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  Doorways




  by Douglas Smith




  “I know death hath ten thousand several doors 




  For men to take their exit.” 




  —John Webster, Duchess of Malfi




  On an island, lies a house.




  In the house, lies a box.




  In the box, lies another house.




  A smaller house, of course, but one that mirrors exactly—quite exactly—the larger structure.




  In that smaller house, three mice, two males and one female, scurry along a hallway, following the scent of food. They stop before a doorway, a duplicate of the front entrance in the larger house.




  The older male, their leader, sniffs at the opening. He knows the House and its rules. He must—to survive. The other two wait. They depend on him, on his decisions.




  He backs away. Something is different, something is wrong.




  The game has changed.




  ~*~*~




  Though Rainer was dead, it seemed to Jack that the old man still lived on through his house. Even from a half mile out on the lake and in the early morning sun, the strange island retreat exuded the personality of its late owner: isolated and eccentric, brooding and uninviting.




  Jack huddled lower in the back of the fishing boat he’d chartered, while its captain bounced it over the waves towards the island. The boat stank of fish and gasoline, reminding Jack of last summer’s disastrous camping trip with Wendy, an attempt to save his marriage by giving them time together away from the rest of the world.




  But in the end, Wendy had preferred the rest of the world. Or at least a part of the world without Jack in it.




  Jack pulled the collar of his faded denim jacket up against the wind and spray and bitter memories, and stared at the house perched atop the island’s cliff. The building was a rambling amalgam of random additions and equally random styles of architecture born of Rainer’s strange imagination. A mini-Gormenghast set down on a lonely rock in Lake Superior.




  Not so lonely right now, Jack thought, running his eyes over the array of boats lying moored at the island’s ramshackle wooden dock and larger ones anchored outside the shallows. As his charter drew nearer to the island, he could see that each boat carried the oval and arrow logo of GenTech.




  The vultures gather, Jack thought. According to Rainer’s will, the house contained all of Rainer’s research, including prototypes, for the projects that he’d been working on for the multinational high tech giant before he died. Jack had assisted on many of those projects, though not in the last year.




  The firm had tolerated the old man’s eccentricities and acerbic personality only because of the long list of patents his genius had fathered. Jack had been one of Rainer’s favorites, hired directly out of university after finishing his doctorate in applied mathematics. But Jack had been on a personal services contract with Rainer, so the old man’s death had also meant the end of Jack’s career with GenTech.




  My job and my wife, Jack thought. Great year so far. Wonder what’s next?




  The captain pulled the boat up to the end of the dock. Slinging his duffel bag over his shoulder, Jack waved a goodbye and jumped out. After negotiating the slanting dock slick with spray, he crossed a stony beach and made the long climb up rickety wooden stairs to the top of the cliff.




  A bare rocky expanse, flanked by a row of tall pines on the right and left, sloped up from the cliff for about a hundred yards to where the house sat. The pines continued past both sides of the house to meet behind it, looming like silent sentinels over the strange structure.




  In front of the house, a small army of technicians was stringing cables and setting up lights and power generators, bustling with that air of self-important efficiency of which only GenTech employees seemed capable.




  Jack wasn’t concerned that they had already entered the house. Rainer’s will had been clear—the house would open solely to Jack’s biometrics. That was the only reason that GenTech allowed him on the island. And the only reason he’d want to be here.




  Well, not the only reason. Scanning the crowd for Wendy, he picked her out standing beside two black-jacketed security types. And Deak Sanderson, GenTech’s VP of Marketing.




  Jack felt his gut churn. He wanted to see Wendy, wanted to see her more than anything. Just not with Deak.




  He looked back down to the beach, but the charter boat had already left. So he was committed. But still he stayed where he was, telling himself he needed to catch his breath after the long climb.




  He turned his attention back to the house. The building reminded Jack of the architectural equivalent of some vine or fungus, slowly spreading itself over the available ground. Jack tried to pick out where each addition started and stopped, but his mind kept conjuring up designs for the new house that he and Wendy had been planning, back when they were still he and Wendy and not two names on a divorce settlement.




  “Jack!”




  Jack’s attention snapped back to the GenTech crew. Deak was shouting his name and waving an arm, and even from this distance, Jack knew he was wearing a smug smile. Sighing and surrendering himself to his fate, he picked his way over the rocky slope to where Wendy and Deak waited.




  Deak’s black sports jacket, white linen shirt and tan slacks seemed out of place on the wind-swept island. “Jack, good to see you,” Deak said, extending a tanned hand.




  So you can rub my face in it, Jack thought. Well, fuck you, asshole. But he shook the offered hand, thinking how those two hands, his and Deak’s, now shared a common knowledge of Wendy’s body.




  “Deak,” Jack said, and then turned to Wendy. “Hi, Wendy,” he said, feeling totally humiliated at knowing that he couldn’t say “Hi, cutie” anymore.




  Wendy’s V-neck top and slacks were just tight enough to remind Jack that he was sleeping alone. She made a weak attempt to smile, then leaned closer to Deak, a motion so slight that Jack would have missed it in any other situation.




  Why don’t you just wrap your fucking legs around him right here, you goddam—




  Deak interrupted his thoughts. “Jack, I’m sorry but I’m afraid you’ve come all this way for nothing.”




  Jack felt his guts tighten. I knew it, he thought. “Don’t try it, Deak.”




  Deak raised a hand. “Calm down. We tried to reach you—”




  “Rainer’s will left half of the house and its contents to me,” Jack interrupted.




  Wendy began to step away, but then Deak nodded in her direction. “My legal counsel says that won’t hold up in court.”




  Wendy glared at Deak, obviously not wanting to be involved. Jack wondered if she was trying to avoid an argument or just him. She turned to face him.




  “Rainer was under an exclusive contract to GenTech, Jack,” she said. “Anything he developed during that time is GenTech intellectual property. It wasn’t his to give away.”
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