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The Northern Isles were green and alive with
the sort of beauty and perfection that almost always guaranteed
that someone powerful somewhere would covet them. Before being
annexed by the neighboring kingdom of Caerllyth to the south, the
hundreds of islands that made up the Northern Isles had been home
to the mystical Faellyn race since time immemorial.

Thirty years prior, when the Faellyn
abandoned their ancestors, the half-human Ae’Shee, to cross the
Great Sea in search of a new home far from the wars of humanity,
the Iron King of Caerllyth, Leonid Stelvyn, took it upon himself to
declare the now-weakened Northern Isles, ruled by a loose council
of Ae’Shee clans, would be brought under his stewardship. Keeping
the territory from falling to the then-growing Theln Empire was the
widely espoused reason for the invasion by Caerllyth royalty who
rushed to claim land there.

Dominated by the Iron King’s forces from the
south and constantly repelling attacks from the Theln Empire
looming hungrily on the mainland to the east, the Northern Isles
had been a land in pain ever since.

Today, from a tiny advance scout’s dugout,
set high in the cliffs of Inverneer, largest of the Northern Isles,
and surrounded by groves of ancient oaks, lightning-scarred willows
and tall, magnificent pines, the pain of the land was shared by a
short, stout soldier by the name of Broderick Longbarrel.

A veteran sharpshooter and scout in the Third
Infantry Brigade of the Royal Caerllyth Army, Longbarrel had been
sent out from nearby Fort Talog to investigate rumors of a band of
Theln reavers terrorizing the Ae’Shee natives of the area. The
short, stocky iron-sighter stood five-feet three-inches in height
and was nearly as wide at the shoulders as he was tall.

By no stretch of the imagination was
Longbarrel a pretty man - far from it, in fact. The lack of facial
beauty was one of the reasons the powerfully built man took so much
pride in his bushy mustache and beard. Hair covered nearly every
inch of his face, except for his chin, which had been bare due to a
scarring accident involving an exploding musket when he was a fresh
recruit in the sharpshooter corps. Some said his face had a lot of
‘character,’ others called him an ugly bastard, although neither
opinion carried much weight with Broderick Longbarrel...especially
not while he was stuck in an uncomfortable little hole in a foreign
land countless leagues from home.

Standing to work out a cramp in his calves
from hours of squatting, Longbarrel stretched out his back and,
placing one hand on his chin and the other on the side of his head,
cracked his neck with a sound disturbingly similar to that of a
gunshot.

A mildly annoyed grunt slipped from his lips
at the sound his neck had made. His commanding officer had ordered
‘quiet’ in the hole and the veteran was convinced the creaking of
his joints would surely have given their position away were any
enemies within earshot. Longbarrel was positive he could still hear
that last crack from his neck echoing back across the fifteen
leagues of stormy seas between their location on the coast of
Inverneer and the larger Caerllyth island to the south.

Longbarrel took one last peek over the edge
of the earthen dugout that had been his ‘home’ for the past
thirty-six hours, deep-set brown eyes and bushy red eyebrows were
all that could be seen in the narrow opening running between the
lip of the depression he had hollowed out in the earth the day
before and the wood and dirt ceiling that topped it. The only
action his gun’s sight had seen all day was watching a group of
Ae’Shee children playing in the distance.

For the hundredth or thousandth time in two
days, Longbarrel muttered, “All clear,” as he took in the landscape
before him. Against regulations, he hadn’t even raised his giant
steamrifle to the ready position during his check. Now that he
thought about it, the weatherworn marksman hadn’t picked the
massive weapon up at all on this watch - and he’d been at it for
over six hours.

Staring at the gun, Longbarrel couldn’t
remember when it had gotten so heavy. At nearly seven feet in
length and weighing over thirty pounds, unloaded, the great
steamrifle, with its brass and steel barrels etched with mystic
runes by a master Sycadian weaponsmith, four round chamber, and
solid oaken stock, was a monster. When it was loaded and its steam
engine prepped for battle, Longbarrel’s steamrifle was a
load-and-a-half, even for an experienced iron-sighter like him.

The stocky man plopped back down onto the
clay floor of his encampment; hard brown leather boots splayed out
before him, and took an accounting of himself. Staring at his large
gloved hands and massive arms, Longbarrel thought that a lot of
things were becoming heavier than they should be. Running his
over-sized hand through his thinning hair, colored the same red as
his eyebrows, shot through with streaks of gray and tied back into
a tight ponytail at the base of his skull, the tired soldier sighed
to no one in particular. Things were heavier, marches were harder,
even the uniform he wore - the red and gold, steel and leather
uniform of a member of the Royal Caerllyth Army’s sharpshooter
corps - was beginning to fit a bit more snug around the middle than
it did during his last tour of duty.

Five years ago, a quick two-day stint in a
dugout, waiting to ambush any Theln reavers on the warpath, would
have been a breeze for the powerful warrior. In his youth, he had
the patience and stamina for the long waits, broken up by the
frenzy and adrenaline of combat. Today, though, Broderick
Longbarrel just wanted to stand up, stretch and work out the pains
in his back.

And not just in his back.

Everything seemed to hurt. His hands ached
from holding his gun at the ready; his shoulder throbbed where the
butt rested against it for hours at a time; his right knee screamed
whenever he had to drop down onto it to steady the ‘quickly growing
heavier’ steamrifle that had been his one constant companion for
nearly three decades of military service.

Longbarrel’s neck hurt, his feet hurt, the
tips of his toes hurt...Hells, even the muscles in his forehead
hurt from squinting through the telescopic iron sight of his
steamrifle. The seasoned warrior didn’t even realize that you could
sprain your forehead. It was just one more in the long list of
ailments he and the other veteran soldiers back at the fort would
banter back and forth about, sitting in front of a campfire once
their shifts were done.

It was a long list that grew longer every
day.

But, his pains or even his age weren’t really
the problem. Not if Longbarrel was being completely honest with
himself. At two score and six years he could realistically return
for two or three more tours of duty out on here on the coasts of
the Northern Isles. It was beautiful country, not too terribly
different from his own childhood home of Gryfshire just across the
turbulent channel to the south in Sycadia. When he closed his eyes
and took a deep breath, the smells of the ocean air, thyme, sea
asters and moss on rain slicked oak all took him back to his youth.
Yes, the Northern Isles was beautiful country.

No, the real problem didn’t come from his
physical pains at all. You see, the real problem was that Sergeant
Broderick Longbarrel was tired. Tired of orders and the officers
who shouted them. Tired of long shifts and bad army rations that
never sat quite right in his slowly expanding stomach. Tired of
hard marches and of old leather boots - by the Gods how he wanted
to throw his into the ocean, stand under the wind-swept sky and
just let cool mud squish between his toes.

Most of all, however, Broderick Longbarrel,
honored nine times for his role as a sharpshooter in the Caerllyth
army (four times during the current war against the Theln Empire
alone!), given the Silver Star of Valor for service in the Third
Infantry Brigade during the Oxney Rebellion, and a veteran warrior
of countless battles, was tired of being a soldier. The kind of
tired that weighs heavily on your spirit and seems to grind your
soul down to a pathetic nub of what it once was.
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