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INTRODUCTION

     This story takes place during the last months of the Second Age of Magnatus, an Earth-like planet in a distant solar system. The surface of Magnatus is almost entirely covered by a huge ocean, known as the Eternal Lake. There are, however, three small continents, all huddled together on the same side of the planet (see map I). In a former Ice Age, these three continents, Axphalia, Numeria and Timneria, were all part of one larger continent, but the melting ice raised the level of the ocean by hundreds of feet, leaving only the highest ground exposed, and thus separating the former landmass into three smaller continents. During this Ice Age there was another large continent on the opposite side of the planet, but this was completely submerged by the rising water when the ice melted. The names of the two original continents have long been forgotten.

    Axphalia, where our story takes place, is the only inhabited continent as far as is known, although rumours abound about strange creatures that are said to inhabit the other two. Some of these rumours are quite fantastic, but most Axphalians do not hold them to be true. The inhabitants of Axphalia know nothing of the art of boat building, and make it a point never to venture anywhere near the Eternal Lake. This is largely due to an old tale about a lost dwelfling being eaten alive by a fearsome sea serpent. Such rumours are perpetuated mostly by word of mouth, the forest nymphs being the only creatures on Axphalia to have mastered the art of reading and writing.

     Large parts of Axphalia still remain unexplored. The explored part is divided into four counties of roughly equal size - Badger, Meade, West Faer and East Faer (see map II). Meade County is the home of the orchnids, who live at peace with the dwelflings. The dwelflings, who are the most populous of all Axphalia's creatures, occupy the other three counties. Most dwelfling families own edelite slaves. Generations ago the edelites lived in the northern counties, while the dwelflings and orchnids inhabited the south. One day the edelites amassed a huge army and marched on the south, pillaging and burning the villages in their path. The dwelflings and orchnids joined forces, and defeated the edelites after a bloody three-year war. The edelite survivors were taken as slaves and the four counties were then divided amongst the dwelflings and orchnids. The orchnids chose Meade County because of its high mountains and abundance of precious metals, and in exchange they agreed to let the dwelflings keep the other three counties and all of the edelite slaves.

     Our story begins in the lush southern part of East Faer County, where balmy breezes are rustling the leaves of the giant oak and baobab trees, and causing the palm fronds beneath to sway in a soothing dance. Creepers and vines, over a hundred feet long, dangle from the roof of the forest to meet the thick, lush vegetation on the floor, where a sweet scent permeates the dense early morning mist. The chirpies have just begun their morning song. In the treetop village of Oakfield, everyone is still fast asleep. That is, almost everyone…
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CHAPTER ONE

     "Barkly! Barkly! Here boy! Come on!" shouted Chryslan, as he weaved his way along the winding footpath between the towering trees. He stopped here and there to peer into the mist on each side of the path.

     "That stupid whipple is more trouble than he's worth," he muttered to himself, following the path south to the clearing at the edge of the trees. By the time he reached the clearing the mist had begun to dissipate, and the first golden rays of sunlight set the clearing ablaze with colour. Far to the south he could just make out the hazy line of mangroves that marked the northern edge of the mysterious Misty Swamp, where the equally mysterious swamp folk lived. No swamp folk had ever been seen by dwelfling eyes, but on the stillest of nights their mournful song could be heard from the treetops of Oakfield. Every so often the residents of Oakfield might even hear the ominous clacking sound of the swamp folk shaking their bristles. The very thought made Chryslan shudder, and he quickly collected himself.

     "Barkly! Come on, boy!" he called again. Once again he was answered by complete silence, except for the song of the chirpies, which was now reaching a crescendo. He started out into the vast clearing of knee-high grasses, dotted with purple heather and still glistening with fresh morning dew. He was a handsome young dwelfling in his grass skirt, with his blonde hair, grey-green eyes and broad smile, although he was not smiling now. The sweat began to bead on his tanned, muscular torso. His face and neck were already dripping wet.

     "Damn that no-good whipple," he thought, "Just wait 'til I get my hands on him."

     Chryslan's thoughts turned to other things. Last night there had been another one of those all-too-frequent conversations with his parents. They had been urging him again to marry, settle down, build his own tree house, and start his own market garden. After all, most dwelfling men his age were already married and had children. It was an old, well-worn conversation that they had had too many times before. None of his parents’ wishes sounded very appealing to Chryslan. It wasn't that he didn't like girls - it just seemed that all the girls his parents tried to introduce him to were so plain and boring. It also wasn't that he didn't want to have his own house and garden some day, but he just felt it wasn't the right time yet.

     Inside him was a restlessness that he didn’t understand, and he knew he could never explain it to his own people. He was just different, that's all. Most dwelflings were placid, contented folk who married young, settled down early, and seldom moved away from the village they grew up in. It was not uncommon to find dwelfling families living in the same village that their great, great grandparents had once lived in, and even sometimes in the same treetop. They were generally a cheerful people, mostly crop growers, woodworkers and builders, who had very little appetite for excitement or adventure. Chryslan knew that he was not ready to settle down yet, but he did not know what else there might be to do. If only they could understand…

     All of a sudden he was brought back to the present with a resounding thud, as two hundred pounds of enthusiasm crashed into his back, pitching him headlong into the long grasses. As he turned his face, a massive, slobbery tongue licked him from chin to forehead while at the same time two muddy back paws snapped the string on his skirt.

     “Barkly! Let me up, damn you! Where have you been?" At this, the incorrigible whipple snatched up the grass skirt in his wet mouth and set off at a thunderous gallop for the village, spraying his naked master with flying mud.

     "Now what do I do?" groaned the hapless Chryslan, little realizing how many times he was to ask himself the same question in the coming weeks. Sitting with his bare bottom in the mud, he mulled over some extremely creative methods of punishment for Barkly. Then his thoughts shifted to the problem at hand - how was he going to cover his lower half so that he could return home? By now the whole village must surely be up and about. He had to cover himself somehow.

     As he pondered this, he noticed a shiny object laying in the long grass by his side. It was about three inches long and glinted in the sunlight. When he picked it up, he saw that it was the broken tip of what must once have been a magnificent golden sword. It was covered with the most exquisite engravings he had ever seen. He knew it had to be sylvanian craftsmanship. Now long extinct, the ancient sylvanians had once inhabited a vast network of underground caverns far beneath the Ancient Forest in the north, according to local folklore. Their skill in working with metals was legendary throughout all Axphalia. It was said that a deadly virus had poisoned their water supply, killing off the entire sylvanian population in a matter of weeks. Sylvanian-made swords, axes, shields, and any of their gold, silver and brass wares were now extremely rare and highly prized treasures.

     Excited about his new find, Chryslan arose and walked carefully back to the edge of the trees. He quickly shinned up a nearby palm tree and tore down four suitable fronds. Then he found himself a length of vine to bind them together with. Within a few minutes he had fashioned himself a new makeshift skirt, and he hurried home excitedly with his newfound treasure clutched tightly in his fist. His discovery would make him the centre of attention for days on end.
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