Copyright 2011 by Mat Nastos
Smashwords Edition
OTHER WORKS BY MAT NASTOS:
CHRONICLES OF THE WALKER
Cora and the Clockwork Men (short)
AEGISTEEL EMPIRE
The Old Sergeant (novelette)
The Last Immortal (short)
FENRIS CASEFILES
Frank Versus the Vampire (short)
NOW ON DVD
Stinger
Bite Me, Fanboy
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
Special thanks go out to Michael DeVito of Th3rd World Studios for his encouragement and continued support of the world of Aegisteel.
Also, thanks to Marc Morrell for being a fellow hardcore fantasy fan and great friend for more than 25 years!
Original Cover Art by
Carlo Spagnola
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

###
For the tenth time in as many minutes, Broderick Longbarrel blinked away the cold mist from his eyelashes and tried to catch glimpse of the death he knew stalked the men of his unit.
It had begun with the sound of a branch breaking, something almost unnoticeable in a forest, and then leaves moving in a non-existent wind. More than once, Longbarrel had caught the glimpse of a form moving just inside the huge trees that grew on either side of the rough trail he and his fellows were following. Twice he swore he locked gazes with eyes that burned of liquid amber, laced with flecks of gold.
Something was watching.
The Sycadian’s senses, tempered over nearly three decades of service in the Royal Caerllyth Army, knew it was there, lurking just out of sight beyond the ever present drizzle of rain that coated the thick, primeval forests of the Isle of Kern. Whatever “it” was had been following the squad of twelve soldiers almost since they step foot into what their lieutenant’s map had called “Wyren Wood.”
In spite of warnings of great danger found within from a garrison of local Ae’Shee militia, the lieutenant, one Jakobus Gwilt, freshly spawned from the Royal Academy in Pernith, had assured the men that his map labeled the passage was a safe route through to their rendezvous point with the rest of the Third Infantry Brigade in Highgate Keep.
Of course, Lieutenant Gwilt and his map were safe and dry back at the base camp on the coast, as far away as you could get from the “haunted” forest and still be on the Island. The man had taken over command of their platoon only two months early and Longbarrel already disliked him. Gwilt was soft, arrogant, and placed far too much reliance on books for his leadership decisions. He didn’t realize that books don’t win battles, men do.
His books had told him the area was safe enough for a single squad to scout and his books had told him to send a young corporal to lead the group of battle-hardened men Longbarrel served with, some for more than ten years.
One day soon, Longbarrel thought to himself as he pushed his way up to the front of the march, Gwilt would face a reckoning. Count on it.
Holding his nearly seven foot long, thirty pound steamrife upright in his powerful hands to avoid bumping into the men he marched with, Longbarrel had to jog quickly to catch up with the baby-faced Corporal Dawid Ault. The corporal and his sergeant were an interesting contrast: Ault was a pale-haired southerner from Westport in Caerllyth, who stood tall and lean, with the pale blue eyes shared by most of his countrymen; handsome, young and every inch the image of a young, well-bred member of the Royal Army’s corps of officers.
In almost every way, Longbarrel was the corporal’s polar opposite: barely topping five feet in height, the warrior had shoulders nearly as wide as he was tall, and powerfully muscled arms as thick as most men’s legs. He was a homely man, with deep-set brown eyes almost hidden under bushy red eyebrows. The red continued into his hair, which was pulled back into a loose ponytail at the back of his head, and covered all of his face but his battle-scarred chin. He wore the battered red and gold leathers of an iron-sighter, a sharpshooter and sniper for the army, and bore his giant, brass and steel steamrilfe with pride.
Where Ault might be considered a piece of fine silver, molded by an artist, Longbarrel was a lump of iron that had been tempered into hardened steel by the forge of war.
In spite of those differences of upbringing and experience, the two men got along well. Corporal Ault respected his second-in-command’s experience and, more importantly, his instincts.
Noticing Longbarrel’s approach and the look of concern in the man’s eyes, Ault held up a brown leather gloved hand to halt the column of troops behind him and said, “Sergeant Longbarrel, I haven't seen you with a look that grim since you heard there was no Mindoran stew left for seconds at meal call.”
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