison of the minersraising families, which | immediately discredited. Only anidiot
would have childrenin aplacelikethis.

"We may never know the full answer to that question,” Carnarvon said. " Some miners come Up from the
deeper levelswithout ever having gone Down in thefirst place.”

| studied him suspicioudy, wondering if he was playing mefor afool. Hewasn't. Hewas deadly serious.
But he had to belying.

| too shucked my helmet and bresthed the air of thefifth level. It tasted faintly eectric, and of the
population that had breathed it before me. | could till fed the weight of rock around me, defying the
view through the window a my feet. A planet within aplanet . . ?

| turned away from the sight. It was too much.

"Comeon," said Carnarvon. "We haveto log oursdvesin." Hetook my arm and led me aong the bay,
towards a corridor. The narrow passageway ended in a desk.

A clerk behind acomputer terminal greeted us patiently. "Names?' he asked.
Carnarvon gave him mine and added, " Skimmer," when asked for my profession. The ease with which

my identity had been redefined did not escape me: from quester to tourist to sSkimmer in less than two
days. Had something similar happened to Martin? The clerk handed me awhite, plastic ID card, which |



absently tucked into aziplock pouch.

Then it was Carnarvon’ sturn. The clerk accepted thetitle, "Manager," with little Sgn of being impressed.
"When?' he asked, tapping at the keyboard.

"4510°55."

"We had your predecessor through here last year,” said the clerk. "He lasted a month."”

"Taken?'

"Killed." The clerk handed him ared card which Carnarvon stuck to the front of hissuit. "You have a
fortnight’ s grace, you and your friend, after which you'll haveto find work."

"Of course," said Carnarvon, not & al fazed by the gpparent insubordination. "Thank you."

He commandeered an eectric cart and drove me deeper into the habitat. Occasiondly we passed a
circular window in thefloor, reminding me that beneath my feet lay not the solid rock my gpparent weight
suggested, but empty space and then something far more remarkabl e,

"You'll probably be asking yoursdlf the same questions | asked when | came here." Carnarvon smiled a
me sympathetically ashedrove. "l was afuson technician from Earth, so thefirgt thing | said when |
looked out that window was, ‘How do you pay your fuel bill? " He chuckled self-depreciatingly. "It
was't until two yearslater that | learned where the energy actudly comesfrom.”

"And where doesit?' | croaked.

"Deeper dill," hesaid. "The next level powersthe entire mine. The ROTH were far more advanced than
we are. All the equipment in this chamber and the sixth were just lying around, waiting to be used. Sowe
used it. We didn’t have to understand how it worked."

Memory prompted meto ask: "I thought there were seven levels?!

"Thereare,” hesaid, but | could draw him no further on the issue of the last. Instead, he described lifein
the fifth: the way most of the mining on the planet istele-operated; how the miners spend nearly dl of
their timein the ceiling habitats, only venturing to the surface to deal with circumstances that cannot be
handled by automeatics or remotes. The energy-lances are directed from a cluster of habitatsin a segment
of thelevel that has been designated North, coinciding with the magnetic field of the planet.

It wasthere, | learned, Martin had worked. When | asked to be taken there first, Carnarvon smiled
gimly.

"Y ou haven't grasped the scale yet, have you? It'l] take at |east three daysto get there by cart; oneif we
can requigtion ashuttle

The corridor widened, became a busy thoroughfare. Minersin clean uniforms walked or drove by on
unknown errands, and | watched them in silence, trying to remember what the surface— *home,’ |
reminded mysalf — looked like. But | couldn’t. It wastoo far away.

Carnarvon pulled usto ahalt outsde asmal door.



"Clothes, food, and rest,” he said. "And then we keep going."”

| nodded numbly, and let mysdlf beled inside.

Standard uniform on thefifth level isawhite, cotton one-piece, fitted with numerous pockets and
pouches. The outfits are comfortably ssimple— almost spartan. The food, however, isan order of
magnitude better than that of the previousleve, being the product of hydroponic gardens scattered
acrossthe ‘roof’.

"The ROTH left them, too," said Carnarvon aswe ate our way through real vegetables and soy-base
steak.

"And the habitats?'
"Yes" Carnarvon smiled wryly. "They were more like us than we give them credit for, mogt of thetime."
"What do you mean?"

"Well, everyone down here regards the Director asamost god-like," he said, "when it’s probably just a
ROTH that eatsthe samefood as us, and andsonly alittletaler.”

| finished my meadl in sllence, bothered by that thought. | put myself in the shoes of thosefirst colonidts,
stumbling upon this tremendous cavern and its contents. What had they imagined they had found? And
why hadn’t research teams descended upon the mines from all corners of the inhabited galaxy?

| knew better than to ask for answersto these questions. All | could do was wait until the truth became
clear onitsown, however long that took.

When we had finished our medl, Carnarvon drove usto atransport dock, where we caught a shuttle
halfway to the Northern quadrant. The stubby craft swooped low over the planet below, granting me an
unequdled view of the mining operations taking place. From thisangle, the sprawl of habitats above
resembled a colony of small, white mushrooms suspended from adistant ceilling — or aworld of sedled
cities, turned inside-ouit.

Aswe |eft the shuttle, aparty of miners came towards us through the airlock umbilical. One of them
caled for my attention as he approached.

"Cavell, you old bastard, where ve you been? It’ s been ages, and you till owe mefor Carole.”

"I'msorry,” | said, aring at him. He was short, grizzled, and completely unfamiliar. "Y ou must be
thinking of my brother. Welook the same."

"No," hesaid. "l remember you. We worked —"
Oneof hiscompanions nudged himintheribs.

"Oh, right," he said. "Y ou’re on your way Down." He reached out for my hand and shook it. "The
name s Donahue, anyway. | guess!’ll meet you later.”



He entered the shuttle with his workmates. The doors closed on his smiling face, shutting out my
confusion.

"What the hel1?"
"It happens,” said Carnarvon. "You' Il get used to this sort of thing."

"l don’'t want to get used to it.”" Menta exhaustion — too many riddlesin too short atime — wastaking
itstoll. "I just want to find out what happened to Martin and get out of here."

"A little more patience.” Carnarvon smiled: amixture of amusement and sympathy. "Not far now."
We took another cart the rest of the way, through anetwork of evacuated tunnelsthat cris-crossesthe

roof of the fifth chamber. Like insects, we crawled for seven hours aong this hollow web, inch by strange
inch, while the world-within-a-world turn implacably below us.

Above the planet’ s North pole, vast forces crackle through the dust-filled vacuum. Enormous bolts of
datic dectricity split the nether sky. The habitats echo with the thunder of mighty energies. Martin’sold
home, amidst al of this, trembles on the edge between stone and fire— just as many homes did, and il
do, onthislevel.

A security officer showed us Martin’ sfile. It stated that he had worked in the habitat for no lessthan two
years.

"There must be some mistake," | said. "He s only been missing for six weeks."

She handed me aphoto. "Isthat him?"

| looked carefully. The man in the hologram was older than | remembered, but definitdly Martin.
"Yes itis" | admitted, grudgingly. "But how do you explan— 7"

"Wedon't,"” shesaid. "Wejust accept.”

Carnarvon took the file from her, winking. "Come on," he said to me. "Let’ sgo see where hewas
taken."

| followed him out of the adminigtration building, hating the curl of amusement | saw in his profile. With
the end of my quest in dght, the last thing | wanted to hear was more nonsense.

"Thisiscrazy," | sated.

"Sure," he agreed pleasantly. "But blame the ROTH if you have to blame someone.” We headed to a
nearby building, where thefilestold us Martin had lived.

"Heleft hisroom a midnight,” read Carnarvon. " Going to meet alover, gpparently.”

Wefollowed aseries of corridors, al equally unremarkable, until Carnarvon brought me to a sudden



halt.
"The camerastracked him asfar ashere, then lost him."

| looked around. The corridor was empty and featurel ess. There was no sign that anybody had passed
thisway at dl, let donedied here.

"What else doesthefile say?' | asked, staring at the blank, polished floor.

"Not much. Martin turned a corner, wa ked four steps and vanished. The general consensusisthat the
Director took him."

"Where?'

"No-one knows." Carnarvon put a hand on my shoulder. "I’'m sorry."

| shrugged hishand away. "'l don’t believe you're telling me everything.”

"Of course not. But | don't know everything, do 17"

"Bullshit." Hisflippancy annoyed me, fudled my growing frudtration. " This has been onelong

smokescreen right from the beginning. Y ou told me I’ d understand when | saw thefifth level. Wdll, I'm
hereand I've seenit but | still don’'t understand. Why can't you just tell me?”

| —
"My brother’ s disappeared, for God' s sakel™
"Look around you. Can you understand what’ s going on here? No-one can. Y our brother wastakenin
full view of asecurity cameraand it saw nothing. Four steps— zap — gone. Where?If | knew I'd tell
you, | swear. We lose something like three hundred people ayear under smilar circumstances, and
nearly triple that many arekilled —"
"So why doesn’t somebody do something?'

"Such as? What do you suggest? This has been happening for one hundred years; if something could
have been done, we would have done it already."

"So closethe mines."

"We can't. They’retoo productive. And the odds of the Director Striking are atigtically insgnificant,
anyway. Y ou’ ve more chance of dying on the surface.”

| felt caged in, and wanted to strike something. Y ou'relying.”
"Not at dl —"
"Y ou think you can pdm me off with fase records and insanities—"

"If you'll just cdm down—"



"No! | refuseto believethat Martin is dead. He s down here somewhere and I’ m going to find him.”
| turned on my hedl and angrily walked away.
"How?" Carnarvon called after me. "Y ou' re not thefirst to have tried, you know!"

| ignored him. Grief, anger and asense of betraya fought for control of my mind, clouding my thoughts
and judgement. | knew that Martin was aive somewhere; | could fed it in my bones. | wasn't going to let
the matter go so easily. Martin would have done the same for me, | was sure, had our roles been
reversed.

| wandered the corridors, losing mysdf in the maze of the habitat, not caring if Carnarvon followed. Ten
minutes passed before | regained my senses and redlised that | wasaone. When | did, | set out to begin
my own investigation.

| was alocated aroom near his and started asking questions.

No-one could give me hard facts about my brother. Few people remembered him, as though years had
passed since his disappearance. One even went so far asto suggest that it had been years, but |
dismissed her asaliar, part of the conspiracy keeping me from the truth, even though sheinsisted that she
had been hislover.

My two weeks of grace passed quickly and fruitlesdy, spent for the most part in mess-hdlsand
recregtion facilities, dways asking questions. The citizens of thefifth leve, dthough sympathetic, were
victims of the same passivity to fate espoused by the security officer who had shown me Martin’sfile. |
despaired of ever learning the truth, but for the wrong reasons: | wondered what Martin had doneto
warrant such athorough white-wash of his sudden departure.

And dways, everywhere | looked, was the strangeness of the mines, the sheer improbability of it al, from
the planet below to the habitats above. | felt overwhelmed by odd details gleaned from the people |
interviewed: the way power was beamed by maser from the south "pole’ rather than sent dong cables;
the dag-pit, an apparently bottomless holein the "celling” that was used to dispose of waste materids; the
odd discrepancy between the mass of minerals extracted from the planet and that which arrived on the
surface of Barnath, the latter being roughly one-sixth of the former; and the cluster of ROTH artefactson
the planet itsalf, which, although active, seemed to serve no other function than to send bright sparks of
bal lightning hurtling around the sundered crust. But | refused to submit to the disorientation; | vowed that
| would remain undistracted until | knew the truth. My life on the surface was waiting. | had to find Martin
and bring him back, no matter how long it took.

So great was my blindnessthat | disregarded what was staring mein the face: that, in order to
comprehend what had happened to Martin, | would first have to comprehend the Minesthemsalves, a
task for which | was both physicaly and mentally unprepared.

It wasn't until | met aman cdled Azimuth, awdl-tanned mole from the Sixth levd, that | learned what
faewasredly awaiting me.

| happened across him in abar on the North-east quadrant of the fifth level — adirty man, dressed in his
stained undersuit from further Up. He recognised my face, and cameto join me at my table.



"l remember you," he said. "Y ou came here looking for your brother, right?!
"That' sright. Do you know anything about — 7'

He laughed, anticipating my question. "No, no. | never met him. But | heard about you on the news
circuitstopside, before | came here.”

| frowned. "When wasthat?'

"Wadl, let me see, now. | came herefive years ago, and I’ d heard the story six months before that. Five
and ahalf years, then. Sure, that’ d be about right.”

I must have gaped at hiswords, for he laughed again a my confusion.
"Y ou haven't noticed yet?' he asked. "Timeisal fucked up down here. You arrived, whet . . ?"
"Fourteen days ago,” | forced out.

"And I’'minmy sixth year, with the Director’ s grace. Topside, it could’ ve been centuries. Y ou never
know how long until you look."

Azimuth didn’t stop there, but | hardly heard what he said. According to Martin’srecords, he had
worked in the Minesfor two years— afact | had initidly dismissed asridiculous. If timeredly was
askew deep in the mines— apossibility | could not discredit, given the other wonders| had aready
witnessed — then the obstacles facing me were greater than | had imagined. But there was still hope.
| forced mysdlf out of my daze. "The newscast,” | said. "What did it say?’

Azimuth hesitated. "Y ou sure you want to know?"

| gripped him firmly onthearm. " Tdl me."

"All I remember isthe headline: ‘ Brothers separated, then reunited by death.” Very tragic. | don’t know
whether that helps you, or makes things worse, but there you go. Y ou wanted to hear it."

| gaped increduloudly. Reunited, | echoed to mysdlf, by death?

He obvioudy interpreted my stunned silence asasign of comprehension and barrelled upwards from his
seet, chuckling deep in hisbelly. "Be seein’ you, maybe."

When he had gone, | regarded my drink with despair, thinking dull, dow thoughts. The truth waslikea
heavy weight — the weight of miles of solid earth— settling upon my shoulders.

When my glass was empty, | wandered "home", aone.

That evening, | tracked down Carnarvon. Hewas till in the Northern habitat, easily reached by internal
vidcom.

"I’ ve been waiting for you to cdl," hesaid. "I knew you would."



| hesitated for amoment, balanced on the edge of total acceptance. When the words eventually came, it
didn’t sound like me speaking.

"Who did you lose?'
"My wife" Hisvoice was even; his eyesreflected the sympathy | offered, unwanted. "It took me amonth
toredise!’d never find her by looking. When | tried to escape back to Earth, | ended up on Barnath,
where| decided to stay. For al the years |’ ve been Manager, |’ ve been waiting for someone like you to
bring me back."
"And herewe are.”
"Yes. Herewe are. Looking without finding again.”
Theslenceclaimed usagain. | had only one question |ft.
"Do you want to come with me?"
"Sure" Hesamiled. "The Grand Tour isn't over yet.”
We met the next day and logged out of thefifth level. The Shaft accepted our pressure-suited bodies
indifferently, and we dropped like stones into the depths of an impossible earth.

Six
The sixth level opens onto thefiery face of asun.
Our period of grace had expired. | found work as an energy-scoop operator, and met the man called
Donahue who had greeted me in the embarkation bay of thefifth level. He didn’t remember me, of
course, but we quickly became friends. He helped me adjust to the artificid gravity of B Station and
taught me everything | needed to learn about my new job. He dso introduced meto hissigter, Carole. It
wasn't long before my tan was as degp astheirs, and my acceptance of the impossible dmost as
automatic.

The sixth level doesthat to you. It overwhems, it terrifies, it can even drive aperson mad. But those who
makeit thisfar and stay for any length of time tend to have been alittle crazy in thefirst place.

Carnarvon’ stime as surface Manager served him in good stead, even though the post wasirrelevant to
the deeper levels. He worked in administration, somewherein the heart of the centra gravity-platform.
We met once aweek to discuss our progress.

Progresswhere? It didn’t matter. We were both marking time before the inevitable.

Then, six months after Carnarvon and | had entered the mines, he didn’t show for our weekly mesting. |
dug around for information and eventually learned that the Director had come for him during the week.
His body was never found.

| waited amonth before moving on. My link with the surface had been severed; there was no point



staying any longer than | had to. Asthough | had oscillated until then from a stretched rubber band, |
suddenly found mysdlf cut free. | sarted to fdll.

The level supervisor was sympathetic.

There was only oneway |eft to go, at the very end.

Seven

The cage opensand | float into a transparent sphere nearly one hundred metres across fixed to the base
of the Shaft like abubble on a straw. Thereis no-one present to watch or to censure me as| drift
through the zero gravity, press my face againgt the surface of the bubble and stare outwards.

My eyes adjust eventualy. Instead of darkness outside the bubble, | see stars.
Sars. ..
The Shaft ends here. Thereisno Downward path any more — only Up, and Up, and Up. Forever.

There appearsto be no way to leave the bubble, but part of me wonders what would happen if | could.
Could | travel through space and re-enter the mines from above, thus completing a strange loop of
navigation?

Even here, it seems, there are no answers. There are only questions— and me, staring ape-like at the
gars. What could be stranger than this? Like thefirst colonigts, | have stepped into the dien Mines of
Barnath and found everything | didn’t expect: space beyond comprehension, timein disarray, resources
without end, and . . .

| suddenly redlisewhat else thefirst colonists found, what prevented word from spreading across the
galaxy, and what hdted the scientific jihad aimed like an arrow at the heart of the mines. Only one
discovery could have been sufficient.

People. People have dways been here, wandering twisted |oops through time, crossing and recrossing,
occasiondly colliding. They greeted thefirst explorers of the deeper levels, and integrated them
seamlesdy into a pre-existing society. Later arrivals were likewise assmilated, lured by mysteriesand
wonders in abundance, by a curiosity so gresat that not even the threat of death deterred them.

Whether the mines themselves are from the future or from the distant past, or whether they exist entirely
beyond time, does’t matter. Nothing hereis certain, except that humanity has moved in and has
therefore been here forever, entangled in some unknowable cosmic scheme,

Maybethe ROTH never existed at al. Even the Director might be human, with apurpose of his own.
My skin crawls, as though across an incomprehensible distance | am being watched.

On the heds of that thought comes an impatience, aneed to move— in any direction. Timeis passing

around me like the heavy surges of adeep sea. A minute here might be amillion hours on the surface, for
al | know; or aheartbeat awholelifetime. | want to travel, to be taken further. Now.



But the Director will come, | remind mysdlf, only when it comes. Not before. Of that | am reasonably
certain, if nothing dse.

My ghostly reflection stares back at me with Martin'sface— the face of my other half, my twin.

A not-so-distant light in the alien starscape moves like atear down the face of my reflection, and | sense
that heiswaiting for me, wherever heis.
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