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PROLOGUE

‘Deep Space Seven: Crossroads of the Quadrant.’

Or so they claimed.

Kendall Johnson had reviewed every astrometric map that he could get his hands on.  He had plotted the station in reference to the rest of the Beta Quadrant, and in comparison to other outposts nearby, analyzing the situation in every way possible.  And after probably far too many hours wasted on such frivolous over-analyzing, Kendall came to a very disturbing conclusion.

“DS-Seven is not the crossroads of the Beta Quadrant,” he explained to an almost enthused Lucas Tompkins.  “It’s not very near any major trade routes, nor does it lay near any strategically important territory, or even near a planet of value.  In fact, there are two other outposts nearby which are much more suited for the title.”

Tompkins almost buried his face in his plate.  The two, along with Jayla Trinn, had congregated on the station for a quiet lunch to get away from the confines of the Starlight for a few hours, and now sat at a small café on the upper level of the merchant’s boulevard.

From their quiet corner, Kendall had a magnificent view of the boulevard below.  Despite the misnomer of crossroads of the quadrant, Deep Space Seven most certainly housed a myriad of species, many of which were currently emerging from the transport vessel that had just docked moments ago.  But he wasn’t about to let the distractions of the boulevards pull him away from his conversation.

“You see, I think that Starbase 116 in the Bon Turani Sector is a far more valid candidate for the title.  They are the most heavily trafficked starbase in this region of space.”

“Really?”  Again, Tompkins face hovered over his plate, his eyelids hanging heavy.  He forced a glower to Jayla Trinn, who seemed equally enthralled by the conversation.  “So, Jayla,” he interrupted, “were you able to get a hold of that flux coupler I wanted in case I needed to beat myself to death?”

She took a quick bite of her salad.  “In fact, I did.  I think it’s in cargo bay two.  Do you want me to run and get it?”

“Please.”

“Come on, you guys,” Kendall moaned.  “It’s not that boring, is it?”

“Lets just say, otherwise I wouldn’t be needing that flux coupler,” Lucas quipped.

Kendall rolled his eyes at his companions’ comments.  Perhaps he could have chosen a subject with a bit more universal interest—though he could have sworn the alleged Deep Space Seven misnomer was one of them.  Apparently he was mistaken.  Kendall shrugged it off and, in his mind, filed the conversation in the vault of eternal destitution.  The famed DS7 misnomer would never come up again.

Now without a topic prepared to readily ramble on about, Kendall was forced to turn his attention back to his lunch, some sort of a Bolian dish that Neelar had recommended several days ago.  Whatever it was, it looked fairly appetizing—a salad decorated with a variety of colored noodles.  But in this case, looks were very deceiving.  Kendall had never tasted a food that had brought so much agony to his taste buds, and out of fear that they might go on strike, he had only picked at some of the more palatable noodles.  Which were hardly that.

The green ones probably tasted the best—like nothing at all.  It was either the red or orange noodles—he wasn’t sure which—but one of them tasted like a skunk smelled.  And to Kendall’s dismay, his plate was loaded with them.  So he sparingly picked at it throughout the conversation, hoping they would be called away, and forced to abandon their meals.

But no such event had transpired, leaving Kendall, now without a conversation to distract him, no choice but to eat.  It would be a sign of weakness—and perhaps an insult Neelar if he did otherwise.

But just as he picked up one of the last green noodles on his plate, Kendall saw Lucas motioning with his eyes down toward the airlock on the lower level of the boulevard.  Without a moment’s hesitation, Kendall dropped the pasty noodle and peered down over the edge.

He looked around the myriad of aliens for something that Lucas might point out to him.  He saw a drunken Klingon, a group of Tellarites, and countless other interesting things.  But it didn’t take long for Kendall’s eyes to fall upon Erin Keller.  She was standing patiently amidst a large group of people before the airlock doors, still in uniform, but without her jacket.  As usual, it was a wonderful sight.  But Kendall didn’t see why Lucas had pointed it out.

“Well go talk to her,” moaned the chief engineer after a moment.

“What would I say?”  Kendall retorted.  “I mean, I don’t think it’s an appropriate time to go and run into her.”

“Why not?” asked Lucas.

“Because…”

Still looking for an answer, Kendall glanced back down at the airlock.  And to his horror, he immediately saw an answer.  “Because that guy with the flowers is already there,” he said in horror.

He was a tall, handsome fellow with dark hair and a goatee.  Upon seeing Erin, a large smile fell upon his face, and he headed straight for her, producing a small bouquet of pink and purple flowers Kendall recognized as Veridian Ashes.  Erin’s face lit up.  She grabbed the flowers, took in a deep whiff of their pleasant aroma, and then threw her arms around her guest.

And Kendall felt his heart crack.  Had it not been for the chattering on the boulevard, he probably could have heard it.  But at least now he had an excuse not to eat his lunch…

Though he had sanctioned shore leave to the crew for the duration of their stay at Deep Space Seven, Captain Christopher chose not to take advantage of the opportunity to go stretch his legs in the crossroads of the quadrant.  Besides, according to his own data DS7 wasn’t even the crossroads. Starbase 116 in the Bon Turani Sector was a far more valid candidate for the title, being one of the most heavily trafficked bases in the region. 

Instead, Christopher found himself heavily entrenched in the Starlight’s computer.  Not writing reports or conducting repairs—he was still looking for evidence that Starfleet had tampered with their files in the aftermath of the incident on Corinth VII.  He knew those files had been changed.  The entire crew knew.  But the funny thing was, no one knew how.  It was as if Admiral Lantree had waved a magic wand and changed every last shred of data pointing to the incident at Corinth—and Christopher wanted to know how.

But to his chagrin, his search had proven quite fruitless.  Not so much as a byte of data could be questioned.  There were no contradictions, no footprints, no references to the Quasar…  It was as if the base on Corinth VII had never existed—and in Stafleet’s mind, it never did.

He had been searching since their return to Deep Space Seven, hoping for at least a shred of telltale data to put his mind at ease.  But with each passing day, the likelihood of him finding it dwindled down like wax melting on a candle.  But Christopher wasn’t about to give up hope.

When his door chimed.

He sighed, and pushed himself away from his work.  “Enter,” he said flatly.

The doors slid apart to reveal Rachael Meyer.  She smiled, and stepped inside the Ready Room before the doors whispered shut.  “Hello,” she said.

Alan smiled.  “Rachael,” he said pleasantly.  “What brings you to my humble abode?”

She took several steps foreword before coming to rest on the back of the chair before Christopher’s desk.  “You,” she said simply.

“Me?” scoffed Christopher.  “What for?  Have you finally decided I’ve gone off the deep end?”

“The thought has crossed my mind,” she admitted.  “Ever since we’ve arrived at Deep Space Seven, you’ve been locked in here… doing whatever it is that you’ve been doing.”

“Your point being?”  Seeing that the conversation was beginning to tread into waters he’d rather not chart, Alan shifted his gaze back to the computer screen, giving Rachael only half of his attention.

Rachael straightened her posture and quickly slid around to the front of the chair, seating herself in it.  “My point being, you have granted shore leave to everyone on the ship.  I’ve known you a long time, Alan—you always include yourself in that vacation.  But not this time.”

“No,” he admitted, “not this time.  The Captain can’t always go and have fun.”

“That’s true,” Rachael allowed, “but considering there is nothing for the Captain to do…”

Alan looked up from his computer.  “Trust me, Rachael—there is plenty for the Captain to do.  The ship has been infiltrated by Starfleet Intelligence, who changed hundreds of files in our database, and got away with it.  I want to know how.”

“I see,” said Rachael.  “So locking yourself in your Ready Room is somehow going to solve this problem?  Magic, perhaps?”

“I haven’t discounted that theory,” said Christopher before returning to his work, this time giving his complete attention to the computer.  And it seemed that he would be granted peace and quiet when Rachael did not pursue the conversation for several moments.  But when he briefly glanced up, she was still sitting there.

“When was the last time you had a break?”

“An hour ago,” he lied.

“Really?” said Rachael, seeing right through it.  It was never a good idea to tell such a transparent lie to a counselor.  “What did you do on that break?  Twiddle your fingers?  Go to waste extraction?  Maybe even a rousing game of solitaire?”

“I don’t play solitaire,” Alan shot back.

“It’s on your computer.”

“Captain Greene must have left it.  He did leave in quite a hurry.”

“And after six months, you still haven’t erased it?”

Before Christopher opened his mouth to continue their banter, he stopped dead in his tracks.  “What were you doing fishing through the files on my computer?”

“I was looking for love notes,” she moaned sarcastically.  “I didn’t find any of those, either.”

Christopher chuckled.  “Disappointed?”

Rachael didn’t dignify that with a response.  Instead, she folded her arms and expelled a long sigh.  “So you haven’t taken a break.  Take one.  Doctor’s orders.”

Alan raised a quizzical eyebrow.  “The last time I checked, you were a lowly nurse in sick bay.  Or has Sarah given you a promotion?”

“Actually, she’s locked herself in her office, much like you have.  It’s pathetic, actually.  Have you engaged in any recreational activities since our arrival here?  I know the Doctor hasn’t…”

Christopher sighed, slapped his hand on the power button of his computer terminal, and pushed himself away from his desk.  “You win.  Did you want to go to lunch, or do you have something else in mind?”

Rachael slowly rose from her chair with a purely innocent look on her face.  “Actually,” she said slowly, “I have an appointment with Lieutenant Hataru in ten minutes.  In fact, I should probably start heading to my office right now…”

Alan smiled quaintly.  “That was a cheap trick.”

Rachael smiled deviously, turned on her heel, and marched out the doors, leaving Alan alone in his Ready Room once more.  He gazed at the computer.  It was tempting… very tempting.  But since his mindset had suddenly been altered from work to play, Alan resisted the call of the computer, and marched out the doors of his Ready Room, onto the bridge, where he was promptly greeted by Commander Harrison.

“So…” said the first officer.  “Are you doing anything?”

“…No?”

Harrison smiled, and cast his glance over to Bator at tactical.  “Mr. Bator and I could use a hand in fending off the evil forces of Magus.”

Alan’s eyes darted with mild confusion from Matthew to Bator.  “What are you talking about?”

But all his questions were instantly resolved as Bator pulled a huge, glittering sword out from behind his station.  “Holodeck two—meet us there in five minutes…”

Christopher sighed as he realized the actual reason for Rachael’s little visit.  Nodding his head in disbelief, he chuckled.  “That was a cheap trick…”

ONE

Christopher didn’t know what upset him more.  The fact that his crew conspired to get him on the holodeck to enjoy himself—or the wardrobe they expected him to wear during their little soirée. 

For the most part, Christopher could tolerate the fashions on Earth, especially what was considered to be ‘standard,’ as those usually mirrored what he saw on his homeworld, Ka’Tula Prime.  It was the more exotic fashions that he disliked—not that Matthew had provided him with anything too exotic.  In fact, the… garment, if such a term could be applied, was among the biggest wastes of replicator energy he could imagine. 

It was a hideous, drab thing that seemed old and ragged.  Had it not been replicated, Alan was sure it would have had a considerable stench.  And he wasn’t even going to bother with the pants.  The designer had to have been drunk at the time to create such a hideous pair.

“What is Earth coming to?” he moaned as he saw Matthew and Bator approaching the holodeck dressed in similar garments, though Matthew was a bit more decorated.

“Greetings,” called out Bator.  “Pray tell, why hast thee garment situated itself upon thy breast rearward?”

“What?”  The unexpected jumble of words came at Christopher so fast that he could say little else. 

“Most unfavorable, indeed; the reason being should the dagger of Magus befall your coffer by happenstance, thee shall find thyself thoroughly nullified.”

Christopher gazed at his companions in disbelief.  “You don’t say?”

Seeing that they had confused the Captain more than enough, Matthew drew his hand to Alan’s ear, motioning for him to move closer.  “Your shirt’s on backwards,” he quipped.

Christopher rolled his eyes and pulled the unsightly garment away from his chest for further analysis.  “You could have fooled me,” he moaned, grabbing his sleeves and pulling his arms up inside before rotating the garment a full 180 degrees, and shoving his arms back out.  “How’s that?”

“Better,” said Bator before turning his attention to the doors.  “Shall we proceed to the Forest of Illusion?”

Christopher raised his hand, blocking any attempts to enter the holodeck.  “Not so fast,” he said.  “What’s with the language?  I don’t have time to sit down and translate everything you say.”

“’Tis nothing but the vernacular of the day,” said Harrison.

“What, exactly, is the day?”

“Stardate 72474.5,” said Bator.

“Not that day.”

Harrison smiled.  “Well, according to the prologue, the setting is, ‘a long time ago, in a land far, far away.’  But I suspect we’re somewhere in Earth’s medieval times.”

“That explains the fine choice in clothing,” Christopher muttered before stepping aside, allowing Bator access to the controls.

The Phobian nodded politely as he stepped in front of Christopher.  Then, his hand reached out to the control padd next to the door, and he tapped a fairly extensive sequence on the controls.  “Computer, load program Harrison-Omega-9.”

As the computer complied, Bator nodded Harrison over to his position, pointing to the screen.  Given the severe angle at which Christopher was viewing the screen, he couldn’t see the text upon it—but the careful visual assessment his companions were subjecting him to brought Christopher to believe it had something to do with him.

“What about Hazek?” Bator prompted after a moment.

Harrison frowned.  “Doesn’t he get killed?”

Bator nodded.  “Good point.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of Duran,” said Harrison, pointing to the screen.

Simultaneously, they nodded in agreement.  “Computer,” called out Harrison.  “Transfer control of Duran from the computer to Captain Christopher, and begin program.”

The computer chirped its acknowledgement.  “Program complete.  Enter when ready.”

As the doors parted, the sweet scent of forest air, the cheerful songs of birds, and the distant thundering of a waterfall instantly greeted Christopher.  Majestic conifers towered into the sky, scattering the glistening sunlight into a myriad of playful shadows on the muddy path that lay before them.

“To Welenblau!  May she die well!”

The sudden outburst had caught Christopher off guard.  It was a fairly deep, scraggly voice, and its speaker remained unseen as he entered the sensuous simulation.  

“I speak it, Turah, she went before her time,” came another bodiless voice.

Christopher took a few careful steps foreword, his boots crunching atop the rocky soil.  He craned his neck with hopes of seeing around the giant conifers, but to no avail.  If someone had taken refuge behind them, they had moved.

He stopped.  “So, what do I do?” he inquired.

“For the moment, follow me,” said Harrison.

Christopher took a few hesitant steps foreword—and no more.  Though clearly his path was clear, Alan summarily found himself walking straight into… something… Oddly enough, when he returned his gaze to the front, nothing was there.

Harrison smiled.  “Fear not, young Duran, ‘tis nothing more than a trick of light and shadows, conjured by the enchantments of the venerated Kul’Tiras.  Stand aside while Maezrim-Tael dispels their trickery.”

Christopher smiled.  “Yes, my lord,” he said enthusiastically before taking a few nominal steps back.

Harrison did likewise as Bator—Maezrim-Tael—brought his arms from his side and extended them outward toward the site of Christopher’s collision.  “Whirl the winds from south to north, dispel this shroud and bring them forth!”

Moments later, a sea of glittering light befell the area before Bator, bringing forth the outline of two men.  As the light swirled around them, their shroud fell by the wayside, two simple footmen, dressed in the same drab garments as Christopher.  .

“Stand ho!  Who’s there?”  called out Harrison.

The larger of the two footmen came forth.  “Friends to this ground, Lord Terenas,” he said.  “Alas, my lord, ‘tis a foul day in Lordaeron.  The henchmen of Magus have laid waste to the Stronghold of Welenblau.”

“Welenblau,” Harrison said in astonishment.  “This does not bode well.  The hand of Magus hath plunged deep within our lines.  The denizens of Dalaran are already adept to the failings of Lordaeron.  The fall of Welenblau will only bring favor to his cause; soon Dalaran may pledge arms to his battalion.”

Bator folded his arms in disgust.  “Dalaran resides within the heart of Lordaeron.  Should they pledge arms to Magus, fire could befall Stormwind Keep by the morrow’s night.”

Harrison produced a smile of confidence.  “Then it is settled, my friends.  The advances of Magus shall be thwarted at Welenblau.  We shall negotiate the Forest of Illusion with haste, and proceed to scout out our fallen stronghold.”  He turned to the footmen.  “Take leave of us, my friends.  Return to whence you came and speak of the dark deeds that have befallen Welenblau!  The hand of Magus must be halted!  Godspeed!”

The two footmen nodded appropriately, and without their shroud of darkness, proceeded to trek down the forest trail with due haste.  Once they were out of range, Harrison turned to Christopher and grinned, pleased with his speech.  “Let us proceed to Welenblau,” he called out a moment later.

Christopher sighed.  “By all means.”

The trip to Welenblau by all accounts, was generally a short one.  Then again, Christopher had never ventured to the fabled Stronghold, and could not be the judge of that, but given their journey as of yet, he could not concur with the consensus.  Their trek was anything but short.

And then, Christopher began to notice patterns in the foliage.  At first, he attributed it to the fact that they were on the holodeck, but as they continued to traverse the forest, the more he noted that the patterns were not randomized whatsoever—it was no holodeck template he was being witness to, it was the same foliage over and over again.

“We’re lost,” Christopher called out after the fourth sighting.

“No—we’re temporarily misplaced, that’s all.  They don’t call it the Forest of Illusion for nothing,” Harrison groaned. 

Christopher rolled his eyes at the response.  “How quaint.”  He stopped dead in his tracks and took hold of Bator’s arm.  “Excuse me, Mr. Tael—”

“Maezrim-Tael,” Bator corrected.

Christopher smiled.  “Maezrim-Tael.  Whatever.  Might it be possible for you to… ‘enchant’ us out of here?”

Bator nodded his head indecisively.  “I suppose it’s possible.  But it would take the fun out of it.”

“Trust me, I won’t mind,” said Christopher.

Bator cracked his knuckles and looked to Harrison for confirmation.  “Well?”

Harrison stopped and took in his surroundings.  They were only a few meters away from where they started, by the footmen.  “I suppose, due to our severe lack of progress, calling forth your enchantments would be favorable.”

Bator nodded, and angled his hands toward the path before him, and then in a deep, wispy voice, chanted,  “Arah sutor nilah turlan, shiveh a brel sular vurban!”

Within a few moments, the haphazard winding trail before them started to bend and contort.  The trees lurched with the ground at awkward angles, seeming to twist up and around the circular distortions.  As they neared the apex, dirt would begin to fall toward the ground, but quickly pulled to the right or left.  

And then, it vanished. 

The once chaotic path that existed was gone. Instead, greeting them was a totally straight path out of the forest.  Even the ruins of Welenblau, though encompassed in a faint blue haze because of the atmosphere, were visible.

Christopher smiled.  “Much better…”

After what had ranked as one of the most agonizing lunch conversations in the history of the known universe, Lucas Tompkins was relieved that the midday meal had finally ended—and along with it, Kendall’s conversation.  Though the means that brought about the rather abrupt end to the conversation were hardly what Lucas would have expected, it had worked.

In fact, it worked well.  Ever since Kendall had spotted Erin and her companion at the airlock, he had virtually vanished from any conversations, becoming nothing more than a silent tagalong as Lucas and Jayla traversed the merchant’s boulevard. 

“I’d call that more of a daze,” Trinn noted as they passed by a cozy facility that caught her eye.

“I keep seeing Erin and… ‘him,’” Kendall grumbled.  “It’s just a little unsettling.”

“I told you she wouldn’t wait around forever,” Lucas said in a voice filled with sincere finality.

Kendall grumbled, folded his arms, and turned his back to his companions, favoring a view of the fauna growing in the center of the boulevard.  “Maybe he could accidentally be ejected into space,” mused Johnson darkly.

Jayla cast a tiresome look to Lucas.  He returned the gaze, prompting the Trill to take a few steps foreword.  She placed her hand on Kendall’s shoulder and turned him about so that he faced her.  “Look, Kendall, maybe you should go back to the ship, take a nice cold shower, and then sit down in your quarters with your favorite technical manual and a Raktajino.”

Kendall sighed.  “Maybe you’re right,” he grumbled.  “I just need some time to cool off, that’s all.”  He acknowledged both Lucas and Jayla with a pleasant smile before turning on his heel and heading in the general direction of the docking ring. 

“That was smooth,” Lucas quipped once Kendall was gone.

Jayla smiled.  “It was, wasn’t it?”  She grabbed Lucas’s hand and drew herself to within a few centimeters of his body.  “You see, I didn’t want him to follow us in here,” she said seductively, motioning with her head toward the facility directly behind them. 

Lucas turned around.  “Risa II,” he said, his voice growing with excitement.  “I could like that…”

“You did say you wanted to know how far down these spots go,” said Trinn enigmatically.

“You told me—all the way,” said Lucas.

She grinned.  “We’d better make sure.”

TWO

As they drew nearer to Welenblau, Harrison had expected to see an impressive battalion of enemy forces stationed outside the stronghold’s gates, ready to fend off any foul attempts to recapture the fallen city-state.  But as the gates drew nearer, all that was visible to Harrison were two guards.  

Two very intimidating guards, who, even from a distance seemed to tower over everything.  Clenched tightly in their fists were long, spear-headed partisans that could undoubtedly slice bone as if it were a piece of cake.  And Harrison had no doubts they would use them if given a chance.

But still, despite their formidable size, there were only two guards.  With Welenblau defeated, Magus was growing overconfident of himself—posting so few guards was testament enough to that.  They would fall easily.

Harrison turned to his companions.  “Bator, you approach the guards directly.  The Captain and I will approach from the flanks, and catch them by surprise.”

Christopher stopped dead in his tracks.  “Matthew,” he called out.

“Yes?”

“We’re not on duty.  You don’t have to call me Captain.”

“Then… what should I call you?”

“I do have a name… you might try that.”

Harrison nodded indecisively.  “I don’t know about that.  It doesn’t seem appropriate.”

“Trust me, I won’t go tell on you for this infraction of protocol.  Besides, if I did, Starfleet would probably change our official records, anyway.”  As he realized where his banter was taking him, Christopher came to an abrupt stop.  “I’m sorry… I’ll try to keep that out of this.”

“It’s okay,” said Harrison.  “Let us proceed to Welenblau, and worry about that later.”

Christopher nodded.  “Agreed.”

Welenblau was close.

So were the henchmen of Magus.

As he made his approach, Bator could hear their trivial banter pervading the air between them.  He couldn’t quite make out the words, but from the tone, they were still reveling in their victory.  Much like Magus, they too appeared to be growing overconfident.  Their mistake.

As he emerged from the wood and into the bold sunny daylight, Bator was instantly spotted by the henchmen.  Their banter stopped, and they assumed a stoic stance to guard the gates to Welenblau.

“Halt!” called out the taller of the two guards.  He lowered his partisan, keeping Bator from proceeding any further.  “Who goes there?”

“It is I, the venerated Maezrim-Tael, Enchanter of the Eternal Wind,” called out Bator.

The henchmen were unimpressed.  “And why do you stand at the gates of Welenblau?”

Bator pointed at the partisan.  “I stand at the gates because your weapon prevents my progress through them,” he explained.

The henchman holding the partisan produced a quaint smile before angling its sharp blade in Bator’s direction.  The Phobian took a step back, in order to ensure his head remained attached to his head.

“Would you believe I’m your Nova Sales Clerk?  You might wish to take a look at this month’s catalog.  We’ve many a fine lotion to take care of your dry skin.”

The henchman frowned and looked at his hands.  “Indeed, they are a bit dry and calloused.”

“Mine, too,” said the other.  “Methinks it’s due to our handling of these partisans.”

Suddenly, Harrison and Christopher stormed at the guards from the flanks.  Still entrenched in their dry skin, the guards were hardly prepared for the onslaught.  Though they reached for their partisans to retaliate, both found a sword located somewhere in their torso before they could even move. 

“You know that hand soap on page thirteen?”  Christopher inquired as he yanked his bloodied sword from the guard’s chest.

Bator nodded.  “The shells or the flowers?”

“The flowers,” said Christopher.  “I was wondering if I could get some for my quarters…”

Harrison rolled his eyes as he yanked his own implement of destruction from the torso of the other guard.  Dripping with blood, he raised it to the azure sky before pointing it toward the entrance.  “Let us proceed!”

Despite its recent defeat, Welenblau was still an amazing sight to witness.  Numerous townhouses lined the wide cobblestone streets.  Birch trees, dancing in the light breeze, lined the center of the street, providing needed shade from the strong rays of the golden sun.

On the sidewalk, merchants had set up their shops, selling anything from fruits and vegetables to rare gems and artifacts.  Children frolicked in the streets as the adults meandered from one shop to another, trading their goods to acquire something of value. 

And as he stepped into the activity, Christopher’s nostrils were instantly greeted by the scent of fresh manure, carried in the breeze from the animal trading post tucked away in the far corner of the town square.

“Lovely,” he called out as he took in a lungful of the odiferous scent.  “Just… lovely.”

Bator’s eyelids fluttered in disgust as he waved his hand beneath his nose in a futile effort to find cleaner air.  “If you think this is bad, you should have ventured with us through the badlands to the Black Morass.”

“Rest assured, the breeze will die down in a short spell,” called out one of the peasants as he passed by.  But before he could, he stopped dead in his tracks and took closer look at the people who stood before him.  Not familiar with the likes of them, or totally sure of their nature, he took a few hesitant steps closer.  “Lord Terenas?” he whispered under his breath.

Harrison nodded.  “It is I, Lord Terenas.  We have ventured from the Forest of Illusion to break free Welenblau of the hand of Magus.  But my presence here must remain clandestine.  Assure me that it shall be so.”

The peasant nodded.  “It will be so.”

Harrison nodded favorably.  “Well met.  Now, can you reveal to me the location of Kul’Tiras and Lord Turalyon?  It is imperative that we know.”

The peasant took in a deep breath of the insidious air, apparently unfazed by its unpleasantness.  “Turalyon is being incarcerated in the Tower of Wind,” he said, casually gesturing toward the stark, gloomy tower looming at the edge of the city.  “Magus has posted his most agile henchmen at the doors; they cannot be broke.”

Harrison frowned, but nodded his understanding.  “And what of Kul’Tiras?  Has he, too, been placed under lock and key at the hand of Magus?”

The peasant shrugged.  “No.  Amidst the fire, he fled by inferno’s light to the sanctum near the Falls of Mana.  I prophesy that his location is there.”

“Duly noted,” said Harrison.  “You have been of great assistance to our cause, my friend, but now you must take leave of us and quell this happenstance meeting from your memory.”

The peasant nodded.  “As you wish, my lord.  I take my leave at once.”  He nodded curtly, and continued upon his way.

Once the peasant was gone, Harrison turned to his companions.  Immediately, his eyes fell to the concerned look upon Bator’s face.  “Speak your mind, Maezrim-Tael,” Harrison urged.

“The Falls of Mana… they may be of some mire to our cause,” admitted Bator.

“Why?”

Bator sighed.  “Gleeok the Necromancer is rumored to have taken residence near the falls.  If that is so, then our passage through the region may be hindered by his black magiks.”

Upon hearing this, Harrison, followed in close suit by Bator, cast his eyes upon Christopher.  Alan sighed, and met their glare with an equally concerned one.  “Yes?  Am I aflame, or something?”

“Not at all,” said Harrison.  “It’s just, Duran, your abilities to quell black magiks are heralded.”

“Are they, now?”

“Yes,” said Harrison.  “Otherwise, you would not be Duran the Dragonslayer.”

Christopher’s eyes suddenly widened.  “I thought I was just Duran, a plain, simple footman!  Where did this Dragonslayer bit come from?”

“You have always been a Dragonslayer,” said Bator.  “Did you not slay the beast at Tyrsinore?”

Christopher stared at them blankly.

“You did,” said Harrison under his breath.

Christopher sighed, and folded his arms.  “Well I wasn’t here for it!”

Harrison shrugged.  “A minor detail.  Let us seek out the Necromancer and find Kul’Tiras!”  With that said, he turned on his heel and started heading in the direction opposite the town square.

The trek from Welenblau’s town square to the sanctum of Kul’Tiras was a short one.  The group simply followed the cobblestone road until it gave way to a simple dirt path.  They followed the dirt path back into the forest, until it gave way to an overgrown, grassy trail.  

Finally, after several minutes of steady walking, the grassy trail ended, giving way to an opening in the middle of the forest.  To the left was the dense thicket.  To the right, a cliff that had a gentle trickle of magical, watery liquid streaming down its side at a rate so slow, it seemed to defy gravity.  Mystical particles swirled about the falls, and glittered in the fading sunlight.

But as the long shadows fell from the trees to the ground, Christopher suddenly noticed that the birds had stopped singing their cheerful sounds.  In fact, there were no sounds emanating from the forest at all.  At first, he attributed the fact to the fall of night, but when he looked back to the Mana Falls, his theory was instantly shattered.

The falls were completely frozen in place.

Stunned by the aberration, Christopher reevaluated the forest, and discovered birds frozen in mid-flight.  The wispy clouds in the twilight sky had locked in place, and the breeze that had accompanied them for the entire journey had been vanquished.  Time had stopped.

“What’s going on?” whispered Christopher.

But Harrison did not answer.  His eyes were still fixed on the falls, and his hand was reaching for his sword.

Feeling a chill go down his spine, Christopher felt it necessary to reach for his own sword.  But before he could, an entity of light burst through the face of the cliff to his right.  The entity fluttered about for several moments before rays of energy started to burst from its core, slowly breaking the entity down into something far more ominous.

A formidable dragon now stood before them.  Its slimy scales were eerily illuminated in the fading sunlight.  Its massive wings slowly flapped, stirring up a faint breeze.  Attached to the end of its long neck were a set of razor sharp teeth and a pair of crimson eyes that pierced through the growing darkness.  As it took a step foreword, its claws dug into the ground, creating a small tremor.

Seeing that locomotion by foot was far to cumbersome for a beast of its size, it threw back its head in a raging fury, spitting out a plume of fire and wicked smoke into the air before furiously flapping its wings, briefly giving flight to the beast as it positioned itself to attack.

With his hands wrapped tightly around the hilt of his sword, Christopher turned to Harrison.  “You expect me to slay that?”

Harrison stepped back as the dragon drew nearer.  “Well… usually Gleeok’s creations aren’t so… grandiose.”

“Then what do we do, my lord?”

The dragon landed, kicking up a cloud of dust and debris, and jolting the ground with a great deal of force.  Christopher nearly lost his footing as he watched Harrison construct an undoubtedly brilliant plan.  “Run!” called out Harrison as a massive claw swung at him.

They got no farther than a few meters before the dragon let out an ear-piercing shriek that brought them to a screeching halt.  Moments later, the sky had blackened considerably, and Christopher noticed a cataclysmic twinkle starting to rain down from above.

They were swirling conglomerations of black fire.  As they rained down from the heavens and crashed into the ground, trees, rocks, flowers… anything and everything the necromantic rain fell upon was reduced to a smoldering pile of wispy ashes that were stirred about by the flapping of the dragon’s wings.

Though his instincts clearly indicated that he should run, Christopher found himself standing quite still, and despite his greatest efforts, unable to move.  Dumbfounded by the sight, he simply stood still and watched the dragon reign terror on the surrounding forest—or what was left of it.

Harrison on the other hand, seeing that their destruction was imperative, knew they had to take action.  But the dragon’s fierce movements prevented any such actions, as the ground’s unnerving trembling restricting any movement to a tiresome crawl.  Hence, Harrison simply raised his sword to the sky, and allowed terror to rain down upon it.

Wisps of black fire swirled around the brazen blade, calling forth tendrils of necromantic energies from the weapon.  The energized arms of power crackled about the blade, infusing it with magical energies.  Harrison could feel the power building toward its apex as the energy began to tingle through the hilt of the sword into his hands and arms.  He smiled, and pointed his sword at the still randomly rampaging dragon.

A split second later, the millions of tendrils of energy that Harrison’s sword had harbored unleashed themselves in an electrifying fury of blue energy.  They crackled about, striking the dragon in the abdominal region, and eventually taking hold of the entire beast, forcing it back into the evil realm from which it had came.

But the dragon resisted.  It breathed long breaths of fire and wreaked havoc on the surrounding forest, despite the tendrils of energy wrapping around its thick, scaly body.  As it wiggled free of its restraints, Christopher knew they might not have another chance to vanquish the beast.  Quickly, before the dragon could break free, Christopher broke free of his trance, and with his sword in hand, charged at the unholy beast with all his might.

The sword easily penetrated the dragon’s thick green scales, and sunk almost halfway into his body.  Christopher could hear bones cracking and a plethora of other noises that did not sound pleasant.  And as the dragon cried out in a raging fury, Christopher moved to strike again—only his sword was so thoroughly entrenched in the dragon’s thick hide, that he could not pull it loose.  

He tugged once more just to make sure—and sure enough, the sword remained in place.  “This is not good,” he muttered as countless tendrils of energy began to wrap around the sword, pulling it further into the inside of the imploding dragon.

When the sword finally disappeared, Christopher deemed his efforts futile, and hopped away from the dragon with haste.  After taking a few additional steps, Christopher turned around just in time to see the last few bits of the dragon being pulled inside the vortex of energy that had erupted from Harrison’s discharge.

After a few additional moments, the vortex itself collapsed, leaving behind nothing but the destruction that had been caused by the dragon.  The immediate vicinity had been scorched and vaporized.  Black ash covered the ground, and the distinct scent of smoke filled the air.  But as he looked around, Christopher noted that time was still frozen.

“For future reference, one generally removes his sword from the beast,” Harrison mused as he kicked up some ash—which promptly hung in the air as he kicked it.

Christopher smiled.  “Duly noted, my liege,” he said, though his attention was summarily being transferred to Bator—specifically his eyes, and what they were staring at.

Christopher suddenly noticed that a cloud of smoke had manifested itself a few meters before their party.  Roiling about, it was the only movement in the entire forest.  Christopher only wished he had a sword to wield as a shadowy figure emerged from the cloud.

He wore a golden yellow cloak that concealed most of his body, and a hood that covered most of his head.  A dark shawl wrapped around the lower half of his face, leaving only a small amount of room for his beady red eyes to peer through.  As he stepped foreword, a glowing green talisman hanging from his neck bobbed out of the front of the cloak.  He grasped it with a clawed hand, and tucked it back inside.

“Gleeok,” called out Harrison.

Gleeok took a few additional steps foreword before stopping, locking his beady red eyes on Harrison.  “Well met, Lord Terenas,” he whispered slowly in a deep, gravelly voice that seemed to hang upon each word, drawing it out as long as possible.

His eyes flashed, his claw stormed out from his cloak, and within moments, tendrils of energy soared from his hand, striking the entire group that stood before him.  Unable to respond, they crashed to the ground with a satisfying THUD.

“Until next time,” were Gleeok’s parting words, as he retreated from the cloud of smoke from which he emerged, leaving Harrison and his companions unconscious on the forest floor.

THREE

As he returned to the waking realm, Bator instantly recognized his surroundings.  The grand, arching ceilings, and painted-glass windows, the musty smell…  It could only be one place: The sanctum of Kul’Tiras.  Without moving too much, Bator discerned that he had his companions were tucked away in a corner of the sanctum, laying on some lumpy old cots.

He shifted on the makeshift bed for several moments before deeming it too uncomfortable for his own good.  He quickly assessed his physical condition before making the decision to sit up.  If he had been badly injured, such a maneuver would be unwise, but Bator, satisfied he was well, sat up with relative ease.

To his left and to his right were his companions.  Both were lying on their respective cots, still unconscious.  Bator briefly inspected them, and after deeming them undamaged, he rose from his bed and took a few steps foreword.

“What hath transpired,” called out a deep, noble voice a moment later. 

Bator instantly recognized it as that of Kul’Tiras, but as he surveyed the sanctum, the mage was nowhere to be seen.  “We were brought under siege by Gleeok the Necromancer.”  He took a few steps foreword, and then saw the mage appear from behind one of the pillars holding up the ceiling.

“’Twas a foul encounter,” said the mage.  “I hath gleaned from your epidermis, the afterimage of the insidious plague brought forth by the Necromancers at the Hand of Tol’Barad.  When summoned, embers of unholy fire reign chaos on the land from the firmament above, vanquishing anything it may touch to an insipid land in the netherworld.  I had prophesized Gleeok to acquire the curse, but his haste was far greater than I had anticipated—with the Black Fire writ to his mind, terror may reign at his whim—perchance it can be brought to a formidable halt by the venerated Lord Terenas and his cadre.”

Bator folded his arms and looked over at the still slumbering Terenas and Duran.  “In his current frame of mind, I suspect the venerated Lord Terenas shall not be able—nor willing to embark upon such a task of grandeur,” said Bator.  “Alas, when he comes to, his arms should be wide for adventure—and revenge.”

Kul’Tiras nodded his approval, and carefully slinked away from his pillar, to the one nearest Bator.  “A noble cause, and a worthy adversary.  Such a quest would make for an eloquent fairy tale to acquaint with the Spirits of Nothringdam—the charismatic nymphs that dwell in the Valley of Mana countless footfalls from the gates of Welenblau.  Indeed, they would be delighted with my words.  And should the quest prove worthy, I will journey to the Valley and speak it.  Alas, we must ensure the existence of the journey ahead of my travels; hence the Spirits could stumble upon a fallacy.  We shall awake the venerated Lord, and his slumbering companion, and speak of the quest with due haste, as I suspect Gleeok the Necromancer could present the dreaded Black Fire—O evil curse!—to the clutches of the Magus by the morrow’s eve.  It has been writ by the denizens of Welenblau that their nemesis, Magus, shall unleash a reign of terror from the firmament above upon the delivery of a ‘sacred curse borne out of an unholy alliance of the damned.’”

Bator sighed.  “To my chagrin, the denizens of Welenblau are not akin to constructing fairy tales.  Whatever evils they speak of are bound to have merit to some extent.  Being witness to the curse—Black Fire—and with the knowledge that the Necromancer is in league with Magus, it is possible these rumors speak the truth.”

“And what of Lord Turalyon?”

Both Kul’Tiras and Bator turned around with mild surprise to see Harrison and Christopher approaching their position.  After shaking off the initial surprise accompanying Harrison’s inquiry, the two mages turned to address his question.

“When the dreaded henchmen of Magus broke the stronghold gates and laid siege upon our keep, Turalyon, in a supreme gesture of nobility, ordered forth the entire regimen keeping watch at the castle, to take arms against their common foe.  Rightfully, they complied, and laid waste to the forces of evil, only to be brought aback by a second wave of darkness that befell our stronghold.  Lead by Magus himself, the second wave summarily massacred the guard at Welenblau in a bloodbath of epic proportions.  As the doors were broke, and the castle stormed by forces of evil, Magus brought forth to Turalyon the terms to end the siege on Welenblau.  Backed into a corner, bearing a heavy heart, Turalyon had no choice but to comply with the manifesto proposed by Magus.  He would surrender himself willingly to the darkness, and accept whatever fate deemed necessary by Magus to ensure the restoration of daily life in Welenblau.  Day hath given way to night on many occasions since then, and Magus still keeps his final judgment in a shroud of mystery.  He asserts the incarceration will be of minimal duration—though given through the mouth of evil incarnate, I prophesy the true meaning of those words bode the coming of Turalyon’s end and the hand of Magus himself.  Should that prove true, the clouds shall lay waste our beloved azure skies for the foreseeable future.”

“It would seem we have acquired yet another foe to fend off,” said Harrison.  “Though this one, quite invincible—time.  By mine own estimate, there is only enough of it to bring an end to one of these evil ploys.  But what is of greater consequence—the curse, Black Fire, or the beating heart of the honorable Turalyon?”

“I know not,” said Bator.

“I do,” said Christopher.  He took several steps closer to the conversation, and smiled deviously.  “I suggest we adhere to our original plan—drive the hand of Magus from Welenblau.  If our stealth is of extreme caliber, then we should storm the castle with finesse enough to stop both exchanges, and throw Magus from power.  With him gone, Turalyon shall live, and…”

“Still, there is nothing stopping the exchange of curses,” Bator grumbled. 

“Then that is our priority,” decided Harrison.  “But we cannot commit to this feat alone.  There is a cadre of Rangers and Paladins at Alterac, not far from here…”

Bator nodded enthusiastically.  “And if we call in our favor owed by the Holy Warlord Tehr’zul,” he said slowly.

“We may stand a chance,” said Harrison.  “Very well—make it so.”  He turned to Christopher.  “Duran, travel with Maezrim-Tael to Tehr’zul and ensure the Holy Warlord responds favorably to our cause.  Should he resist, let it be known that a favorable outcome to our paradox would benefit the Warlord greatly…”

Christopher nodded.  “As you wish, my lord,” he said, still having fun with the idea that Harrison was his superior.

With all that said, Kul’Tiras decided it was his turn to speak.  “To seal the fate of this battle in our favor, I shall summon forth the holy clerics at Fortress Auchinduin.  With their powers of Exorcism, we shall quash the Necromancer and his curse with ease.”

“Anything you can provide is greatly appreciated,” Harrison applauded.  “Now let us make due haste in our efforts, as time is of the essence.”

The Tower of Wind was given its name for a good reason.  The tall tower was a stark, drafty installation standing on the edge of Welenblau, home to Turalyon an what was left of his regimen—that was, when the Tower of Wind was under his control.  But it was not.

The throne room was located near the top of the tower.  It was circular in shape, with large stone bricks making up the walls.  At one time, a number of colorful tapestries had covered the walls, but since the fall of Welenblau, they had been replaced by the stark, black flag of evil.  About the only remnants of the original décor was the lavish red carpet extending from the wide, arched doorway at the front of the room, to the glittering golden throne at the back.

Seated prominently on that throne—dressed entirely in a black cloak—was Magus.  For a tyrannical evil man, he was terribly lean.  His lips were thin and skin pale, his nose, small and pointed.  His ears were almost elfin in origin, harboring the slightest point at their tips.  His hair was a strange shade of gray that bordered on purple, and all pulled back into a ponytail—the extent of its length obscured by his cloak.  But his eyes—his large, deep brown eyes—conveyed the extent of his evil.

And it were those eyes that first noticed an impediment on his revered red carpet.  Magus quickly looked up from the carpet to the face—or lack thereof, as it was the heavily cloaked Gleeok.  “What news do you bring, Necromancer?” demanded Magus.

“Grim,” whispered Gleeok in his longwinded, raspy voice.

Magus’s eyes narrowed.  “Extrapolate.”

“I had… an encounter with Lord Terenas at the Mana Falls,” said the Necromancer, drawing out each word to the extent of its tolerable length.

Magus sighed.  “I had been expecting such an encounter.  Have you been made aware of their plans?  Is Lord Terenas going to take the offensive?”

“His plans have not been revealed to me at this time,” rasped Gleeok.  “But at the time of our happenstance encounter, Terenas was seeking out,” he paused, dreading the coming words, “Kul’Tiras.”

“Kul’Tiras,” repeated Magus.  “This cannot bode well for our cause.  Locate that insipid mage, and bring him to this Tower of Wind…”

As Gleeok turned around, Magus could almost see a smile underneath the black shawl covering his face.  “With pleasure,” said the Necromancer as he left.

“I always wondered what you and Commander Harrison did in here,” Christopher mused as he and Bator strolled down the dusty road to Tehr’zul.

“Now you know,” said Bator.  “I was a little leery of it myself at first.  Earth history was not among my favorite classes at Starfleet Academy.  Then again, the mythical aspects seen here were only touched upon briefly—portraying peasants as little more than fearful Neanderthals who feared ogres and magic.”

“The peasants have been most helpful, though,” Christopher noted.  “Well, the few I’ve interacted with.  Though… I’m still not so sure about this ‘vernacular of the day.’  It’s a bit much, don’t you think?”

Bator nodded hesitantly.  “Perhaps, but Commander Harrison insists that it sets this time frame apart from the twenty-fourth century.”

“Which it does,” Christopher agreed.  “I prophesy that a mere handful of our venerated colleagues would dare converse in such verbose manor.”

Bator smiled.  “You catch on quickly.  I couldn’t speak fluently until my sixth quest.”

“Thank genetics,” said Christopher.  “Ka’Tulans can interpret new languages ten times faster than most other species because our own language is so complex.  Less than a thousand people not of Ka’Tulan origin can speak it.”

Bator raised an eyebrow.  “Wow.  I’ll bet it gave the universal translator some trouble…”

“Trouble indeed.  The only reason you can understand me now is because I learned to speak English, like mo—”  He stopped dead in his tracks.

“What is it?” Bator inquired.

Christopher frowned, and pushed up his shirtsleeve to reveal a cut on his arm.  “Are the holodeck safeties off?” he inquired.

Bator shook his head in disagreement.  “No.  Perhaps you injured yourself before we entered the holodeck.  You and Lieutenant Meyer were alone in the ready room for awhile.”

Christopher smiled quaintly.  “Somehow, I don’t think that’s it, Bator.”  He ran his finger over the wound, smearing the blood over his arm.  “Besides, the blood is still fresh.  It had to have happened in here.”

“I don’t see how,” said Bator.

“Nor do I.”  Christopher turned his back to Bator.  “Computer, arch.”

Nothing happened.

“Computer, exit,” Christopher tried, though the results were the same.  He turned to Bator with a quizzical look on is face.  The Phobian returned the gaze with equal confusion.  Still not ready to give up, Christopher touched his communicator.  “Christopher to bridge.”

Nothing.

“Christopher to Keller.”

Nothing.

“Maybe there has been some sort of a malfunction on the ship,” suggested Bator.

“Maybe,” agreed Christopher.  

Quickly, he stepped off the dusty path into the overgrown underbrush, and started kicking it around with his foot.  He uncovered leaves and pine needles, twigs and branches, but nothing even remotely resembling one of the holodeck access terminals that were hidden throughout every simulation.

“They are usually mounted on the back of the conifers,” Bator suggested.

Christopher nodded, and stepped over a thicket of thorny underbrush to reach the large cone-bearing tree beside him.  He hastily groped the rough bark in search for some sort of opening mechanism, but found nothing but, of all things, rough bark.  “Maybe I picked a bad conifer,” he mused.

Bator sighed.  “Unfortunately, Commander Harrison programmed the computer to place access terminals on all coniferous trees.”

Christopher, slightly alarmed, stepped out from behind the tree.  “Then we have a slight problem.  It would seem that we are no longer on the holodeck.”

FOUR

Kendall Johnson had returned from Deep Space Seven with the intent to follow Lieutenant Trinn’s advice to the letter, and just try to forget all about Erin and her little friend.  But the nanosecond he stepped off the transporter platform, he knew that wasn’t going to happen.

The cold shower idea was worthy, but Kendall didn’t exactly feel dirty enough to elicit an actual shower.  The sonic variety would be thoroughly sufficient.  But from thereon, things went downhill.  As he began to wander back to his quarters, Kendall quickly realized that he didn’t even like Raktajino; so sitting down with a mug would be stupid.  What made matters even worse, Kendall had loaned his most beloved technical manual to Erin.  There was no way in the universe that he would be going back to get it tonight…

By the time his digression had ended, Kendall realized he had wandered all the way to section five—well past his quarters—but very close to Erin’s.  And sure enough, the moment the thought entered his mind, Kendall saw the doors of Keller’s cabin slide apart.

Erin emerged, temporarily freezing Kendall with her beauty.  She was dressed in a low-cut black dress that glittered even in the harsh lighting of the corridors, and her hair was elegantly pulled back into a clasp behind her head.  And then she smiled.

Kendall could feel himself shutting down, and turned away to avoid total systems failure.  He knew how stupid he could be in her presence, and given his current mood, he didn’t want to say anything he would regret.  He resolved to pretend she wasn’t there, and simply pass by without notice.

But he had forgotten Erin’s own charm.  She wouldn’t allow someone she knew to go unacknowledged.  “Hey, Kendall,” she called out to Kendall cheerfully.

He stopped, closed his eyes, and forced a smile upon his face.  “Hey,” he said unenthusiastically, trying to press onward.

Erin intercepted him.  “What’s wrong?”

Kendall looked up, but his eyes darted away every time she tried to make eye contact.  “Nothing,” he grumbled.  “I’m just busy.  Now if you’ll excuse me…”  He huffed and stormed off without even saying good-bye.

Slightly confused by Kendall’s unusual attitude, Erin watched as he walked away.  She didn’t pursue him, deciding it was best to leave him alone.  Besides, she too was busy.  As Kendall rounded the corner, putting him out of sight, Erin turned around to see another body approaching her position.

Erin smiled.  “Hey, Brian!  Don’t you look spiffy tonight?” she quipped, tapping him on the chest with her finger.

“As usual,” said Brian.  “And I take back what I said earlier—you do have something other than Starfleet uniforms in your closet.”

“Actually, I replicated this ten minutes ago,” Erin said in her warm voice.  “But we won’t mention it to anyone else,” she quipped.

Brian smiled.  “Of course not.”  He turned his gaze to the corridor through which Kendall had departed.  “So, who was your little friend?”

Erin turned around and gazed back down the corridor.  “That was Kendall,” she said flatly.  “You’ll have to excuse him, he seemed to have had a stick up his—”

“I’m sorry I asked,” Brian interrupted.  “Well, I hope you’re hungry.”

“Of course.”

“Good, because I have reservations for two at Chateau le Grande over on the station.”

“Ooh,” Erin giggled.  “I’ll be on my best behavior, then…”

“What do we do?”

Christopher looked Bator squarely in the face, and took several steps closer to the Phobian.  “I wish I knew,” he said bluntly.  “But we still don’t even know where the heck we are…  Are we in the holodeck, or not?  I mean, we could very well be in it, but there’s been a malfunction on the ship, and crew is working diligently to save us from destruction.  Or maybe we’ve been transported from the ship to some alien world, and the crew doesn’t even know we’re gone…”

Bator folded his arms.  “Comforting thoughts.”

“Indeed.”

“We could try to blow out the hologrid, or force the computer to shut down the simulator,” Bator suggested.  “But since our access to the computer is… nonexistent, the only way to do that is to cause some sort of cataclysmic event.”

“I could kill Maezrim-Tael.”

Bator frowned.  “That would be cataclysmic, but it would not shut down the program—since I am Maezrim-Tael.”

“Oh.”  Christopher smiled sheepishly.  “I knew that,” he lied, before correcting his statement.  “I meant to say, ‘Kul’Tiras.’”

“Of course.”  Bator folded his arms and continued his trek toward Tehr’zul.  “Unfortunately, in light of Commander Keller’s assault on Terh’zul several weeks ago, Commander Harrison has updated the program to prevent character deaths from altering the story.  Even if you were to kill one of the characters, a successor would come and assume their role.  It would be very difficult to mess up the program enough to shut it down.  There are nearly four hundred possible outcomes to the story.”

“And without access to the computer, blowing out the hologrid is going to be a very difficult task,” Christopher groaned.  “If we—”

A sudden rustling of the underbrush nearby quickly gave way to a small green skinned, ax-bearing troll.  He leapt out into the middle of the passage and wavered his ax in the air.  “Who goes there?” demanded the troll.

Bator looked to Christopher, who promptly nodded, giving Bator the position to speak.  The Phobian took a few steps closer to the troll, who he recognized from their previous encounters, as Tehr’zul.  “It is I, Maezrim-Tael, and Duran the Dragonslayer.”

Tehr’zul lowered his ax and looked to Christopher.  “If he is a Dragonslayer, then why does he not wield a partisan or a claymore?”

Christopher gritted his teeth and smiled.  “’Twas vanquished to the netherworld in a duel of fates with a dragon-like beast,” he explained.

“You forgot to let go of it, did you?”

Christopher forced his smile back to his face, and simply took several steps back, putting him well out of striking distance.  Not that he feared Tehr’zul would strike, but the other way around…

Tehr’zul showed his toothy grin—consisting of mostly rotted teeth—and then turned his attention back to Bator.  “Tell me my friend, what brings you to my humble abode?”

A grim look fell upon Bator’s face.  “The Stronghold of Welenblau has fallen.  It is now at the mercy of the dreaded and evil Magus.  We need your assistance to retake it.”

“Welenblau!”  exclaimed Tehr’zul.  “Welenblau! Bah.”  He dismissed the statement with a wave of his hand.  “That old pile of crumbling stones!  I’m surprised it lasted this long!  Did Magus just blow on the gates to knock them down?  Hah! Hah!!  It’s hardly worth my attention.”

Bator looked to Christopher with an exasperated gaze, and then turned his attention back to Tehr’zul.  “Warlord—”

“That’s Holy Warlord to you,” Tehr’zul corrected, waving a stubby green finger in the air.

“Holy Warlord,” Bator corrected, “Lord Terenas hath given me his word that any arms you take up against the evil Magus in the name of Welenblau shall be handsomely compensated.”

The statement summarily got Tehr’zul’s attention.  “In what manor?” he insisted.

“We shall see…”

Tehr’zul placed his index finger over his lips as he considered the proposition.  After a moment, his finger ventured into the confines of his mouth, and emerged a moment later with a piece of crusty food on his long, jagged fingernail.  Tehr’zul brought it to his nose and sniffed it before smiling.  “Mmm. Xala root,” he surmised.  “Want some?”

“Methinks not,” said Bator.

Christopher took an additional step back.  “Likewise,” he said as Tehr’zul offered it to him.

Tehr’zul shrugged.  “Your loss.”  He stuck his finger back in his mouth, chewed the glob of root and swallowed.  “Delicious!”

Bator allowed Tehr’zul a few moments to swallow his root before stepping foreword.  “Holy Warlord,” he said, “an answer is required of you before the trees are barren of leaves and the ground covered with snow!”

“Excuse me!” Tehr’zul grumbled.  “My troops and I shall accompany you to that pile of rubble you’re so concerned about.  Welenblau, was it?  My memory isn’t as keen as it used to be.”

“Yes, ‘tis Welenblau that has fallen,” said Bator.

With is ax in one hand, and the fist of his other raised toward the sky, Tehr’zul grinned, and came about on his heel.  “To Welenblau!  It will be a glorious battle!”

Magus couldn’t hide the pleasure in his face as he saw his henchmen dragging the once venerated Kul’Tiras into his chamber.  His face was bruised and beaten, his clothes were filthy and exuded an unpleasant stench, and his feet dragged on the floor.  When the guards let go of him, Kul’Tiras simply dropped to the cold floor with a satisfying thud.

Magus sat in the throne and watched Kul’Tiras struggle to his feet.  He got about halfway, when the henchmen placed a firm grasp on his shoulders, and forced him to his knees before Magus.  “Much better,” applauded Magus.  “Much, much better!”

Magus deviously smiled at the mage, who made no effort to hide his disgust with the maneuver.  Enthralled by the apparent resilience of Kul’Tiras, Magus decided he best make his judgments quickly.

“Kul’Tiras, by way of Gleeok the Necromancer, a situation of grim proportions hath been brought from a shroud of darkness to my attention.  Indeed, ‘tis a situation that concerns me much.  Perhaps you could be an instrumental tool in allaying my primeval fears, and speak the truth as to this alleged encounter with Lord Terenas at the sanctum near the Falls of Mana.”

Kul’Tiras simply shrugged.  “This encounter you speak of is unbeknownst to the likes of me.  At the alleged hour of treachery, this humble enchanter was engaged in dialogue with the keepers of the great firmament above.  Hencetoforth, if the venerated Lord Terenas encroached upon my sanctum with thoughts of grandeur, I know nothing of it.”

Magus frowned.  “Your attempts at deception are ill-advised, enchanter.  Alas, the truth remains within your wretched mind, a situation deemed most unfavorable by the likes of me, and that must be rectified with extreme haste.  Hence, thou shall forfeit thee soul to Hades and exalt his magnitude with an eternity of service indentured to him—a fate most ironic for the heralded enchanter of the Stronghold of Welenblau.”

Magus smiled as he reveled in the enchanter’s death sentence.  It would be a day far better than he had anticipated, as the death of Kul’Tiras would serve as a fitting prelude for the coming execution of Turalyon.  The very thought made his mouth water…but the thought was suddenly shattered by a rumbling heard from beyond the tower walls.

A brief moment later, a series of low rumblings filled the room, and the Tower of Wind began to vibrate.  Magus’ eyes widened as he looked to the opening chamber doors for an explanation.

“My lord,” called out the henchman who stormed in, “we are under siege by the Holy Warlord Tehr’zul—a doing that could only be conducted by—”

“Yes, I know,” interrupted Magus.  “Lord Terenas…”
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It was a clash unlike anything Christopher had ever seen—even in a holodeck program—if that was indeed where they were.  Literally hundreds, possibly thousands of men were engaged in brutal hand-to-hand combat.  Sparks flew as their swords and axes collided in the dry air, setting fire to the peripheral birch trees and shrubbery that had been unfortunate enough to get in the way.  Even worse, blood spewed to the ground on countless occasions, as the fighting legions weren’t aiming for the trees, they were there to fight each other.

Holy Warlord Tehr’zul had led his men into the fierce battle chanting a series of grim war songs.  Since the start of combat, those songs had dissolved into little more than a cacophony of noise, drowned by the battle cries of the enemy henchmen, and the overall disorganization of the chants in the first place.  At this point in the battle, Christopher had lost track of Tehr’zul, but knew the fearless leaders was not dead, as his sonorous calls still frequented the battlefield.

At a glance, the battle appeared to be going well.  But that was merely a glance.  Under closer inspection, Christopher started to make the grim realization that the tides of fortune were not in their favor.  Yes, they had made an impressive entrance, virtually slaughtering the entire legion on guard.  Yes, they had some of the most skilled warriors fighting on their side.  And yes, Magus was taking heavy losses.  But as he gazed toward the hazy tower of wind, Christopher could see countless legions of henchmen preparing to march into battle.

“Perhaps this wasn’t such a good idea,” said Christopher quietly to Bator.

He folded his arms.  “At the time, a preemptive strike seemed favorable to our cause—and in the short term, it has been beneficial.  Magus was not prepared for our onslaught.  But seeing that the remainder of our forces are considerably more phlegmatic, Magus could begin to bolster his lines at any moment.”

Christopher motioned with his head toward the Tower of Wind.  “I would be willing to gander he shall make his move soon.  The troops in the distance are considerably closer to the front lines.”

Bator squinted toward the tower and frowned, seeing only the faintest blurry outline of shapes.  He rolled his eyes and turned back to Christopher.  “Ka’Tulan genetics, again?”

Christopher smiled and shrugged.  “Either that, or you need your eyes checked.”

“Unlikely.”

“Then I guess that explains that.”

He turned his attention back to the battle.  It was still raging, but to his chagrin, with each passing moment, their numbers continued to grow smaller and smaller.  It would only be a matter of time before—

An arrow suddenly struck the henchman standing near Christopher squarely in the chest.  Knowing that Terh’zul’s men used only axes and spears, and Magus used only swords, Christopher know it could only mean one thing…  Sure enough, as the henchman fell to the ground grasping the arrow entrenched in his chest, Christopher saw several additional arrows soar past him from behind.  “Alterac,” he said.

“The one and only,” Harrison chirped as he came up from behind, joining the duo in the corner of the stronghold furthest from the battle.  Meanwhile, hundreds of armored Paladins and Rangers stormed the town square, turning the tide of battle back in favor of Welenblau.

“Where are Kul’Tiras and the clerics from Fortress Auchinduin?” Bator inquired of Harrison a moment later.  “They should have arrived near this time.”

“If they were coming,” Harrison said somberly.  “I returned to the sanctum to escort Kul’Tiras to the battle—but it was laid to waste by the henchmen of Magus.  The enchanter hath been purloined, and I suspect taken to the Tower of Wind to meet a fate of certain death.  He was not able to summon forth the clerics in time.” 

Christopher sighed.  “Then we’ll have to do this without their assistance.”  He gazed out upon the battlefield, and duly noted that Magus’ lines had already started to crumble.  “I believe we are in good stature here… shall we proceed to the Tower of Wind to put this day to an end?”

Harrison and Bator nodded concurrently.  “Let’s go!”

Kendall Johnson had wandered deck four for hours.  He had wandered so long in fact, that he had begun to memorize everyone’s quarters on that deck—in order: Lieutenant Trinn, Commander Keller, Commander Kerrigan, Commander Morellen, Commander Lin, Lieutenant Hataru… the list went on and on.  And as he rambled off each name, Kendall realized just how pathetic he had become.  There was no other word for it really—he was just plain, pathetic.

He walked around the deck, just thinking about Erin.  He never took his cold shower—or even a sonic one, nor did he sit down with a technical manual.  In fact, he hadn’t even gone to his quarters, despite the fact he walked past them probably a dozen times.  As far as Kendall was concerned, he was just a conglomeration of walking molecules.  

That was, until his communicator bleeped.

“Johnson here,” he said, stopping in front of Lieutenant Hataru’s quarters.

“Kendall,” called out Lucas, “Jayla had to turn in for the night—something about this thing called the night shift.  I’m going to be down at the Black Hole if you want to come…”

The Black Hole wasn’t exactly the most elegant eating facility on the station.  From what Kendall had gathered, it was more of a bar.  But it wasn’t deck four, and it had nothing to do with Erin.  And right about now, Kendall didn’t want to think about either one.  “I’m there,” he said.  “See you in a few…”

With his prospects for a good evening suddenly looking better, Kendall turned on his heel and walked back toward the turbolift he had passed only moments ago.  Expecting a clean shot from his position to the lift, Kendall didn’t even see it Erin when he turned around.  Quickly, he tried to veer out of her way and casually stroll into the turbolift, but his eyes instantly befell Erin’s companion walking in close stride behind her.  

Kendall stopped as Erin placed her hand on his shoulder.  She gently rotated him about so that she was looking him squarely in the eye, and then pulled him close.  “You’ve been pretty busy lately,” she said.

“I still am,” said Kendall, desperately trying to avoid looking into her deep brown eyes.

“Well…do you have a minute?  There’s someone I want you to meet,” said Erin.

Kendall’s immediate instinct was to blow her off and run away, but there was something about her hand on his shoulder that kept him in place.  “Fine,” he muttered instead.

Erin released her grasp of Kendall’s shoulder, and extended her arm in Brian’s direction, bringing him into their little circle.  “Kendall,” she said slowly, “this is Brian Keller.  My brother.”

Kendall’s jaw dropped.  He had been so entirely convinced that Erin and Brian were a couple that he had never stopped to consider the alternatives.  And now, though it felt like a massive weight had been lifted from his shoulders, he had no idea what to say.  His jaw just hung there, speechless, hinging on the countless possibilities that were flowing through his jumbled mind, but nothing came out.

But the silence was beginning to grow awkward.  So Kendall simply grabbed the first random thought that he could muster.  “Pleased to meet you… I’ve heard… nothing about you,” he said, certain it was sounding dumber and dumber with each word.

But if either Erin or Brian thought it to be dumb, they didn’t show it.  Brian simply smiled.  “Nothing, eh?  I can’t say the same about you.”  He turned to his sister.  “Erin thinks very highly of you.”

Again, Kendall was speechless.  “Likewise,” he mustered.  The situation had turned from doom and gloom to sunny skies so quickly that Kendall felt as if he had been left behind.

Exhilarated by the sudden change of fortune, Kendall wanted the conversation to continue.  What had Erin said about him?  But to his dismay, it was Erin who brought the conversation to a close.  “Well, boys, we’ll have to chat later.  I’ve been chosen to lead the ship through another perilous night shift, and I’d hate to be late.”

“Of course,” said Brian.  “I’d best be returning to the station.  I’ve got some work to do, as well.”

Erin smiled.  “Very well, then.  Will I see you tomorrow?” she inquired.

“Yeah,” said Brian.  He gave her a peck on the check before backing into the turbolift.  “Night.”

Once Brian was gone, Erin looked back to Kendall.  “I’ll see you bright and early at 0700,” she chirped, poking her finger into his chest, just above his heart.  With that said, she smiled and turned toward her quarters, a few doors down.

After Kendall heard her doors hiss open and shut, his face broke into a huge grin, and he playfully strolled into the turbolift.  “She thinks ‘very highly’ of me!” he chirped in disbelief as he strolled inside. 

Harrison knew something was amiss when dark clouds began to roil in the skies above the Tower of Wind.  The breeze began to pick up, giving way to a gentle mist of rain, and low rumbles of thunder began to traverse the firmament above.  “We must make haste,” he urged as the drops of rain began to fall more uniformly.  Harrison allowed himself another brief glance at the skies above to see them rapidly growing angrier with each passing moment. 

 “These roiling masses in the firmament above doth not behave as one might expect,” said Bator as they drew nearer to the doors. 

“A most noble observation,” Christopher commended as the drops of rain began to pelt his skin.  He squinted to keep the rain out of his eyes, and trained his gaze on the doors ahead.  But as Harrison stepped into his line of sight, Christopher instantly saw something on Harrison’s armor that concerned him.  “My lord, these offerings from the firmament above have taken penchant to your armor.”

Harrison stopped and looked down at his corroded protection.  “The sky rains black fire once more,” he said.  “Come you now, let us break the doors and storm the Tower of Wind with an alacrity not seen of mortal men!  Should we spend our precious time wasted in this muddied theatre of war, it will only herald our own ruin.  I beseech you, move!”

The thunder of black fire brewing in the heavens above pervaded the tower walls, setting off a gentle vibration.  Magus found that the thunder, in concert with the pelting raindrops served as a very conducive atmosphere for evil deeds to be done.  And indeed, as a rather pronounced clasp of thunder resonated throughout the tower, Magus had two very evil deeds in mind.

“Lord Turalyon.  Kul’Tiras.  How good of you to grace me with your presence.  It is not common for the likes of thee to pass the hours of the day, amidst a raging battle, no less, in the presence of mine own self.  An entity of lesser stature would consider it a random convergence at a whim, but not I, nor you, as us, in concert with Gleeok the Necromancer, whom I hath called forth to lay waste to this insipid Stronghold of Welenblau by way of the insidious Black Fire, are akin to the fact that fate hath brought us here to ensure the delicate balance of power in this cruel universe continues to favor the likes of me.  Anything less would be uncivilized.  Hence it is necessary that Turalyon and Kul’Tiras, my most hated nemeses, from the Trials at Fortress Auchinduin, to the Battles of the Netherworlds across the vast distances of time and space, I condemn thee to rot in an eternal hell that reeks of treachery and lacks the grace and good wills that custom hath made in you.  Behold, your future’s end—the dawn of a new age from which the hand of Magus can reach down at will and pluck whatever it may desire—as it shall be supreme.”

Turalyon frowned.  “Thy thoughts of grandeur are sour,” he groaned.  “Your hands shall be stained with mine own blood, and no act of grace nor good will shall restore them.”

“That is why I wear gloves,” Magus snapped.  He rose from his chair, tired of this drivel, and turned to Gleeok.  “Terminate them.”

Gleeok’s eyes flashed.  “At once,” he rasped.  He brought forth the eerie green talisman dangling around his neck and began to summon its necromantic powers into his hands.  Tendrils of green energy began to work their arms of death around Kul’Tiras and Turalyon, slowly transferring their life energies into the talisman.

Magus watched on with pleasure as his prisoners collapsed to the floor, squirming with pain.  Such glorious instances were far too rare for his own liking.  “Slower,” he said.

“Of course,” said Gleeok.  He flexed his clawed fingers, and slowed the rate at which the tendrils expanded, making death that much more agonizing.  “Is this… sufficient?”

Magus was about to answer, when the doors burst open.  It was Lord Terenas and his companions.  Quickly, Magus grabbed the claymore residing behind the throne, and approached Terenas with a carefully metered gait.  “This day shall conclude darker than I had anticipated,” he said as he swung his sword at Terenas.

“Unlikely,” said Harrison as he drew his own sword and maneuvered it at Magus.

The two circled around one another for several seconds, steering clear of Gleeok and the others.  Magus watched Terenas carefully for any weaknesses in his defenses, but clearly, he was a swordsman of lordly caliber—there were no places to penetrate for an easy kill.  So he took a stab in the dark.

Harrison’s sword swung up at Magus’s striking it with enough force to elicit a few sparks amidst the terrible clamoring sound.  Magus was quick to recover, and forced Harrison’s sword back down.

Not wanting to be in such a position, Harrison backed away, and drew his sword before him.  Magus followed, but not quickly enough to make a kill.  He swung at Harrison countless times, but each time, his blow was deflected.

As their duel raged, Christopher looked onto the battle closely, and though he was defenseless, made himself ready to jump in and save the day in an instant.  Though now was not the time.  He expelled an uneasy sigh and turned to Bator, who was situated next to Gleeok.

The Necromancer was seemingly frozen in place as he channeled energy from his victims into the talisman around his neck.  Bator looked on with confusion, not willing to break the link out of fear that something worse would happen.

“He is the key,” Christopher said under his voice.  “Magus, without access to Gleeok, is simply another self-absorbed despot.  We have to do something…”

Kul’Tiras let out a piercing moan.  His body slumped over even more, and blue energies began to scurry away from his body.

“…and soon,” Christopher finished.

Bator took in a deep sigh.  He looked around the room for several moments in search of something to throw at the necromancer—but the Spartan décor allowed for little in the way of projectiles.  And so, as Turalyon began to suffer the same fate as Kul’Tiras, Bator stepped foreword, and slowly took hold of the glowing green talisman around Gleeok’s neck.

But as he pulled it away, Bator suddenly felt a clammy hand pulling on his arm.  “Not so fast,” rasped Gleeok.  He squeezed Bator’s arm and sent countless tendrils of energy surging through Bator’s body.

He could feel the rabid tingling sensation shutting down his bodily functions.  It surged through his arm, into his torso and just burst outward from there, eating at his body like a good meal.  When Gleeok finally let go, Bator was still violently trembling.  The necromancer simply watched on as he crashed to the floor.

The excitement had gotten the attention of both Harrison and Magus, who had halted in their swordplay to watch the events unfold.  Seeing this temporary hiatus as his opportunity, Christopher lounged at Gleeok, taking hold of the fiery green talisman as they careened into the floor.  Helpless without his necromantic beacon, Gleeok rampantly clawed at Christopher to get it back, desperately pulling on his limbs to hold him down.

And it was at that moment when Christopher realized how much stronger Gleeok was than he.  He had no choice but to succumb to his evil powers—but not before taking the talisman in his hand and crushing it.

Streams of green energy burst outward through the glittering debris that just hung in mid-air once Christopher let go.  The energy swirled about the room for several moments before vanishing into thin air.

And Gleeok just stopped.

Christopher felt the necromancer release him, as if that single act ended their fight right then.  And perhaps it did—Christopher wasn’t complaining.  He quickly scurried to his feet and saw Magus sneering at him.

“I think your time has come, Magus,” said Harrison, angling his blade at the beaten Magus.

He threw his sword to the ground and shook his sweaty, gray-purple hair back into place.  “Perhaps another day, Lord Terenas… another day.”  And much like the energies that had been released from Gleeok’s talisman, Magus vanished into thin air.

Harrison’s sword clanked furiously as he carelessly dropped it and rushed to Bator’s side.  “Are you okay?”

Bator smiled weakly.  “Fine.  Just a little shocked.”

Harrison cast his gaze toward the approaching Christopher.  And he smiled.  It wasn’t a smile of relief that Bator was okay, but a rather devious one…

“What?” Christopher inquired.

Harrison reached into his tunic and pulled out a communicator.  He looked at it for a moment before touching it.  “Computer, end Christopher Lockout Program Phi-Sigma-Four.”

“Acknowledged,” chirped the computer a moment later.  “Christopher Lockout Program Phi-Sigma-Four has been disabled.  All holodeck controls have been restored to normal.”

“What!?”  Christopher exclaimed.  “It was you?  Why?”

“Lieutenant Meyer was fairly certain she could get you out of your office and into the holodeck… and she did,” said Harrison, “but the problem was keeping you here.  We knew the moment somebody contacted you, you’d be gone… so I made a few adjustments to the program.  Only I could receive incoming transmissions.  The safeties were off—to a degree—and every last access panel was deleted from memory.”

Christopher sighed, and smiled wryly.  “All that deception just to make me have some fun,” he mused.  “That was a cheap trick,” he said, echoing his earlier sentiments.  “Perhaps next time, you’ll just ask…”

“Will there be a next time?”  Harrison inquired, hope filling his voice.

Christopher looked down at the Gleeok, Turalyon and Kul’Tiras; the latter two were slowly coming back to their senses.  “Well, we don’t exactly know where Magus went… but I don’t think he’s very pleased about this turn of events.  Should he unleash a cadre of dragons on Fortress Auchinduin, there’s nobody better suited to slay them than an authentic dragon slayer.”

“An unarmed one,” Bator quipped.

“Shut up,” said Christopher.  “You should have told me that my sword would have gone on a little journey to the netherworld.  Otherwise I would have saved it.”

“Sure,” said Harrison.  “And Gleeok here is the Easter Bunny.”  He bent over and picked up his sword.  “Computer, save program.”

It chirped, “Program saved.”

Harrison placed his sword back in its holster.  “End program… that is, until evil comes our way once more…”

The trio smiled, and waltzed off the holodeck as the age of chaos faded into nonexistence.
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