The Door That Does Not Close by Carl Frederick
Assumptions are easy to make, and hard torefine....
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Ashewaked closer, the ancient stone structure looked more like a bunker than a Roman temple.
Thorvad fdt atwinge of collective guilt. If the guidebook wasto be believed, that squat monstrosity had
been designed by ascientist like himself.

"Sureisugly,” said Roger, waking dongside.

Roger appeared to be about twelve years old. He had blue eyes, blond hair, and wore a polo shirt,
shorts, and sneakers. He looked more like a stereotype than akid. Thorvad had to remind himself yet
again that the boy was not of this Earth--or indeed not of any Earth.

"Ugly it may be." Thorvald paused to swat at amosguito. "But speaking as aphysicist rather than an
amateur archeologig, thisbuilding isimpressive. It's survived intact for dmost two millennia” He shook
his head. "But I've never seen aRoman building like this. It ssemsugly on purpose.”

"It doesn't look big enough for many hiding places.” Roger swatted at a mosquito as well--even though
theinsect didn't seem interested in him. "Y ou redly think the codex isingde?"

"Yes" Thorvald sighed. "I'm afraid so," he added without intending to. Roger, dthough he could bleed
and fed, was actualy an android. But the creature that controlled him through telepresence wasindeed a
child. And athough that child was an dien, far off on aspacecraft hovering above Earth, Thorvad had
grown fond of him--or it. And once the codex had been recovered, Roger's mission on Earth would end.

* * * %

"Y ou know," said Thorvald, "I've been your tutor for about sx months now. I'm going to missyou."
"I'll missyou too, gr." Roger shuffled afoot. "1 wish | didn't haveto go."

Thorvad touded the boy's hair. Hed done that smple act so often, he no longer felt salf-conscious about
it.

Roger leaned in like a cat wanting to be scratched.
Embarrassed by the show of affection, Thorvald reverted to hisrole as ateacher.

"Do you know where we are?' he said.



"Of course." Roger padded afew steps ahead. "Congtanta, Romania."

"Ah. But the ancient Romans called it Tomis. Thiswas an important town in the Roman province of
Dacia"

"Doesn't look very important, now."

Thorvad gazed around at the desolate countryside and nodded. "Dacia Felix, they called it. Happy
Dacia. And the region stayed happy until the Visgothsand Carps overraniit.”

With Roger at hisside, Thorvald trudged up to the front of the temple. He carried aflashlight and
gestured with it. "The Romans smply abandoned the place. Hard to know why. Some say the evacuation
of Daciamarked the gtart of the disintegration of the Roman Empire.”

INTRAREA OPRITA, read the sign hammered into the heavy wooden door.

"'No admittance," said Roger, "but of course were not expected to know Romanian. So let'sgoin.”
"Y ou certainly seemed to know Romanian back when we were renting the car.”

Roger shrugged. "Kidslearn languages eesily.”

"Very funny."

Roger giggled. "Okay. I've got trandation software.”

Thorvad wrinkled his nose--asign that he was puzzled. "Are you saying your people have done
trandation software for every language on Earth?!

"No. But yours have." Roger laughed again. "It's neat having Internet access."
Roger bounded up the stone steps. Thorvad followed the boy inside.

The temple, though reasonably intact, still had sufficient gapsin the stonework that they could seetheir
way by the sunlight pouring through the holes. Thorvald tucked the flashlight under hisbelt.

The centra chamber, dank and smelling of anima habitation, had the usua assortment of divine Statuary
scattered around the periphery. The domed celling, like an ancient planetarium, depicted the sky at late
twilight. Timeworn blues aswell asfaded reds and ochres served as background to dots of white
representing the visible planets and the brighter stars. A massive stone pillar stood in the center of the
room. Jutting from the middle of each wall, mythicd animds, each clearly representing apoint of the
compass, sood on smaller versons of the centra pillar.

"Boy, it ginksin here," said Roger.

"Strange," said Thorvad, running his hands aong the rough stonework. "The proportions are al wrong.
Thepillar istoo massve." He waked around the fluted column. "Must be over five feet thick. And this
chapel isso small, there doesn't seem to be aneed for apillar to hold up the building.”

"Maybe the building is holding up thepillar.”

Thorvad chuckled. "Interesting notion.” He circled the pillar again, looking for cracks that might indicate
adoorway. "No secret entrance, I'm afraid.” He stepped back and looked up at the juncture of the pillar
with the top of the temple and then down at the stone floor.



"Now thisisodd.” Thorvald sank to hisknees. "This pillar has no stylobate, no red base; it seemsto just
extend down into the ground." Crawling around the column, he followed a crack in the floor that
completely encircled it. He pulled abalpoint pen from his shirt pocket and, using it asachisd, tried to
worry some of the grime out of the crack. But instead of coming out, the dirt fell deeper into the narrow
fissure

"Y ou know, Roger, you might beright." Thorvad looked up at the boy. "I think the building is holding up
the pillar." He got to hisfeet and brushed the dust from the knees of his pants.

"Thisisredly nest," said Roger.

Thorvald smiled. "Yes, it redly is" He pointed to the top of the column. "The pillar exudes a sense of
permanence. But look how those lintels are pinioned. If you could rotate them, | think the pillar would
dideinto theground.”

"Wow!" Roger patted the massive sonework, then gazed up at the marble ornaments that jutted against
the upper lip of the column. "If | stood on your shoulders, | could reach those."

"And, if you could?'

"I might be ableto turn them.”
"Fat chance."

"Well," said Roger. "'l could try.”

Thorvad nodded. "Fine." He made a stirrup from his hands and Roger used it to climb onto Thorvad's
shoulders. Roger seized one of the lintels and, grunting from the effort, he twisted it. Creaking and
scraping againg its support, the lintel turned.

"Unbelievable" said Thorvald.
"I'm stronger than | look."

Thorvad stepped a third around the pillar's circumference, and Roger released the second lintel. At the
find latch, Roger had trouble.

"What'swrong?' Thorvad gasped out the words. He bore not only Roger's weight, which was dight, but
aso the surprisingly intenseforce of the boy pushing againgt the ancient marble.

"It'sthelast one."

"Canyou doit?'

Roger grunted as he threw hisweight into the task. After half a minute or so, he stopped.
"No. | can't."

Thorvad helped the boy to the ground. "It was agood try." Hewriggled his shoulders. "I think I'm getting
too old for thiskind of work."

"I could doitif | had ahammer."

"Wdll, we don't have one." Thorvald paused. "But therésatireironinthecar.”



"Hey, great!" Roger ran toward the door. "Come on. Let'sget it."

Thorvad chuckled at the boy's enthusiasm. "I don't know. If I'm wrong about this, welll have damaged
an important archeologicd stefor nothing."

Roger watched him with an expectant |ook--like a dog waiting for astick to be thrown.
"Okay, okay," said Thorvad. "Well get thetireiron.”

"You know," said Thorvad, asthey waked the half mile or so back to the car, "it'sgoing to be alittle
lonely for me when you go home. I've dways been ascientist and never bothered with family.” He
sghed. "l redly should have married and had afamily. Y ou make me redlize how important that is"

"Why don't you come with us?"
Thorvad chuckled, then patted Roger on the shoulder. "1 wish it were that easy.”
They walked in sllence for awhile, and then Roger said, "Therésacolony of Earth people on my planet.”

"What?' Thorvad froze in surprise for amoment, then lengthened his stride to catch up to the boy.
"People from Earth? Redly?'

Roger kicked at aflat sone and sent it pinning aong their path. "I was taught that when my kind first
vigted Earth, we had alarge study team. The Romans thought we were gods or something." He kicked
at another rock. "Then they thought we were too immature to be gods." He kicked at yet one more
gone. "They should talk; Roman gods act redlly Slly." Roger looked up & Thorvald. "Anyway, they
findly decided we were demons. Our expedition had gotten into so much trouble here that when it | ft,
they had to take alot of Earth people with them."”

Why?

"Those people helped us. And if we hadn't taken them with us, they'd have beenin redlly, really deep
trouble

"Yes." Thorvald nodded. "They probably would have been.”

"My homeisn't so different from Earth." Roger jumped to swing on the branch of atree. "The Earth
people are pretty happy there. In fact, there are two of them on the ship. Y ou'll like them. They speak
Latin."

"Y ou could have told me this before."

"Yeah. | guess| should have." Roger lowered his head. He looked contrite. "After the last visit here, my
people made it arule not to interfere.”

"So that's why this expedition isa secret,” said Thorvad, "and only consists of one person--akid, with an
invisble ship hovering above."

"The ships of our first expedition couldn't hover." Roger dropped to the ground. "Back then, we didn't
know how to stop gravitationd energy from being converted to kinetic energy.”

"How do you do that?" Thorvad hoped that finaly, after months of asking, he'd learn something about
thedien's science.

"I don't know," said Roger. "I'm not aphysicigt.”



"Well, do you know how come your ship isn't visbleto us?'

"No. Something to do with bending the light so light coming in on one sideismoved so it comes out the
other sde."

Thorvad sighed. "Look, | am aphysicigt. I've got to know. Are black holes actually wormholes? Isthe
multi-world interpretation of quantum mechanicsvalid? Isgenerd relativity correct?”

Roger baled hisfigs. "I told you before," he said in aquavering voice, "I'm not alowed to talk about
that. Evenif | knew, | couldn't tell you." Roger looked down at the ground. "I'm sorry."

"Okay, okay," sad Thorvdd. "It'sdl right."
At the car, Thorvald took the tire iron from the trunk and then he and Roger headed back.

"Y ou know," said Thorvald, after they'd been walking for afew minutes, "1 never quite understood why
the codex was so important to you that you'd come al the way back to Earth to find it.”

"The main purpose of thetrip," said Roger, kicking now at some scraggly undergrowth, "is observation of
your culture. But now that Earth is so advanced, we can do that just by watching your televison
programs. We didn't haveto land.”

"But youdid."

"The other purpose was archeol ogy--archeology of our culture. We wanted to seeif there were any
surviving artifacts from our first expedition.”

Thorvad chuckled. "As an amateur archeologis, | can understand that.”
"And we wanted to know if the codex wasred or just alegend.”
They waked in silencefor awhile.

"Sometimes," said Thorvad asthey camein sight of the temple, "you seem considerably more mature
than your appearance would suggest.”

lld,.]?l
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At the temple, Thorvald noticed that it was not asthey'd left it. A dab had fallen from the domed roof
and lay, one end buried in the earth, near the entrance door.

"What happened?' Roger circled the fallen block, tracing afinger around its perimeter.

"I'm not sure. Probably with only one support point for the pillar, the center of force shifted off-axis.”
Thorvad darted into the temple; it seemed dark after hiswalk in the sunlight. "Weve no choice now.
Welve got to free the last lintel--to take the stress off the roof." AsRoger ran in behind him, Thorvald
added, "But at the first sound of the building shifting, we get out fast. Understand?’

"Yes gar.”
They went to the pillar.

Thorvad handed thetireiron to Roger and then, aready sweating from his hike to the car, hefted the boy
to hisshoulders.



Holding theiron like abasebd| bat, Roger took aswing at the lintel. "The building ssems okay," he said
after the reverberation faded.

"l think itis." Thorvdd listened and fdt for vibrationsin the sructure. "Giveit afew more whacks."

Roger complied and gradualy, accompanied by the low rumble of brickwork grinding against marble, the
lintel shifted to its home position. Roger leapt from Thorva d's shoulders to the ground.

A loud crack followed by amoaning sound filled the chamber. Thorvald pushed himself back againgt the
wadll. Ingtinctively, he put a protective arm around the boy.

The pillar dowly, very dowly, sank into the floor. Asit did so, the compass figures emitted wailing tones
and plumes of ancient dust puffed from their mouths.

"Wow!" said Roger.
"Pneumatics," said Thorvad. "The Romanswere known for it."

The pillar receded until its upper lip became flush with the ground. The rumbling stopped and dl was
glent.

Thorvald listened hard. "It'sokay," he said after afew moments. "l think the building's safe.” He looked
to the center of the temple. It seemed larger now, with no column in the middle. Glancing down, he saw
that the top of the pillar outlined adisk of blackness--ahole. The pillar was hollow.

"Wow!" said Roger, rushing forward to peer into the opening

"Careful!" Thorvad gpproached the hole and switched on hisflashlight. Directing the beam into the
cylinder, he could make out aseries of brass rungs--anarrow ladder built into the inner wall of the pillar.
"Wow, indeed!" Then he saw an inscription chisded in the upper lip of the column:

ANUA QUI NON CLAUDEAT

"The Door That DoesNot Close.™ Thorvald played hislight over the two-inch high lettering. "I wonder
what it means”

"Maybe it meansthat we can't raise the pillar again.”

"The Romans were a solemn people--at least where inscriptions are concerned. | assumetherésa
deeper meaning." Thorvald leaned over the rim and scanned the ladder with the flashlight. "L ooks sturdy
enough.” He stepped gingerly onto the top rung. "It'sfirm. Let's go down."

"Thisisredly exciting," said Roger.
"Yes" Thorvadd chuckled. "It redly is”

Thorvad saw that the lower rim of the pillar rested on alip of stone, and the hole extended farther down.
A second ladder stretched another ten or so feet to the bottom. In the beam of the flashlight, he could see
the hint of avaulted passageway at the bottom.

"I'll gofird," sad Thorvad. "Thismight not be safe.”

"What are you taking about?' Roger glanced down into the hole. "I'm in atelepresence vat up in my ship.
I'm much more safe than you are.”



"Still," said Thorvad, knowing hewasbeingirrationd, "I'll gofirst."
He climbed down and shined hislight into the passageway. Then he called for Roger to follow.

Waiting for Roger to descend, Thorvald shivered in the chill of the cave; his sweat-soaked shirt now
bathed him in aclammy coolness.

AsRoger hopped from the last rung to the floor, Thorvald pressed forward into the passageway. The
tunnel went straight for about fifteen feet and terminated at a chamber cut into the bedrock. The grotto
was roughly square. Thorvald estimated the dimensions at about seven feet on aside and, ashe had to
stoop, just barely over six feet in height. Againgt the back wall, an unadorned shelf had been carved into
the stone. On it, covered in dust, sat arectangular leather container some seven or eight incheson aside,
and about an inch and ahaf thick. It was secured by athin leather thong attached to aflap.

Thorvad picked up the case and blew off the ancient dust, coughing as he bresthed some of it. Carefully,
he untied the thong and eased open the flap. " The leather isamazingly supple, considering itsage." He
pulled out abook. The pages were thick and rough--parchment made from a cured animd hide. He
returned the volume to the shelf and examined its container. The lesther was tooled with engravings of
toga-shrouded deities, and aso of something that might very well be a spaceship.

"The codex!" Roger took afew smal jumpsin obvious excitement. "It must be the codex."
"It must be"

Roger picked up thelittle book, opened it, and glanced at the text. "Gee. | didn't think I'd need Latin
software.” He passed the codex to Thorvad. "The colonigts Latin sure doesn't look anything like this."

"After eighteen hundred years, I'm not surprised.” Thorvad handed Roger the container, then shined the
light onto thetext: lateimperia didect, but aLatin he could read. "They knew about you guys,”" he said.
"They understood your capabilities.”

Standing on tiptoes, Roger watched Thorvald pore over the text. "Could you read it to me?”
"Um," said Thorvald, engrossed in the codex.
"Please”

Thorvad nodded. ""Thevisitorsare not gods.™ Heran afinger lightly over the parchment, trandating as
he went. ""They are worse than gods. They are acivilization far more advanced than Rome. We are not
their equas. We can never be. No longer can we consider ourselves the masters of al peoples. And it is
senselessto continue acting asif we were. Thisknowledge, | have sedled. But oncereveded, it can
never be called back. The door, once opened, cannot be closed. Because of a sense of history, | fed
compelled to chronicle these events. | leave it to whomever finds this document to think well before
revedingit. | leaveit to your conscience as a Roman. Mysdlf, | can no longer pursue science. To do so
would make mefed ... ™ Thorvald looked up from the manuscript. "1'm not sure of thisword.
‘Ridiculous;' | think."

Thorvad rubbed ahand across hiseyes. "That's the beginning of it, anyway." Carefully, he closed the
ancient book. "Therestismainly ajournal.” He aimed hislight down the tunnel. "1 think we should get out
of here. | don't think the flashlight batteries are particularly fresh. And I'm getting cold.”

Cradling the codex, Thorvald turned and led the way back to the ladders. "It's sad, really," he said.
"When your people arrived, his belief in the inherent superiority of the Romanswas crushed.” Thorvald
looked back over his shoulder. "Can you understand how hefelt?



"Our presence destroyed hisworld.” Roger shook his head, and the weariness of the gesture made him
seem ageless--ancient. He stroked the container's leather engravings. "We vowed never to let that

heppen again.”

Thorvad nodded. "That must have been how the Neandertha s felt when the Cro-Magnon arrived.” He
glanced at the codex. "There was no turning back that knowledge. The door, once opened, could not be
closed.”

"Can you go back and pursue science?' asked Roger, when they'd reached the base of the ladder.
"What?' Thorvad, taken aback by the abruptness of the question, spun around.
"Canyou beaphyscist again?' said Roger.

"What aquestion. Y es. Of course, | can. Physics has been my life--ismy life. And..." Thorvald paused,
then looked away into the darkness. He gave ashort bark of alaugh. "Who am | trying to fool 7' He
sghed. "You know," he said, turning to Roger, "for months now, I've been evading that question.” He
baled hisfree hand into afigt, hisfingernailsdigging into hispam. "Yes, I'd like to learn the physics your
people know. But the red joy of physicsfor meisthe discovery. Not necessarily my discovery, but just
being part of the community of scientiststhat arein the hunt.”

Thorvad smiled. "This sounds like gibberish to you, doesn't it?"
“No."

"Actualy," said Thorvald, "I'm not sure | could return to science now. At least not for awhile, and not
with the same passion. Y our people know physicsthat | could never hope to discover. And if | did make
discoveries, I'd fed asif | werejust reinventing the whed."

"l hate that," said Roger with vehemence. "I'm redlly sorry."

Evenin the dim reflected light from the flashlight, Thorvald could see the deep sadnessin Roger's eyes.
"Roger. It'sokay."

Thorvad idly opened the codex and played the light over the pages.

"Oh," he said, both from the surprise a what he saw, and as aploy to divert Roger from his
melancholy--and perhaps to escape his own sadness aswell. "There's a second section.”

Concentrating more on the mechanics of trand ation than on meaning, Thorvad began reading:
"'Section |1--The Scientific Knowledge of the ... the Sky-dwdllers.

| write not what | understand, for | understand not at al. | write what I've been told. And | write with
sadness knowing that once | was a scientist, but now | am merely a scribe.

Subsection I--The Sky-dwellers Understanding of Time.
Timeisasructure that--"

"Stop,” shouted Roger. He pushed the flashlight so its beam |eft the page. "Don't read it! Please, don't
reedit.”

Surprised by theleve of the outburst, Thorvald looked up from the codex. "Why? Will thisget you in



trouble?’
"Please, don't read it," Roger screamed. "Do you want to be merely a scribe?”

"Okay, okay," said Thorvad, softly. "Well discussthis outside.” He took the case from Roger. "L ook,"
he said as he popped the book into its container, "'I'm putting the codex away."

Thorvad patted Roger on the shoulder, then urged him to start climbing the lower ladder. After tucking
the codex under his shirt, Thorvald followed.

About hafway up, Thorvad heard arumble like distant thunder. Odd, he thought, because the sky had
been cloudless. Then he heard the roar of heavy rocksin motion.

"Jump down!" Thorvad shouted. "Quickly!"
Thorvad sprang off the ladder but fell as he landed. Roger tumbled down on top of him.

Looking up, Thorvad saw the blurred shape of a huge chunk of masonry hurtling through the hollow
pillar toward him. Hetried to push Roger free and squirm out of the path, but there was no time. He had
barely timeto close his eyes before the stone struck.

Roger shrieked.

Thorvad fdt an instant of shame, knowing that Roger had taken the brunt of the hit. But then, asthe
jagged piece of brickwork sheared across his own body, he screamed, his cry mixing with Roger's asthe
huge stone rumbled to rest against the wall of the passageway.

Thorvad fought to keep from passing out from the agony; hewas al too aware of his skin being ripped
from hisflesh. Eyes closed and gritting histeeth, he held his breath as the searing pain subsided and was
replaced by atingling numbness. Forcing open his eyes, he saw the flashlight casting awedge of
ydlow-white brightness against the rough, stone floor. He reached for it and, as his arm intersected the
beam, saw that he was dripping blood.

With agrunt, heforced himsdlf to asitting position and, hearing amoan, he grasped the flashlight and
examined Roger initslight. He gasped as he saw that Roger's chest was no longer symmetric; ribson
one side were snapped, and one protruded through the skin.

"Roger," said Thorvald, moreloudly than hed intended. The sound of hisvoice reverberated in the
otherwise Slent passageway.

Roger did not respond.

Thorvad bent in to listen for aheartbeat and the codex fdl from his shirt, just missing hitting the boy.
Thorvad ignored it. Hefdt an ingtant of relief as he saw therise and fal of breathing--but that bresthing
was exceedingly shalow. And there was blood. Not much, though. And that was good, since Thorvad
couldn't stanch it without putting pressure on the boy's chest.

"Roger," hesaid again, aware of the pleading tonein hisvoice. "Can you hear me?"
Roger opened hiseyes. "Yes," he whispered.

"I'll go and get help." Thorvad lifted the boy's head and did the codex under asapillow. "I hateto leave,
but | don't think | can safely move you."

" think I'm dying." Roger spoke in whispered gasps.



"No. Don't say that. Hold on."

Roger gave an unconvincing smile. "Just the body. Not redlly me." Helifted his head, but then let it fall
back. "But it hurts so much."

"Can't you disconnect?"
Roger didn't answer for amoment, and then said, "'l don't want to leave you."

Thorvad bent and kissed the boy on the forehead, then quickly drew back, uncomfortable with his
uncharacterigtic display of emotion; he'd dways distrusted emation.

"What about you?' said Roger, weekly. "Shinethelight.”

"Judt lacerations, | think." Thorvald examined his body with the flashlight. "My god! A lot of lacerations.”
Heredized held been in shock, but now arenewed pain took its place. He struggled to keep hisvoice
from showing it. "And it seems I'm leaking more than 1'd like--and from more placesthan | could
bandage with ashirt.”

"Y ou'd better go for help," whispered Roger. "Y ou could die from loss of blood." He took afew |abored
breaths. "It would take hours before the ship could get help to us. So go.”

"Yes," said Thorvald, forcing himsdlf to clarity. "I'll get help." He struggled to hisfeet and, though shaky,
he found he could walk.

At the base of the lower |adder, he looked up through the hollow pillar and saw sunlight. But in that light,
he saw that something blocked much of the hole. Even so, there was nothing to do except climb.

He started up. Every haf dozen or so rungs, he rested, leaning his back against the rear of the cylinder.
At length he reached the top and, with feet braced on arung and his back pressed to the rear wall, he
pushed againgt the obstruction--amassive sone dab. He groaned from exertion and pain asheforced his
shoulder upward, but the dab would not budge. Then, dizzy and exhausted, he abandoned the effort and
looked longingly &t the hole. Although Roger might have been able to squirm through, Thorvald knew
there was no way he himself could.

He cadled through the opening for help, but knew it was hope ess-the temple lay in the middle of
nowhere. The chances of anyone hearing his shoutswere dl but nil.

After afew minutes of shouting and then listening for aresponse, Thorvald gave up and climbed down.
He dropped to the ground next to Roger. "How are you holding up?' he said with effort.
"What'swrong?'

"WEIl haveto wait for your friends,” said Thorvad. "Theré's astone blocking the hole.”

"All of it?" whispered Roger.

"What?" Thorvad wondered why Roger wanted to know, but felt glad that the boy was able to talk.
"No. You'd be abletofit, but not me." Hetried to sound unconcerned but, in truth, he was afraid for
both their lives—-hewas|osing alot of blood.

"You've got to get out,” said Roger.

" can't."



"Maybe you can." Roger seemed to be breathing and speaking more easily now. "My body is
organic--except for the brain-case. That's where the tel epresence moduleis.”

Thorvad fdt digtinctly uncomfortable with the description of Roger asjust apiece of hardware. "You
don't haveto talk about this."

"No, listen." Roger lifted his head afew inches, then let it thud back down. "We didn't want any Earth
people to know about this, so when this body dies, we can command the brain case to explode--to
eiminatedl traces of ectronics”

"Roger, no. We can talk about this some other time."

"Pleaselisten to me." Roger took afew quick breaths. "So if you wedge my head into the pillar opening,
and then take cover down here, I'll trigger the explosion.”

"| couldn't do that."

"You havetotry," said Roger. "I'm not that heavy."

"No, | mean, it'snot right.”

Roger started alaugh that ended in acough. "1 thought you were ascientist. Berational. Do it."
"No."

"Y ou've got to," whispered Roger.

"No!" Theword echoed through the underground complex. "1 told you, I'm not doing it.”
Roger turned his head away.

"What's the matter?' said Thorvald.

"You've never shouted a me before.”

"I'msorry.” Thorvald sghed. "1 am worried about losing blood." He stood. "All right. But | don't likeit."

Helifted Roger in hisarms and carried him toward the base of the ladder. With Roger's head againgt his
shoulder and cheek, Thorvad felt agrowing tide of what he assumed was parentd affection. He stopped
and turned away from the pit. "I can't do this." He wanted to hold the boy tight, but resisted for fear of
doinginjury. "l ... | loveyou, Roger. Y ou may be an aien, but to me, you're the son I've never had. | just
can't doit. Well have to wait for your people.”

Roger began to cry and the sound both surprised and anguished Thorvad; held never heard Roger cry
and hadn't even known he was capable of it.

"What about me?' said Roger through labored sobs. "1 don't want you to die. | couldn't stand that. I'm
not amachine. | have fedings, too."

Thorvadd felt hisown eyesgrow moist. "All right,”" he said, softly, turning and walking once more toward
the ladder.

He began to climb and, resting every two rungs, eventualy reached the top. He thought briefly about
trying again to force the dab, but redized it was hopeless.



"We're at the top now," he whispered.
"l know," said Roger. "Doit."
Thorvad shook hishead. "It's hard.”

"Please," said Roger, through shallow coughs. "The telepresenceis very faithful. Thishurtsalot. But |
won't disconnect until you doiit."

Thorvad blew out along breath. "Okay." Gently, he pushed Roger upward, until the boy's head
disappeared into the opening. Then, using his belt, hetied Roger to arung.

"Good-bye," whispered Thorvald, squeezing Roger's hand. He stroked the boy's hair, then climbed
down the ladder.

Thorvad skirted the jagged dab and absently stooped to pick up the codex. Holding it gently, like an
infant, he carried it back along the passageway.

To divert histhoughts, he considered reading it, but chose not to. It didn't seem fitting. Besides, once
read, that door would never again close. Roger was right. He'd be merely a scribe. Roger. What have |
done?

Continuing on to the far end of the grotto, he placed the codex back on its shelf and, while staring at the
space ship engraving on the leather case, he waited.

The explosion came as aloud, low-pitched thud followed by arain of debris, some of which sounded
soft. Thorvad switched off hisflashlight.

In the dark, he made hisway to the ladders and |ooked up. Sunlight poured in through aragged
hole--and the hole looked big enough. Thorvald took a deep breath and wished he could hold it until hed
reached the top. Then, concentrating on the brightness from the opening and | etting the sunlight dim his
eyesto the horror on the walls, he began to climb.

Though not areligious man, nor even abeliever, he nonetheless prayed that held be ableto erase dll
memory of the climb ahead. When he got to a point about four feet down from the opening, he closed his
eyes, he had to. But he couldn't block out the stench or the sticky fedl of the rungs beneath his hands.

* k x %

Thorvad noticed first the crisp smell of clean sheets, and then the sound of someone calling hisname. He
forced open hiseyes, then closed them again as stark, bright hospita lights flooded hisvision. But findly,
a theinsstent cdling of his name in a strange accent, he eased his eyes open.

"Professor Carpenter.” The words, heavy with Romanian overtones, came from awoman in white. "How
areyoufeding?'

He moved to st up but abandoned the idea as a stab of pain pierced his abdomen and Ieft shoulder. With
the pain came the memory of the subterranean passages beneath the temple. And with the memory came
aprofound sense of loss--an emptinessthat fit with the sterile whiteness of the hospital room. He turned
his head away, gazing blankly at the window through which he could only see aleaden-gray overcast

y.

"Perhaps," said the nurse as she pulled the bed covers up around his shoulders, "we should wait another
day before dlowing your son to seeyou.”



"What?' Despite the pain, Thorvad forced himsdlf to asitting position, again rumpling the bedcovers. He
saw that hisleft arm and torso were covered in bandages. "Please say that again.”" He suspected her
accent had deceived him.

"He seemsto be avery nice boy." The nurse smiled. "Y ou should be proud. He's been waiting for avery
longtime"

"Send himin," said Thorvad in avoicefilled with confusion.
"I'm not sure you're quite ready to--"

"Please”

The nurse nodded and |&ft the room.

Thorvad locked hiseyes shut and tried to fill the gapsin hismemory. He opened them again when he
heard the click of the door latch and footsteps.

"Y our son, Professor.” The nurse stepped aside, revealing the visitor.

"Roger!" Thorvad jerked forward, then, wincing a the pain of sudden movement, froze. "Buit ... But, you
were...."

Roger sprang to the bedside. He wore the same clothes aswhen held first arrived on Earth.
"Hi, Dad."

"Roger?' Thorvad shook hishead to clear hismind. "A spare?’

"Of course.”

"Areyou redly Roger--my Roger?'

"Yes." Roger chuckled. "Don't you recognize me?"

Thorvad reached out hisright arm, the one not covered in bandages. He pulled the boy to him and
touded hishair.

The nurse bustled to the door. "I'll leave you two done.” Sheleft the little hospital room and closed the
door behind her.

Thorvad wrinkled hisnose. "Dad?"
"Theonly way they'd let mein to seeyou.”
"l don't remember getting here.”

"Y ou made it to the car and apparently passed out. Someone found you and drove you to the hospital.
The car'sin the hospita parking lot." Hewiped his hands on his shorts. "But boy, that templeisredly a
mess. | amost got stuck down there when | went back for the codex.”

"Y ou went back?' said Thorvald. "Alone? That was very dangerous.”
Roger |ooked confused.
"All right, dl right, maybe it wasn't dangerous. Not for you." He patted the boy's knee. "Roger. I'm



thrilled that you've come."
Roger lowered his head. "Our ship is preparing to leave.”

Thorvald smiled, softly, trying to cover his sense of lass. Perhaps fate had done him no favor in bringing
Roger back for abrief vist. For he knew the emptiness he'd felt before was just aforetaste of the long
emptinessto come. He stared at Roger, trying to lock the boy's very essenceinto hismemory. "I'll miss
you very much."

Roger stood. "Come with us?'

"I'dliketo," said Thorvad, "but..." He thought about it and suddenly redlized there was no "but." Having
lost his passion for science, there was redlly nothing left for him. Maybe he should consider the offer.
"Don't you have to ask an adult?'

Roger pawed the ground with thetip of hisshoe. "Actudly," hesaid, "I am an adult.”
"I'm the expedition's exosociologist, junior grade.”

"Exosociologist.” Thorvad struggled to catch up.

"Junior grade," said Roger. "Y ou're very senior to me.”

"You'rean adult,” said Thorvald, hiseyeswide, "and have been dl thistime?"

"Well." Roger shrugged. "Yes™"

"But you told meyou wereakid."

"I don't think | did, exactly."

"Y our gppearanceimplied it."

"Maybe, but | didn't say it."

"That'sachild'srationde.” Thorvad threw aglance at the calling. "What am | saying?'
Roger looked hurt--like akid about to cry. Thorvald didn't know whether to laugh or to feel betrayed.

"Why can't you dtill like me?* said Roger. "'Isit because Earth males can only love adultsif they're
women?' He wrinkled his nose, a mannerism held picked up from Thorvad. "No. That can't beit. You
told me you love cats and dogs." He looked forlornly down at hisknees. "Then what's the difference?’

Thorvald softened. "I il like you.” He wondered why Roger still talked like achild, but chalked it up to
alimited vocabulary. Or maybeit was just the fact that Roger was an explorer; everything on Earth must
seem new and exciting. Then another thought struck him. "But,” he said, "but | hugged you--even kissed
you."

ll&?l
"Adult maes do not go around hugging and kissing other adult maes.”

"Oh." Roger wrinkled hisnose. "Wdll, what if | were awoman?"



"Well, that would be different, of course. Still ingppropriate, probably but.... "Thorvad stopped for a
moment. "Areyou?'

Roger hopped up and sat on the foot of Thorvad'sbed. "Am | what?'
"A woman."

"The question doesn't mean anything. Our anatomies are very different from yours." Roger wiggled his
fingersand stared at them asif hed never quite gotten used to them. "And you Earth mammas havea
very interesting method of reproduction. Once, | asked afew of the Earth colonigtsif | could watch.
They said no."

Despite himsdlf, Thorvald smiled. "1 can well imagine." He rubbed ahand over hisforehead and then
blew out abreath. "Frankly, you still seemto act like akid."

"When we first came here," said Roger, "we andyzed your species. And we found that we behave very
much like your teenagers or your scientists. Were avery enthusiastic people.” Helooked at Thorvad
with innocent eyes. "So it fedsright to methat you treet me asif | were an Earthling kid."

"l can't now." Thorvad let his head sink back onto the pillow. "It's like the door that does not close.”
"But how do you redly know I'm not the boy you call Roger?'
Thorvad lifted hishead and stared. "Y ou told me."

"Pretend | didn't." Roger squinted. It looked asif hewasthinking hard. "If you realy want to," he said,
"you can closethat door again.” Then hebit hislip. "You didn't read it, did you?'

"The codex?' Thorvad shook his head.

"Good." Roger looked thoughtful. "Anyway, | shouldn't have made a big scene back there. That's ancient
science. A lot of it is probably wrong."

Thorvad smiled. "1 think I'd like your world. And I'd learn one hell of alot of physicsthere.”

For an ingtant, he had atwinge of conscience about using strong language in front of achild. Heressted
the urgeto dap himsdlf.

"Then comewith us," said Roger. "Asfor theoretica physics, there'slots and lots of stuff to discover.
Y ou could bein on the hunt. Please come.”

Thorvald thought deeply about it--asif he were evaluating anew theory. "Y ou know..." he said after a
haf minute or so. ™Y ou know, | think I will."

"Great." Roger laughed--the bdll-like laugh of addighted child. "I redly think you'll have fun.”

Thorvad chuckled. He reached out a hand, hesitated, then patted Roger on aknee. "Yes" hesaid, "l
redly think I will."
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