Beyond the Doorway of Doom
By Nick Krupp

“Behold, I have set before you an open door, which no one is able to shut.”
· Revelations 3:8
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Chapter 1


Alessio trumped through the snow, surrounded by trees that extended for miles and miles in every direction. The wind was screaming, slapping him, shoving him in about; trying to erode his will.


He marched on; had no choice, in fact. Despite the blood than ran freely from the wound in his leg, he gritted his teeth and ignored the pain that stung his whole body as he slammed into a tree, and then leaned heavily on it, gasping for breath. He tried to regain some strength, and upon glancing down at his wound, realized why he’d had so much difficulty moving around at the time.


The knife was still deep into the meat of the leg. Fortune had been on Alessio’s side yet, however; the blade had not struck the bone. Alessio gripped the savage-looking knife and ripped it out with no amount of ease. He let out a short cry as he did so. A flap of skin was the aftermath of his actions.


Ignoring this, Alessio quickly applied a bandage to the flap, tying it down firmly. He wouldn’t have to worry about the knot coming loose. At least, he hoped not. He had more important things to worry about.


The snowfall had not halted; rather, it increased as the winds reached a shrieking crescendo. As Alessio wildly spun around, his dark, angry eyes swept the entire forest as far as he could see.


 Nothing. Not a trace of his quarry, except for a thin, streamed trail of blood that led back into the belly of the forest.

Or was that Alessio’s blood? He couldn’t remember scoring a hit on the creature. And this realization caused Alessio to wince; never before had he failed to draw blood on an opponent, no matter what the size, shape, or strength of his enemy. For the first time in thirty years, Alessio found himself on the receiving end of a battle; he was being insulted.

But that was better than facing an enemy who wanted him straight dead instead of jerking him around for the sake of amusement. At least with a Taunter, Alessio stood a fair chance of winning.


The pain had slowly subsided; it was still there, lingering, but was distant, just beyond the edge of Alessio’s perceptions. Great news.


Now he could get back to work.


That is, if he could find the one responsible for this insult in the first place.


And scanning the trees a second time didn’t promise any fortune. The wanker was nowhere to be found. But Alessio was in too foul of a mood now to let this situation go without punishment. Even if it meant no food for the day or any drink, Alessio would find his quarry.

He turned and started striding in a graceless manner back the way he’d come, following the blood trail. He kept the knife, planning to hand it back to its owner, blade first. 

Right in the stomach…

Alessio limped on; minutes passed by, and the wind kept up its howl, slashing at his pale face, causing him to teeter back and forth. He yanked his hood back over his head, covering most of his shoulder-length hair as well. He kept a grip on his own machete, shiny, sharp, and untained; something Alessio planned on changing very quickly if he could.


Deeper into the forest; deeper. Once you were committed to the chase, there was no point in turning back. No man who called himself a true soldier standing for ALL THAT IS GOOD ever walked away from a challenge. Well, at least no man in Alessio’s family lineage had done so. Not a grandsire had ever stood down to those who treaded the paths of evil.


And Alessio would rather be killed in action than flee. 


He came to a halt after passing numerous trees that all had the same look; bark stripped away from the winds persistent efforts, the trees completely leafless. They resembled tall, wooden skeletons in an eerie folk tale; preserved with age and immovable to all essences of life and reason. This very forest was one that Alessio had marveled at since his youth, since he’d been old enough to adventure out of his village and trek across the wild terrain on his own. 


Although his mother hated this adventurous attitude, his father had encouraged it, giving Alessio his first weapon at the age of ten; a small, silver dagger; Alessio had the very same dagger strapped to the small of his back, ready for use should his machete or streetsweeper become ineffective.


Suddenly, as if fate had decided that It had played with Alessio enough, the wind died, and all was silent for several moments. Ill-prepared for this unexpected turn of events, Alessio stopped dead in his tracks, his senses alert; his ears perked for the minutest sound that was within two hundred yards of earshot.


His instincts didn’t disappoint. He heard a small crunch to his right, about eighty yards away. He glanced in that direction and saw nothing but trees.


But the sound remained, and slowly, it built up, becoming obviously deliberate. Alessio turned his body in the direction of the sound, now giving his undivided attention to it.


And then he caught view of the Quarry. A small, wizened man; old and frail, yet as athletic as any opponent Alessio had faced before. The man was wearing a hooded robe, dark with two lines of white running parallel down the back. That was all Alessio caught of the man before the Quarry was scrabbling behind a thick tree trunk.

Whether or not the old man was aware of Alessio’s whereabouts, Alessio did not care. He just wanted vengeance. He positioned himself against another tree, his eyes watching the old man as he came out from behind the tree, and leaned against it, now facing Alessio. 


“Found me, did you?” The old man laughed. “Not too bitter about that little cut I gave you, eh?”


Alessio refused to respond, instead opting to remove the safety from his streetsweeper, readying it behind the tree, out of sight. He spit in the snow, hoping the man would keep talking.


“Can I tempt you?” Now the Quarry had produced an apple from nowhere, holding it up in plain sight for Alessio to see. “There’s nothing wrong with a bit of indulgence, my friend. Surely you know that.” 


Alessio had the streetsweeper ready then. Steadying himself against the tree, he shook his head, indicating to his opponent that he had no intention of listening to a word that the Quarry said.

“If you truly want to live,” the Quarry laughed. “Then you must first learn to embrace all of your desires. I assume you have a few? Everyone does. What makes your life desirable?”


Alessio did not respond. He brought the streetsweeper out into the open, firing off a shot before either man could blink.


The result was the two-inch slug fired from the streetsweeper catching the man at the shoulder, detaching the arm entirely; a misty cloud of blood burst into the air, and the man fell back behind the tree. And then he yelled aloud, his cry a combination of rage and pain.


Alessio wasted no time, sprinting for the tree. He dropped the streetsweeper halfway to the tree, and yanked his machete of the belt at his waist. He pounded through the forest at a speed that no four-legged creature of the woods could match.


Within seconds, he was on the tree. He swung the blade in a horizontal arc, cutting right through the tree, toppling the thirty-foot trunk to the ground. He was rewarded with a mild tremor as the trunk slammed against the earth.


But the Quarry was not standing there anymore. He’d pulled another disappearing act. But this time, Alessio looked down and spotted the surprisingly-large pool of blood at the base of the tree-stump. His eyes, never still for a moment, noted that the blood went off in a skewed manner, snaking off between trees towards the left.


And so Alessio pursued, hastily retrieving his streetsweeper first. He reloaded a shell as he jogged along the blood trail, noting that he no longer knew if his leg was still bleeding or not. 


He paused to check on the wound. The bleeding had stopped. He exchanged the bloody bandage for another one, and went back to his work. Somewhere up ahead, he could hear maniacal laughter. 


The man had been wearing a robe. A sign of ill, perhaps? Or better yet, a warning? Alessio paid little heed to warnings; especially now more than he had in the past. Warnings would always be given, but it took a real man to step past the lines of caution to do the Right Thing in this world of treachery and violence.


Soon, Alessio came upon an opening in the trees, and he saw why; he had chased the Quarry to the end of the forest, straight into the Mala Caverns; the entrance, once open to the general public, now had been boarded up as a precaution to keep the curious out and keep the darkness and its servants inside the mountains that lay beyond. 


This was where the evil had started, apparently; that is, if the rumors were true. Alessio had heard many things in his life; tales of wonder and fear, stories of Good versus Evil. The creation of the one Interloper, and his state of Falling. Alessio knew very little besides that tall tales he’d heard as bedtimes stories: men who’d seen dark spirits lurking near caverns, forest animals that suddenly attacked anything within range because of dark influence; Alessio had even heard of tales regarding men being overtaken by such demonic spirits, who in turn, entered their hostages’ bodies, and took their souls as captives, slaves to the whims of the great Evil.


These tales were used often to scare away anyone who had planned on visiting the Mala Caverns, which were once used for mining of gold. Perhaps with such riches, evil always had had a healthy fixation. Alessio did not know; nor did he care, really, at the moment. 


He saw that the slats of wood that had been used to block the entrance was broken, snapped in half. Two days ago, when Alessio had been scouting the area, the slats had been fixed in place. Obviously, the Quarry now figured he’d take his chance with any Darkness within the caverns rather than wait for Alessio to finish him off.


Stupid fool. But Alessio now wondered if pursuit was such a good idea. Taking stock of his supplies, Alessio counted forty slugs were left for the streetsweeper; his machete was still sharp and ready to spill blood. But even then, the odds were against him.


Any man who entered the Mala Caverns could count on his life being forfeit. Entering the caverns was not done in a careless manner. 


But even though the odds were against him, Alessio knew that he had a better chance than most men ever stood against the Darkness.


For starters, Alessio had ventured within the caverns before. He knew what to expect. But even his luck was starting to shorten. Was this hunt necessary now? Was there a point to chasing some old, demented idiot into the regions of peril for the sake of saving face? No one had witnessed Alessio’s humiliation to this Quarry, after all.


Taking this into consideration, Alessio turned to look back at the way he’d come, hoping that an answer would come floating out from the trees and give him a reason to continue his chase.

Instead, a voice from within the caverns reached him almost instantly, though he was still thirty feet away from the entrance. “Are you going to come in? Very few have; and none of them have lived thus far.” It was the Quarry’s voice cackling. “That is, none of them save for you. Any survivor’s guilt?”


That was the final straw. As the Quarry laughed and laughed, Alessio lost his cool completely and made his final decision. Into the cavern he would go.


Another chance for the Darkness to finish him off. Twice before, upon his scouting, Alessio had barely escaped the caverns with his life. Now, it would seem the third chance might be unlucky for him.


But Alessio’s father wouldn’t have cared about the odds of survival; he would’ve gone in regardless. And so, Alessio entered the cavern, and the moment he stepped inside the mouth of the entrance, the wooden planks that had been broken leaped into the air as if some unseen force had appeared, and slammed into place, blocking the entrance once again, casting the dimly lit caverns into total blackness.

Stay easy, do not panic. There was nothing in caverns that Alessio had not seen for himself. Or so he had thought.


But finding himself in trapped inside of a mountain with no aid in sight and certain-death a strong possibility, Alessio found himself regretting his decision to enter the caverns. Trapped. Trapped, just like the Quarry had expected. Alessio had taken up the bait perfectly; for all Alessio now knew, the Quarry might have laid a false trail down that entered the cave, thus forcing Alessio to step inside.


The horror of the situation hit Alessio squarely in the chest, but he knew better than to let it take a hold of him. As calmly as he could muster, he turned and try to yank a few of the planks blocking the entrance open. None of them yielded.


Now he could panic; if only for a moment. But Alessio was a stubborn man, and so instead he kicked the planks in frustration and reached into his coat, going for his lantern.


The small, plastic lighting device immediately pierced the blackness, revealing a room filled with both stalagmites and stalactites. The color of the rocky terrain was an eerie golden-brown, and the sound of dripping water could be heard throughout the large cavern.

He lowered his small lantern and spotted blood under his feet, running away from him, leading further into the caverns. Alessio smiled in relief; at least his decision was not made in vain. 


His first few minutes of walking through the cavern were silent, and the only sound made besides the dripping of water was the soft claps his boots made against the earth. Removing his hood, Alessio shook his hair free, allowing to hang loose and drape to his shoulders. He briefly considered tying it back, but figured that he’d lose the Quarry before that if he wasted any more time. And so it went ignored.


So far, so good. No sign of anything unusual; which was a great surprise. Upon entering these forsaken caverns before, Alessio had barely stepped ten feet into the caverns before several creatures of indescribable shape and texture had leaped on top of him. But now, things were deadly quiet. It was almost peaceful, were it not for the lingering darkness, just waiting at the edge of the light from the lantern that surrounded Alessio; it was almost as if the light was ensuring that nothing harmed Alessio.


He came through a thin corridor between two sections of rock that would’ve barely allowed a man of Alessio’s size to pass through. It had taken him a few moments to squeeze himself past the rocks, uttering dark oaths at them as he did so.

The next room was missing an entire section of ground, and now the sound of dripping water had transformed into a rushing sound as Alessio realized that he was near the starting of the unnamed river that ran through the Mala Caverns. He stepped forward for a closer look.


He could scarcely make out anything in the dark; the lantern was no use unless he dropped it down into the large hole, which would not do. Alessio could not afford to lose the light that kept him aware of everything in these tunnels. 


Just as he was starting to step away the hole, something came at him from the darkness, tackling him, slamming him against the wall. Alessio lost his balance, but hitting the cold wall forced him back up, leaving one foot to dangle over the edge of hole that led into the depths of the river below.


The attacker then landed a beautiful hook on Alessio’s unprotected face, stunning him, causing him to teeter over and start to fall down the hole. But just before he fell, the attacker caught him by the collar of his coat and lifted him up, slamming him back against the wall, holding him up in a display of power that was impressive, if not surprising. 


Alessio found himself staring face to face not with his Quarry, but another Fanatic. The man wore the same robe that the Quarry had been wearing, but this one was taller, broader, and had a dark-red beard that dangled to his chest. The man snarled at Alessio.


“So, the prey comes to our home, seeking to pervert and ruin,” He hissed, his breath reeking of death. Alessio gripped the fist that held him up, desperately trying to break the hold, but failing miserably. The man was too strong.


His streetsweeper was removed from his coat by the fanatic’s other hand, and flung into the hole. “You shall go no further today, wretch!” Alessio found himself hurled down into the hole.


The fall took a few seconds before Alessio crashed into shallow waters, still trying to regain his composure and his awareness. A loud splash next to him announced his opponent’s arrival. The man kicked Alessio in the stomach with a booted foot, dropping him down into the water, his face disappearing into the murkiness for a moment before he was hauled up and thrown onto shore. 


Alessio rolled, but came to a halt when he struck the wall. He scrambled to his feet as his opponent came towards him, his teeth bared like a lion. Alessio realized that he’d not only lost he streetsweeper, but his machete was not on its belt either.


“Looking for this?” The man held it up, grinning now. “You should be more careful with what you do with your toys.”


Alessio yanked out the silver dagger that his father had given him; it was his last hope now, his last defense in a struggle for survival. He held it close to his chest, awaiting the first strike that would be thrown.

He didn’t have to wait long. The man came at him with an overhead swinging, chopping downwards through the air, the hissing sound of metal cutting through the air unforgettable in such combat.


Alessio sidestepped the swing, reached up and shoved his opponent’s sword-arm aside as he stabbed at the man’s open side. Seeing this, the man managed to move, causing Alessio to knick the side instead of impaling it.


“You’re quick,” the man laughed. “But I’m a better learner. I studied at the feet of Kraven himself. Do you know Kraven?”

Indeed, Alessio did. Kraven Bloodworth was a legend of the blade; a servant of the poor and defenseless. This made this man’s claim foolish and untrue; Kraven was a true warrior, not one to take side with anyone who took to the Darkness.

At least, Alessio was unwilling to believe such a claim at the time. “Kraven was a good man,” he stood up. “He wouldn’t teach any Fanatic.”


The man bellowed and came after him then. Alessio dodged every swipe with the machete, hoping for his opportunity, but none came. This man was very talented, regardless of whether or not his boast was true.


Alessio caught the butt of the machete on the head, staggering him again. The Fanatic seized him and flung him back into the river, this time right into the deep waters.


Just before the current carried Alessio off, the man dived in after him, dropping the machete as he started to choke Alessio. Both sunk into the water as they were sped through the caverns at a rapid pace.


Alessio couldn’t see anything but two dark arms reaching for his neck; the water had broken the hold on his neck. Alessio blocked these hands, yanking on them; he used them to propel them towards his opponent in the water. He then wrapped his legs around the man’s own neck, trying to strangle him in return. 


The man punched him in the stomach twice, and then kept hitting him in the body, obviously startled by such a move and unsure how to break it. It looked as if Kraven’s teachings didn’t cover how to defend yourself hand-to-hand; something that Alessio had been taught from the time he was able to stand and walk on his own.


The hurtled through the river’s course, submerging here and there, just enough time to Alessio to get a quick breath of air while his opponent spurted, slowly succumbing to the choke that was ending his life. For a whole twenty minutes, this slow battle dragged on.


But as they were being swept through a tight corridor, Alessio noticed that his opponent was no longer hitting him, and now had his hands on Alessio’s legs, not doing anything. It was obvious that the man was now panicking, and hoping that somehow, Alessio would let go.


Panic could get you killed; Alessio would not let go, either. He hung on bitterly, gasping for air as he hit the surface yet again. This time, the other man didn’t get his head clear, and Alessio dipped back under, watching with some grim satisfaction as the man opened his mouth, taking into his lungs a large amount of water.


The death throes hit him then, and Alessio watched as he shook vigorously for a few moments before he ceased moving, and became a heavy stone attached to Alessio, dragging both of them deeper into the water.


Only then did Alessio let go; absolutely certain that the man was not coming back for another round. He used his arms, which were fresh, to get to the surface and tried to remain there, gasping for air. The water covered his head several times, and forced him back down. But each time, Alessio sprang back up, desperate.


This war between Man and Nature suddenly stopped twisting and turning through sharp corridors. The ceiling rose and Alessio came up for air again, and this time stayed above water, flapping helplessly. His legs were like lead, and were no help. His arms and his chest was burning. But he was alive, at least. And furthermore, he had won the fight.

And as he turned to see where the river was taking him, his heart almost stopped as he saw that the river was opening up into a wider venue, and suddenly shooting downwards.


Alessio was headed for one of the twelve waterfalls that inhabited the Mala Caverns. He saw no nearby rocks to reach out to; and he was too weak to fight the current. 

Death was now almost completely certain. He took in several breaths before he was lifted up, and then brought down, falling with the waves that were sent hurtling into the chasm below. The moment Alessio hit the water, he lost consciousness.


He awoke later, realizing that, firstly, he was very much alive.


Secondly, he wasn’t in the water anymore. He was on dry, cool land. He could feel a breeze, and it wasn’t a gentle one, either. He opened his eyes then, and saw a forest of trees below him, looking like a collection of tiny ants to his eye.


And then the shock of regaining consciousness fully hit him, and he sat up fast, coughing. After a moment, Alessio glanced behind him to see that somehow, he’d branched off from the main river and had struck a small bar right next to the river. It was still running strong, and was headed for yet another waterfall, which was even bigger than the previous one; it fell at least two or three thousand yards, surging to the very bottom of the mountain.


Alessio then knew where he was; he was at the entrance of the third biggest cavern in the mountains. He had no idea how long he’d been in the river, but judging from how high he was up in the mountain, and how far below the forest was, he could guess that he’d been in the water for a while.


But that made no sense, did it? How had the water taken him down, and then lifted him higher up into the mountain, instead of taking him further down it? This puzzled Alessio; almost as much as the fact that he had once again managed to survive the Mala Caverns and had left with only a few bruises and scratches.


Oh, but he’d lost he streetsweeper as well. And his machete. No big losses, those two were. He could easily get them replace. But then he realized he was forgetting something else.


The dagger! When they had hit the water, Alessio no doubt had dropped it and had been more concentrated on survival. The loss of such a gift angered Alessio, and he spit quickly, trying to calm himself down.

He had a long trek back down to the bottom after all. And once swift glance at the darkness that welled within the entrance of the cavern convinced Alessio that the luck that ran through his blood would not favor him in a fourth try at the caverns.


At the end of the bar laid a chain with a medallion attached; a shiny silver one. Alessio snatched it up, not caring where it came from. At least this would be compensation for the loss of his dagger.
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