
  
    [image: Bedlam Unleashed]
  


  
    
      Bedlam Unleashed

    

    
      
        Steven Shrewsbury

        Peter Welmerink

      

    

    
      Seventh Star Press

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
        
          Foreword
        

        
          Overture
        

      

      
        
          Bedlam Is Alive
        

        
          Bedlam Unleashed
        

        
          War Song Of Bedlam
        

        
          Instrument Of Extinction
        

        
          Edge Of Reality
        

      

      
        
          Deer God
        

      

      
        
          Chivalry Is Dead
        

        
          Eternity Is Near
        

        
          Bedlam Rose Up
        

        
          Terror In Dunwich
        

        
          The Crushing Blow
        

        
          Shield Of Blood
        

      

      
        
          Heathen Exorcism
        

      

      
        
          Damn Your Eyes—The Wild Hunt
        

        
          Over The Mountain
        

        
          Bedlam Is Dead
        

      

      
        
          Peter Welmerink Ackowledgements
        

        
          About the Authors
        

        
          Born of Swords Ad
        

        
          Transport Ad
        

        
          Heart of a Lion Ad
        

        
          Writer’s Workshop Ad
        

        
          Marketing With Teeth
        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        Copyright © 2016  Steven L. Shrewsbury, Peter Welmerink and Seventh Star Press

        

        All rights reserved.  No portion of this book may be copied or transmitted in any form, electronic or otherwise, without express written consent of the publisher or author.

        

        Cover art: Cover art in this book copyright © 2016 Tim Holtrop and Seventh Star Press
        www.timholtrop.com

        

        Editor:  Scott M. Sandridge

        Published by Seventh Star Press, LLC.

        

        Seventh Star Press

        www.seventhstarpress.com

        info@seventhstarpress.com

        

        Publisher’s Note:

        Bedlam Unleashed  is a work of fiction.  All names, characters, and places are the product of the author’s imagination, used in fictitious manner.  Any resemblances to actual persons, places, locales, events, etc. are purely coincidental.

        

        Second Edition

      

    

    ISBN: 978-1-941706-52-7

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Dedication

        

      

    

    
      For those who must trod through strange lands and situations, facing adversity, both internal and external, unleash your inner Bedlam and keep moving forward.

    

  


  
    
      
        “Living, I was your plague—dying, I shall be your death.”

      

      
        MARTIN LUTHER

      

    

  


  
    
      
        OVERTURE

      

      

      The following collected tales and poems are from various caches speaking of similar characters. Since many students of the professor have enjoyed embellishing these tales from their rough translations, these are presented as entertaining as possible. It is obvious that a great many liberties in the translation have occurred.

      The origins of these sagas and “skaldic poetry” seems to have been an oral telling, done at the courts of regional kings or earls in ancient Norway. The original skalds were certainly Norwegian, but, after the settlement of Iceland circa 870-930, Icelanders gradually assumed a special role as court poets and practitioners of the skaldic art. Skaldic poetry and other sagas recently discovered frozen in the Norwegian mountains are the texts that follow. These words come from a barbarian caste, not the converted Christian era that soon followed. Some are from diverse sources (i.e. monasteries or traditional sagas already in existence in England), but they have been assembled in a rough chronological order here.

      Asking oneself did these men even exist is an amusing question. Was there really an Erik Bedlam? Is Alanis the person really telling these tales? The historical facts seem in order, yet certain events are so fantastic they lean more toward creative yarns than actual witnessed events.

      Be the judge and enjoy.

      E. Blackthorn

      Miskatonic University

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Bedlam Is Alive

        

      

    

    
      
        “Put away your weapons and armor, for bloody Bedlam is dead.”

        Such was the vain boast from across the grim Norse battlefield, colored red

        

        “I have broken my axe in his skull, his berserk fury shall not be missed.

        Curses unto Odin that such a beast on two legs was ever allowed to exist.”

        

        Giant and bold, vain and dire, no mere mortal could match Bedlam’s blows

        Berserk and brave, he attacked the foe first, till alas, from a war he never arose

        

        As the smoke and cries of the dead drift away far off in this the hour of our defeat

        The strong women line up the bloody dead and place them roughly at my feet

        

        Faces locked in death’s rigor, I attempt to record each and every frigid face

        While the scavenger’s pile up the broken weapons, every sword, shield, axe, or mace

        

        Seven decades I have prayed to Thor and many of the dead have I put to pyre

        Often would a body flinch, tremble, or move as the last of their spirit shuffled dire

        

        But never once did a bloody corpse sit up to stare at me, a shard of metal in his head

        Or laugh as Bedlam did behind burning eyes as he threw off the peaceful dead

        

        Erik Bedlam stood erect, surging, shaking, the evening birthing his shadow to loom

        I trembled as well, but full of fright, and thought I faced the dark moment of my doom

        

        “I have bested Loki, fought my way out of Hel, climbing on the skulls of men…

        Look not at me as a yearling fawn, for as the Christ-men say, I am born again.”

        

        “Again I stride this earth, though demons about me swirl, and goblins ‘round me fly.

        I shall stalk this accursed Earth for the wicked one who slew me, and he shall surely die.”

        

        But a lone Norse warrior dared go near to Erik, as the vile berserker walked away

        A tall, lean man named Alanis, he was, and somehow befriended Bedlam that day

        

        Woe be unto that man who wronged him—nay, scream, WOE for all you are worth!

        Bedlam is alive, not dead, and he walks forth…Woe be unto all the Earth

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Bedlam Unleashed

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “I hate to advocate drugs, alcohol, violence, or insanity to anyone, but they've always worked for me.”

        

      

      
        Hunter S. Thompson

      

      

      Wine ran down my lips and into my beard as I gasped for air. The first attacks and counter assaults against our foes broke at last. The lines reconfigured and I rested, toting my weapons, looking across the battlefield. As I took my respite and grew closer to the supply line, I heard the Irish near me curse the Norse mercenaries of the opposing side. “Good Friday, my arse!” one hollered. This rolled off my strong back, for I was a Norseman as well, contracted for the side of the Irish High King, Brian Boru. The others across the way fought for the rebel Irish lords under the leadership of Sigurd, Viking Earl of the Orkney Isles; and Brodir of Man, though we had not seen his face on the battlefield as of yet.

      Tears flowed for their brothers amongst these Irish. The Norse scavenged weapons from their kinsman and moved on. We are not slaves to sentiment or guilt as these Christian natives of Erin. Our gods are not there for comfort. Odin gives life, and Thor stirs the storm in our blood.

      “The Norse mercenaries of Sygtrygg threaten to turn the tide,” the looming Wolf the Quarrelsome raged at me and waved his spear. “Look! The Raven banner falls again in the bloody fray!”

      Indeed, my eyes flared at the sight of the banner of Odin, the very eye of the Raven itself, as it hit the bloody grass of the Irish countryside. Our enemies held that standard, and my heart twisted. Some of my own countrymen fought against us, thus confusing the will of Thor unto all. In the brief moment of relief on the field, another hairy Norseman of the opposing mercenaries picked up the banner and howled. No fear gripped this man as he waved an object rumored to hold a curse. We carried no such talisman, though, nor fear of curses.

      I caught my breath and shouted to the gruff Wolf, “Their lines are baffled at times! Many of these Christian Irish are uneasy to fight under such a pagan icon!”

      “Bah,” Wolf snorted as he girded himself for the next charge into the ranks of warriors. “If they will not fight under the eye of Odin, they will lay under the Cross of Christ, covered in dirt! Be they for King Brian or the rebels under Mael Morda, King of Leinster, they shall know the embrace of Thor this day, Alanis.”

      I spat bitterly, cursing the many tribal feuds of Ireland, “We fight well enough for King Brian, aye?”

      Wolf never replied, knowing the truth of my savage statement. Though joining a military unit was unthinkable due to the regimentation, fighting en masse was as good a living as any. Many of us found this work easier than just taking loot. Others thought the pickings simple by only having to kill the smaller men until we beheld opposing Norsemen. King Brian, ever the dreamer, or opportunist, was ruthless; and that suited us well.

      Another Norse fighter near me bellowed at the Irish among us, “Boru's money pays for whores as easy as the other side! We care not for your green land. Be you lucky we don’t decide to take it from either side!”

      We all knew that if things did not go our way, we would simply abandon the front and burn our way to the coast. Let them weep for this island of rocky dirt themselves. Though we stood with the powerful clans of Connacht, Munster, and Dal Caissans, many thought we chose the wrong side in this tribal war when the clans from Meath and old Malachi refused to fight.

      The battle lines assembled again as the opposing forces prepared for another charge. Wolf gestured at the wooden cart in our rear guard. “Better release your berserkers if you have any left, Alanis!”

      The brooding leader of King Brian Boru’s most violent forces was not a man to be trifled with. Though rumored to be a Manx, a Christianized Norseman, Wolf was ever fearsome. Indeed, as the tide turned or weakened at the center, it was time to unleash Bedlam.

      I alone had the keys to the locks on the caged cart. My mighty arms shook as I touched the heavy bars. Swallowing hard, I heard the heavy breaths of Erik Bedlam inside the wagon. Even in the midst of the bloodshed near us, I could hear the berserker breathe. In these gasps for air, I thought I heard him weep.

      The voice of Wolf the Quarrelsome returned from atop his mount. This time, the voice was lower and asked, “Is it true Bedlam was injured long ago and sees the world in a state of madness?”

      “Aye,” I said gently. “A grave wound to his skull has healed over. None are mightier on the field, sir, for Erik sees all as another realm. Death stalks us all. Perhaps Clontarf is the battlefield where we all die!”

      I warned those near, Irish or Norse alike, to draw back and give us space. The lock sprang open and the giant berserker from within the cage leapt forward. His dirty feet, ending in black gnarled toenails, stomped onto the grass of Ireland. The soldiers of the Irish Horde made the sign of the cross while even the Viking mercenaries contracted by King Brian drew a breath at the sight of the monstrous man. Surely, I heard the names of Jesus, Thor, and Tyr on their lips.

      Squatting on all fours like some great beast of the forest, Erik shook his mane of wild auburn hair, scratched his woolly beard, and flared his nostrils as he took heavy breaths of cool air. He perched on his hams, massive cord-like arms rested at his knees with fists pressed into the verdant soil. A thick iron collar stood half-exposed beneath his ruff. Pinned under this collar was a dark cord, and the hammer of Thor hung from it. I noted that the peculiar injury Erik sustained long ago against the Danes. Why was it peculiar? Erik Bedlam still lived with a hunk of steel in his skull. The wolf’s head tattoo on his massive shoulder, however, was missing its lower jaw due to another grievance.

      Erik put a hand to his flock of swirled hair and absently waved as if flies buzzed about the large grotesque wound on the right side of his head. The jagged gash let no hair grow near it. This area stood abnormally raised and puckered. Along the line of mutilated flesh, hints of something metallic shone dark and rust-color. This wound was a thing hideous to the eye. The fact that Erik walked and breathed was an act of Odin or a cruel joke of Loki.

      Eyes ablaze, Erik took in the battle and said, “The horde of demons from the stygian depths again assail our world! They taunt me as always and want my blood! Shall their evil consume Asgard unless I stop all of the fools of Loki?”

      “Yes!” I said and handed him a battle-axe and a broadsword, making sure to get back out of his swinging reach. I knew my words fed this insanity, so I prodded him mightily by saying, “You alone stand for the Aesir, Erik. If this is our day to die, show us to the gates of Valhalla!”

      Erik stood, seemingly expanding towards the sky, and stretched out his immense arms while thrusting out his chest. “Then Freya bless my fight!” He had a slight paunch at his waistline but it was solid. The warriors, with mouths agape, looked up at the giant as if peering at a cloud-scraping mountaintop. Erik roared and then spouted the words, "Eternal night is upon us. Hela shall not have us, though we battle in her womb. The hellspawn will gnaw our innards unless we are the first to bite!"

      With no shield nor armor, the nude Viking beserker charged forward, throwing himself into the flank of the opposing forces of Norsemen under the command of Earl Sigurd. Stumbling about the tall grasses and gnarled roots of the tree-lined battlefield, the soldiers of Wolf the Quarrelsome gave him a wide berth.

      “WOTAN!” was the cry from the combatant that should be among the dead.

      Erik rushed headlong into the foe of Orkney mercenaries, burying his sword and leaving it in the chest of a stunned warrior. He then swept the blade of his axe wildly to the left and to the right. A trio of Irish Leinster rebels caught in the path of the berserker's slashing axe emitted blood-choked gasps as their light armor was rent, limbs were lopped, and gore drowned them in the metal flash. I charged in with Erik and stabbed forward. Bedlam drew blood with every stroke and roared for more flesh. Due to his derangement, I knew what he fought: In his eyes, he saw no man, just demons hungry for the children of Norse cribs.

      A rider on horseback split the fray. The fighting men in its way either parted or were trampled under wet crimson hooves. Erik, standing in the charger's path, lifted his battle-axe and yelled. Bringing the weapon down almost too fast for the eye to see, the berserker buried the axe blade in the courser's shoulder. The horse toppled with a shrill unholy bawl, pulling the battle-axe from Erik's hands as it went one way and the rider and he went the other. Erik rose, pushing himself to his knees, then slammed his left hand to the chest of the downed rider who also started to ascend. The fallen foe—a Norse warrior himself—bellowed a war-cry to the Norse All-Father, trying to sit up and wrest the big man from his chest.

      "You call out to the wrong god, Nastrandian." Erik said cocking his massive arm back that wasn't holding down the struggling Norseman. He smashed his fist into the man's face, crushing through the thin nose-protector of the metal helm. Erik raged on, performing this repeatedly until his wrist was awash in skull-gore. Stifled by the force of Erik's blows, the screams of pain went unheard. True enough to Erik’s words, Odin cared little for individual deliverance.

      Leaving the broken warrior, Erik darted off to the next group of shouting men and ringing steel. I followed his route but stopped at his last victim with the red, mangled face. This man’s maw looked more akin to a smashed melon than a man's head. He still tried to rise, the eye that remained in his skull gazing at me as his hand slid slowly to a dirk in his belt.

      "Let me show you how the Irish have me send men to their maker," I said, raising my sword. I slashed from right to left, gouging a great furrow in the ground as the blade fell. The smashed melon rolled free from its body-root in a spray of warm red juice.

      I fought behind Bedlam—a few spear lengths back—as we created a trail of abhorrence and death through the Orkney middle. The berserker tore into his foe like an enraged bear, fighting with his hands, sweeping out like great claws. Crushing skulls, smashing bones, and tossing fully-armored men like sacks of potatoes, Erik would not be denied. We broke through the small copse of trees leaving the thrashed vegetation in a downpour of blood.

      For a moment, we stumbled outside the fighting. His flesh awash in crimson with a dozen yawning wounds criss-crossing his bare body, Erik hunched over and nearly fell. I rushed to his side but stopped an arm's length short when my yearning sense for life overtook my sense of taking pity on this maniacal beast.

      With sword at the ready, I called out: "Erik, are you wounded gravely by the demon Lords?"

      Slowly, Erik turned towards me. With his steely gray eyes meeting mine, I had to command my body not to break and run which would surely bring me death in the mad Viking's crushing club-fists. The blood that matted his long hair further exposed the horrible healed axe wound. My heart thudded on my chain mail, stunned yet again by the injury that this man lived with.

      “The demons leech at my soul, Alanis,” Erik muttered, and then vitality returned to his eyes. “They shall not pull me to Valhalla this day! Nay! I will see the scum of Loki burn. I shall challenge Thor to a drinking bout another time!”

      A fellow fighter from Wolf’s group drew close to give us happy congratulations, waving his sword in jubilation. Erik swung his arms wild and inadvertently broke this black haired Irishman’s nose. The giant Norseman saw red, charged and seized the head of the man from our own standard. In an instant, before I could stop him, Erik twisted the head of the soldier backwards and took the fallen sword.

      "Onward always I go, to grimly reap and gladly sow the seeds of Death…" Erik began to sing, and then stopped abruptly as his gaze latched onto something in the midst of the battlefield.

      I looked to where the big warrior stared, finding his focus on the waving Raven banner held high amongst the clashing swords, flourishing spears and cudgels. My fearless friend visibly shook, and he emitted a momentarily whimper of agony, as if the sight of the wind-whipped cloth struck immense pain deep within his mighty breast.

      "The false flag of Odin spreads its wicked disease," Erik stammered, transfixed on the standard. He mumbled something about black imps and horned ebon ghouls leaking from the tattered fabric; the banner being a portal to a darker part of the underworld. I could see nothing of what he spoke other than the sign of the raven flapping above the heads of the warriors.

      "Munin and Hunin sit naught upon the cursed standard," Erik said; again his voice sounded of rage and killing frenzy. A line of drool escaped from the corner of his mouth.  "Tis Ginnunggap's yawning maw to deliver us all to Hel."

      Again, with gory muck sucking at my boots, I followed the colossal man-beast into the fray. He cut a path through the clashing fighters, pitying neither friend nor foe standing within reach of his blade. His goal seemed to be the banner that wavered and fell, time and again, as we closed in. When Erik broke a sword or axe, he simply reached out and robbed the dead of a new article. The dark emblem disappeared below the quarrelling clans then drew up again into the air. I sensed it was passing from hand to hand as its fiendish curse fell upon its bearer; the banner meaning victory to its men but death to its possessor.

      The standard fell again into the struggle, below the waves of churning blue steel, and did not rise.

      "A coward tries to hide his fate," Erik snarled as he thrust his sword into a man's face. The wrist of the berserker twisted and the sickening squelch echoed in my ears.

      Somewhere in this madness, I heard tell that King Brian joined us on the field. My eyes never saw him as such, but the thought gave us more fire.

      A line opened for us upon the gut-stained ground, layered thick with the dead and dying of kinsmen or clan folk. Erik rushed through the opening, roaring mightily, the blast from his vocal cords making the brooding sky above shudder. He slipped on the slick red path, almost upon his foe—a blood-drenched man who I realized was Earl Sigurd, leader of the Orkney Norseman—when another man, bellowing his own battle-cry, reached in with a long lance. The tip of the spear buried itself in Sigurds’ breast. The doomed leader struggled to remain standing, but death took his legs, and he fell to the earth.

      The warriors closed the gap, consuming Erik. He towered among them still swinging his wicked blade, dispatching all about him with dauntless ferocity. A skull cap clipped free and brains sloshed out onto others surrounding Bedlam. A call sounded to retreat as our opposing brothers realized their leader Sigurd had fallen. Men began to turn and run. I battled my way through the horde, finding even as I neared the giant beast in my custody that the stand of men thinned.

      Heavy arms rose and the soft chunk of blade meeting softer flesh filled the air as I again approached Erik in the midst of the fleeing combatants. I slipped on a patch of wet earth and almost went down but caught myself, stabbing my blade into the ground for leverage. I gasped, eyes beholding a horrid sight, and threw my forearm to my face, choking down the bile trying to escape my throat. I stared at the hewed corpses of Sigurd and a younger man while both their torn bodies continued to be ravaged by the sword in Erik's one hand and the spear, which had inflicted the killing blow to Sigurd of Orkney in the other.

      "Erik! Erik! The black demons at thy boots are dead," I said, wanting to break the man from his killing frenzy. "The foul creatures still standing race for their escape. Let us follow and chase them into the sea." My horror-choked nervousness was not at the sight of the downed Norse leader but for our retainer's son, Murchad Boru, the owner of the bloody spear and Sigurd's death, who lay in disembodied pieces amidst his slain foe. It was something I didn't want to draw attention to nor have word return to the Irish High King lest he take both our heads.

      Erik—breathing life like fire, seeming without tire—howled, turned, and broke for the retreating armies of the rebel Irish and Norse mercenaries. I straightened, pulled my sword up from the sucking earth and slip-trotted, mood-heavy, to follow the uncaged colossus.

      The vulgar display of violence continued as we pursued the fleeing armies of Brodir and Sigurd into wood and sea. On horseback, King Brian drew close behind us for the fight. He and a small contingent of soldiers stopped outside a copse of trees along the forest line. Visibly exhausted, the King dismounted and entered a tent for a brief rest, but shouted, “On you go, lads! Let that pagan show us the way, by Jesus Christ! Indeed, the Lord works in different ways. Let the Lord Jesus ride that savage into victory!”

      Again, we charged into the bloody multitude of retreating men. What we did not expect was a force of Viking warriors to emerge from behind us in the dense forest and attack our resting King. It was indeed the cowardly Brodir whom we thought perished early in the fight. We learned later that long haired Brodir hid in the woods a great while, laying low from the battle. Seeing the King and his standard, Brodir stepped into the open. The tool of the usurper fell on King Brian and his other sons close by. We turned, and I heard the words of Brodir himself say, "Now let man tell man that Brodir felled Brian!"

      Wolf, high on his mount, shouted at me, “Alanis! Turn your dogs of war!”

      “Erik!” I shouted to the bezerk man who was awash in blood. “The killer of thy beloved has felled the king!”

      Stomping on the heart of an Orkney merc, Erik paused at my words. Of course, I lied. The killer of Erik’s true love was far away and beneath the shifting sea, but in the madness around the beheaded King Brian, Erik Beldam only saw more of the guilty … multiplied a thousand fold. I played on Bedlam’s lunacy, and he raged back into the woods toward Brodir.

      The forces of Brodir thundered forward to attack us. Erik and many more threw themselves into these fresh lines. As in the beginning of the battle, so it was to end with Erik tearing into the enemy with steel and fists like warhammers. Many men were sent to slaughter and our giant, screaming of Loki's accursed hordes, delivered them through a violent painful death. Brodir’s victory was short lived, for in short time, his men were subdued or sent running, and he was captured alive.

      Once the killing of the day was spent, Erik Bedlam himself leaned on a tree, too weary to lift his great arms. That was good as we did not shackle him immediately upon fighting's end. The berserker now stood amongst battle-brothers of Irish and Norse alike. A young warrior gave the huge man a skin of wine and the bloody killer drank his fill, letting the red wine roll down his beard and heaving chest.

      I prayed silently, “Deliver us, mighty Thor, from this foreign place of Hel!”

      The mighty leader Wolf, disgusted at the death of his King Brian, had Brodir bound to a tree with a leather strap and commanded, “Kill all of his men, run them through! Not so for their leader, Brodir! Aye, a coward’s death of thee!”

      Erik Bedlam’s eyes, wine-heavy, flipped open and he ran to the tree. Brodir knew terror at the sight of the unarmed Norse maniac. Erik bellowed, tore one of Brodir’s own armored elbow plates off and slashed at the belly of the killer of King Brian Boru. He jammed the metal deep in the stomach of the craven fighter and made a rude gash. Brodir cried, then pleaded for mercy as Erik jammed his long, broken-nailed fingers into the bloody wound.

      Frustrated, Erik grunted once, invoked the name of Thor and lowered himself to his knees. My stomach flipped over as Erik smashed his face into the breech in Brodir’s guts and came back with a loop of intestine. Howling in excitement, the berserker stepped back, unraveling Brodir's guts in front of the astonished Irish. Wolf the Quarrelsome wore a content look as Erik ran around the tree, binding the killer of King Brian in his own guts. Around and around, the cocoon of gory rope left off a stench that caused many a tough killer to vomit up their wine.

      Again, the berserker fell to his knees and gasped for air. Words, more like incoherent babble, escaped the big man's lips with ramblings of dusky phantoms, death realms and woe to his tortured soul. I heard one of the Irish wonder aloud what would ever become of a man like Erik Bedlam. Unsure of my own fate due to the death of King Brian, I sat in the grass and drank.

      “Erik will always have a place as long as there is need for defiance among men for kin, countries, and gods.” I spoke the truth, for on the killing fields of humanity there would always be a residence for Erik Bedlam.

      Some time later, after we had eaten what little rations available and quaffed our fill of sour wine, our behemoth passed out from the drink. Erik’s weary body was shackled hand and foot to his great iron collar, then taken by five groaning men back to his cage. They all feared, including myself, that if Erik remained free, we would awaken the next day in the lands of the afterlife.

      We learned in time that every invading Viking leader perished that day at Clontarf. Most of Brian’s sons died there as well, and Malachi soon attained the throne of Ireland in the breach of power. How many died that day? Over seven thousand, it is said, but I know not for certain. We returned to the sea, with Bedlam in tow.

      Notwithstanding, I can still hear the screams of Brodir. He lived longer than I would have guessed fixed up in his own guts.

      After that, in my darkest secret memories, I can hear the nightly, melancholy weeping of Erik Bedlam.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          War Song Of Bedlam

        

      

    

    
      Run across the cold field

      Armed with axe, sword and shield

      Ignore the terror, welcome the pain

      Battle until you no more are sane

      Stab, slice, punch and cry

      It makes me sing to make you Die

      

      I will show you yellow bastards the mercy of Thor

      Come get yourselves a belly full of war

      Send in your best, those who can fight so well

      I will send them all to your Christian Hell

      I will remain in your dreams once I pass by

      For it makes me laugh to make you Die

      

      My sword will pierce your father’s heart

      And my teeth will tear his throat apart

      My axe will fall on your uncle’s head

      Until all your wretched family is dead

      Call on your Jesus, pray to the sky

      Odin made me strong to make you Die

      

      The preachers preach, the women weep

      Bedlam will forever march in your sleep

      In your dreams for a thousand years

      Children will bawl and shed bloody tears

      They destroyed our land, they ask God why

      Because it makes us live to make you Die

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Instrument Of Extinction

        

      

    

    
      
        “Courage and perseverance have a magical talisman, before which difficulties disappear and obstacles vanish into air.”

      

      
        John Quincy Adams

      

      

      
        After leaving the battle of Clontarf in 1014 AD, Norse soldier of fortune Alanis Johansson and berserk warrior Erik Bedlam attempt to cross the North Sea and head home. However, the water and the will of the gods have other plans for them…

      

      

      The dark waves of the North Sea rose like sharp mountain peaks, tall and imposing. Boiling clouds above were the same color as the cold leaden sea. The sun had never shone its blazing yellow-orange face on our long ship. Our Norse brother at the starboard tiller kept a patient vigil for signs to direct our vessel back on course. The two dozen of us aboard the single-sail karv tried to show a stoic face. The slump of shoulders and desperate glances about the rolling ocean showed that hope was little in our hearts. Our chances of catching up to the larger fleet of Norse mercenaries that had left Ireland several hours ahead of us grew less by each wave our ship struggled to overcome. To fill nervous stomachs and numb troubled minds, everyone kept to himself, eating what rations—potatoes, stale bread and sour wine—we had procured before leaving the mainland. I tried to think of home and the manner in which I would spend the gold earned for fighting a losing cause.

      Haaken, self-proclaimed leader of our meager group, sported not a hair on his head. He stood out among us all, whose scalps were as unkempt as a wolf’s. Nervously, the bald Norseman knit his thick fingers in the trim straight hairs of his dark beard; a scruff reaching the collar of his wet woolen over-shirt. His words came mixed with much cursing. His frustration and discontent boiled at our situation. The biggest problem: his sharp tongue was aimed at me.

      "If we hadn't chased your blasted beast halfway down the Irish coast, we wouldn't be in this dire situation." The man was still angered, no doubt, about his half brother being killed by Erik Bedlam before we could get the berserker in chains. True, the act of caging the feral fighter cost us time and a life. There was no love lost for the mouthy Haaken nor even his louder yammering brother, so the life lost was elemental to the rest of us. All would have surely slain the boisterous bald one for his brain-numbing bluster, but he claimed to know a way to pilot us north of the Scottish highlands and south of the Orkney Islands. None of us were good at such navigation skills, as our original bands were fragmented. So, he kept his leadership.

      My giant of a companion, Erik Bedlam, crouched upon the deck of the heaving ship. Covered in a huge bearskin, the giant Norseman looked not unlike a bear himself. His great hands, covered in dark dirt and dried blood, absently picked at the wood slats. He spoke words in low tones as his broken, claw like fingers scratched the deck. These monologues were pure insanity—of ancient gods, dread demons and Black Death that only his warped eyes could behold. All of these words intermingled between great fits of sobbing and cries to Thor for swift deliverance.

      "What makes you cling to that creature, Alanis?” Haaken spat. “Do you make that much gold on his back? Is it that he only shows sanity for you?”

      “Aye!” cried three men in unison. These battle scarred men resided behind Haaken. Orm, a stout man in a colorful blue cloak, was the biggest lackey to his bald leader and spoke up to say, “Surely he would kill us as well as you if he were not wrapped in chains." The other two, Audun who manned the rudder, and Ingolf, who stood at the prow, nodded vigorously.

      We all moved in unison with the heavy waves, and I made an obscene gesture to my Norse brethren. “You know little of what we have seen together. Personally, I think we are heading too far south in this storm!”

      Orm stepped around Haaken and waved a morsel of food—a half-eaten potato—in Erik's direction. The great bearskin moved and Erik's head, with its thick shaggy mane of wild hair, appeared from the hide. Erik looked with wet eyes at the dirty hand outstretched offering him food. Orm, chuckling, pulled his hand back and flung the potato over the side of the boat into the heaving black surf. Erik bolted semi-upright from his squat, then dropped to the deck as the manacles about his neck and hands, connected to his ankles, pulled taut. The poor brute could not stand upright if he tried. At this action, Orm jumped back, fearing for a moment his death was near. He relaxed as Erik stayed in chains.

      Ingolf piped up, sipping from a wine bladder, and asked, "Yes, what say you, Alanis? What is this connection between you and Bedlam that keeps you at his side?" He drained the skin then flung the container to the floor of the boat. “Or him at yours?”

      My eyes gazed at Erik. The wild flock of dark hair that blew in the cold breeze occasionally revealed the hideous wound that lined the side of Erik's head. Even in the dreary daylight, the rusty bit of broken axe blade stood out amidst the puckered skull-flesh. How he lived was truly a jest of the gods.

      I turned back to the churning sharp-peaked waves. The boat dipped into a deep rolling trough where the sea in the distance towered easily taller than our ship's mast. My gut shot to my knees as we rode back up to the peak, and I steadied myself against the side rail. Thunder rumbled amongst the perturbed storm clouds, and cool raindrops spattered against my face. To answer either man's question of my association with the giant berserker meant revealing items I did not feel the importance to divulge to these strangers. Nor did I feel the need to recall or think about such things at the moment, so they could go to Hel. They were all stragglers and soldiers not of our band from home.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Orm extend a hand to taunt Erik with food again. Absolute anger struck my senses as many leagues away, the first lightning strike struck the thrashing sea.

      "Leave him be!" I snarled, turning swiftly and almost slipping on the wet planks. My hand on the hilt of my sword, I slid the weapon partially from its leather sheath. The keys to Erik's shackles jingled with the action; wrapped rigid and tied with a strip of leather about the rim of the sheath. The men rowing near us paused and glared at us.

      Haaken and his men, save for the young man by the starboard rudder, Audun, mimicked my action. Haaken and Orm stood with swords half-drawn while Ingolf clutched a single-bladed battle-axe. Each braced himself on the pitching deck with weapon ready for battle. A few stroked their blades, taunting me as if they pulled on their members.

      Erik drew his head back under the cowl of the bearskin cloak as the angry sky erupted in full force.

      "Save your strength to fight Death," the giant man said from within the confines of the cloak.

      Our ship rose on a gigantic swell as the rain came down in broken black sheets.

      "There's a ship behind us!" Audun bellowed over the squall. He leaned on the side rudder as it quaked in his grip. He wiped the water from his eyes as he looked to our rear.

      Forgetting the reason for drawn weapons, we all looked and saw the single sail. Almost gently, the sweeping outline of a large Viking drakkar broke the tumultuous waves. Its huge sail billowed in the strong gale. Though it seemed not needed, we could see the dark silhouettes of crewmen working hard at the oars. They moved swifter than us, because they had a full crew, diligently working.

      We lost sight of the ship as we rode down into another choppy gully.

      "Is it one of ours?" Haaken yelled over the downpour and wind.

      "I couldn't tell," Audun replied as he pulled at the rudder. He struggled to keep the ship from turning sidelong into the wall of water throwing us skyward again.

      The ship rose forward at a steep angle. I threw myself to the rail and came down hard on my side as my boots slid from beneath me. Scrambling to my knees, I clutched the wood rail with soaked arms and white fingertips as the ship found the peak of the wave.

      "It comes straight for us!" Ingolf howled above the tempest.

      Blinking away the stinging spray of sea and rain, I saw the great stempost of the massive drakkar. The unusually long neck and serpentine prow head of the ship glared at me. With every wave, as we fell and rose, the larger craft drew closer.

      Beneath the rain-soaked bulk of bearskin, now lodged against the mast of our ship, I thought I heard Erik. I couldn't tell if he was laughing, weeping or singing.

      Suddenly, the warship broke through the waves, dwarfing us. We all inhaled and cried at the same moment, for the nose of their vessel came down in the center of ours. There came a great tumult of splintering wood, roaring sea and screaming men as the larger ship ground us into the ebony surf. It was but a moment of passing when the karv split asunder, sky and sea rolling sideways as men and wood mingled with icy water…but I felt not a single piece of it.

      Propelled near the invading dragon ship, I felt only the touch of the crew of Norsemen as I was snatched up and roughly deposited on the glistening deck. Their caress was not inviting, nor friendly. Pain shot through my arms as their harsh handling stung me deep. I gasped, seeing the bony face of the man who secured me. His lipless grin was horrific, but not uncommon on the ship … for every member of the crew bore a similar, ghastly deformity. They pulled me into their midst, groaning a squall of the dead. This breath was like a low wind rushing through a rattle of bones. As I went down amongst the crew of dead Norsemen, I heard the dying throes of the men on my own ship. I cried out, called on Odin, called on Thor and then shouted for Erik, who surely was doomed in his shackled state.

      As the huge vessel leveled out and dead men drew near to me, the waves vomited up sections of the sinking wreckage. I screamed in terror, reaching out to the sea. Unsure of what the Dead had in store for me, I found myself more amazed at the vision I beheld.

      Hanging off the side of the doomed karv's jutting prow, Erik Bedlam balanced with one hand wrapped about the neck of the stempost and the other gripping the still form of another man I could not identify in the midst of the chaos. Broken floor planks hung from chains still about Bedlam's wrists showing he had obviously wrenched himself free at the last moment. While lightning struck the sea, he cut a more terrifying figure than the ship full of corpses that held me fast. With an inhuman roar, the berserker leapt from his sinking perch with his catch in tow. By chance or design, Erik impacted on the side of the ship. One paw gripped the edge of the long ship, and he flung his motionless package onto the forward deck then did the same, swinging up over the side and landing on his bootless feet with a heavy thud.

      Madness burned in Erik’s eyes as he intoned, “Truly Farbanti guides this ship unto Hel itself!” He then wielded the severed boards hanging from his wrist chains, gripped them like duel swords, and beheaded two dead men nearest him. Shattered from the powerful blow, the wood planks fell away from their iron bounds leaving the chains jingling in the wind. The bodies collapsed but the heads reformed at the neck-stumps like a blurred image coming back into view. “Alanis! Beware those Thor refuses passage to Valhalla!”

      Farbanti? I did not want to think the giant son of Loki that ferried the dead to the realms beyond was truly close by or steering this rotting vessel. I twisted, breaking the grip of one dead man, but others grappled with me and held me fast. Their touch was like ice, and I gasped for breath. Every muscle in my body felt drained of strength. These dead things—warrior-brothers or demon creatures from Bedlam's rage-filled ramblings—thankfully held me for but a moment, turning their glassy gaze upon the man-beast who seethed before them. They charged forward, and I caught sight of the man who Bedlam had saved from the wreck. He lay not far from me as the dead men had dragged him from Bedlam's reach. The flesh of the man's bald head was white as snow.

      It was Haaken.

      I crawled to him as more dead men ran by. They rushed to bring down the huge savage who lashed at them with chains and club-like fists. A strong smell of urine met my nostrils as I dragged myself beside Haaken. He was alive, his chest rising and sinking like hungry billows, but Haaken had lost the hot air he had gushed earlier.

      "Come, foul sword-brothers! This last battle may bring you back into the All-Father's favor and let your soul find a seat in the golden halls of Valhalla!" Bedlam roared, and my focus returned to our brawny companion. The men of the death ship piled atop him in a human wave like flesh-hungry predators falling upon fresh warm prey. A mighty arm rose and swept across the groaning, clawing attackers followed by a deadly length of chain that pulverized heads and limbs as if they were overripe fruit. Destroying bone and sinew, flinging men like leafs into the howling wind, Bedlam reigned. Another sweeping arm cleared the foe about the giant berserker.

      Erik put his hands together and swung the chains like a whip. One after another, he crushed the rotting flesh of any undead Norseman who came his way. The recoil of his whip-like chains dealt destruction for any close enough to feel its kiss.

      Another putrid figure shambled by, dowsing my beard with seawater flung from the sheathed sword slapping at his side. The man stopped momentarily, turning his gaze upon me. This consisted of what was left of his split skull and remaining pupil-less eye. He stood hunched over and his upper body leaned at an odd angle. As he looked away and began to move forward, turning his attention to Bedlam, I huffed again and felt the bile rise in my throat. A shredded and crimson-slick cloak, blue where it was not blood-stained, barely hid the horrendously torn backside and twisted exposed spine of the dead man. My revulsion was half from sight of the poor creature and half from who the creature was.

      "Orm," was all Haaken spoke then passed out as the wretched first-mate trudged forward. The horrific recollection of Orm disappearing beneath the jutting bow of the death ship as it dropped upon us flashed through my mind.

      Orm broke through the ranks of the other wraiths who clutched and clawed at the raging Bedlam. Erik's eyes flashed wide in recognition, his defenses and fury abating for a moment. The twisted dead man took the opportunity and smashed his fists into Erik's bare broad chest; the actions made the distorted spine snap and pop over the sounds of the creaking deck or rolling thunder. Erik sprang forward and Orm rained down another blow upon him, pounding his knuckles into the side of the huge warrior's head atop the puckered head wound.

      Dropping to the rain-slick deck, down on hands and one knee, Erik visibly shook, and his wet mane hid his agony. He did not cry out even as Orm's knee rose, connected with his forehead, and snapped him upright. Bedlam stumbled backwards until his back met the dragonhead stempost then a pain-filled howl blew away the roaring voice of the storm.

      Haaken's dead companion drove forward relentlessly. Bedlam's arms drooped at his sides as Orm rang fists into the berserker’s face, chest and abdomen. I tried to call out to my friend, to lend words of courage, but my strength seemed to dwindle moreso the longer I lay upon that rain-soaked ship of the damned. I felt I would soon be joining the ranks of the other doomed sword-brothers.

      Then I saw Erik's wide-eyed gaze looking beyond Orm's stooped shoulders to a spot behind me to the rear of the ship. Fighting muscles that stiffened even in their use, I glanced to the rearmost part of the dragon ship upon which Erik's gaze was affixed. A giant in black leathers holding the huge rudder of the ship, the details of his face save for the terrible grin seemed shrouded by the downpour, stared back at Bedlam. I felt my heart skip in my chest and I looked away, fearing the gaze of the immense ferryman may rest on me and stop my heart for eternity. This individual seemed to blend with the ship at times, for I had not noted him before. Was this the son of Loki, the sinister Farbanti, who escorted the dead to the underworld? Were we all in a death-dance that would never end?

      Erik hollered again but this time in renewed ire instead of pain. Whatever the silent exchange had been between the black-donned giant and Bedlam, it stirred my companion into battle-frenzy. Orm continued to pound his fists into Erik, but Bedlam paid them no heed. His own arms rose above and behind his head. His great hands took hold of the neck of the dragonhead prow. Gritting his teeth, his arm muscles bulged insanely. A great cracking of timber sounded then the prow ornament broke free. In one ferocious movement, Erik slammed the stempost against the side of Orm's head, bending the man’s neck over with such force that the flesh tore and split almost clean from its base. Erik thrust the broken timber into the air, calling on the might of the Thunder God, and planted the jagged end of the makeshift weapon in the neck cavity of Orm.

      The broken body with the jutting wooden dragonhead teetered then crashed to the deck. Bedlam seized the dripping sword from the fallen man’s belt. Snarling and fuming with bloodlust, he rushed towards Haaken and I. With wild eyes, he peered to the black-clad creature behind us, and then roughly scooped us up.

      “Erik!” I exclaimed, unsure of his intent.

      With a hearty laugh, the crazed Viking exclaimed, “To Hel with these rejects from Thor’s table! All shall be well once we get free of them!” Then, the big crazy man leapt from the roiling dragon ship into the water, taking Haaken and I with him.

      I howled, fearing to drown at once, but we broke the surface of the frigid sea in moments. Haaken snapped back to life as the cold water awakened us to our
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