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	“For he who fights and runs away 
 

	May live to fight another day; 
 

	But he who is in battle slain 
 

	Can never rise and fight again.” 
 

	Tacitus
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DENMARK 1062: Monday.

	 

	LASSA ERIKSON was terrified, completely and utterly terrified because he was standing in the middle of a Danish battlefield surrounded by an ocean of the fiercest, nastiest, toughest, meanest, ugliest Viking warriors the world had ever seen… and technically, for the past seven and a half hours he was supposed to be one of them too.

	Lassa’s palms were sweating, his heart was pounding and his thirteen year old legs were trembling so much that he had to lean on his shield to stop himself from falling over. Any minute now he knew he’d be dead. Stabbed - slashed - squashed - burned - boiled - or lanced through the heart by an enemy Saxon spear, dead. Lassa didn’t stand a chance.

	He looked nothing like the real Vikings. He wasn’t taller than a bear, didn’t have scars, muscles or missing limbs, and he still had all of his own teeth. Lassa wasn’t a warrior he was a worrier.

	And worrying was exactly what Lassa was doing. He kept thinking, hoping, praying that any minute now he’d wake up to another boring day, in his boring little room above the boring and uneventfully safe hay loft on the family farmstead. He scrunched his eyes then opened them, but the army was still there.

	Leading the Viking army was the hulking great wall of flesh - General Gorn Skarsgood. He was the six foot four embodiment of the Viking name; broken nose, forked beard, iron plated armor and a four foot long broadsword that he wielded as if it were a toothpick. The Vikings stiffened with pride as Gorn strode past them inspecting their armor. Particular favorites he punched in the arm, hard enough to fell a small tree. Singled out, these massive men swooned with honor.

	Pacing besides Gorn was his second in command, the equally menacing Leif Dremhammar. His long black hair matched his long black cape, and made him look like a giant raven. “We're facing eight hundred enemy Saxons, two brigades of archers and a battalion of chariots. They say that unless we agree to halt our unprovoked attacks against England and sign a peace treaty they will destroy the port of Ribe.”

	Lassa strained to see through the wall of brutes blocking his view. He prayed that by some miracle the battle might be called off and he could forget this nightmare and go home.

	“Unprovoked! They attacked us!” said Gorn. “You know where they can shove their peace treaty. Please tell me that my prize Blood Eagle is with them?”

	“Yar. The Saxon Lord Mordred is awaiting your response.”

	Gorn gripped the hilt of his sword. Sunlight gleamed over the blade. The word Uthbert was fused into the metal. Gorn smirked, “Uthbert is ready to answer.” But his dark smile was cut short as he noticed something out of place with one of his soldiers. He stomped towards a heavily scarred, gap-toothed log of a man who trembled as Gorn stopped before him.

	Gorn stared at the man’s sword which was rusty and trailing along the ground. Instantly the soldier realized his mistake and was about to apologize when - WALLOP! Gorn knocked him out with one swift blow.

	Lassa could feel the wind from Gorn’s fist where he stood three rows back. 

	“Never, never, NEVER let me see a weapon in such a state of disgrace.” Gorn turned to the crowd. “Your sword is your life. Your life is your sword. It holds back the tide of death and you will worship its power as the enemy’s knees buckle before its fury. Its will is God’s will. Its blood is our blood and our blood is VIKING!!!” The ranks erupted with a deafening roar of approval.

	However, not everyone was cheering. Lassa couldn’t. His stomach was in his mouth. His limbs were going numb, and he had the sense that he wasn’t in his own body. Everything was turning white and little stars appeared in the corners of his eyes. If he had control of his limbs he would’ve run a thousand miles. Lassa was thankful he still had control of his bowels.

	“Lassa, Lassa? Psst! Oi Lassa?”

	Lassa didn’t turn, his mind was as numb as his freezing cold toes. Deep down though, Lassa knew that the voice was coming from his overweight, lazy and yet inexplicably likable twin brother Sven Erikson, who was crouched next to a nearby battle carriage. Twin yes, but definitely not identical. Lassa found it hard to believe that they were in any way related. Lassa liked ‘normal’ teenage things, like studying ancient texts on chemical analysis, books on mathematical theory and structural engineering. He even gave up his weekends to clean the local apothecary for free, so he could learn from his mentor, Choy Yang a master Chinese alchemist.

	Sven however had a very different view of Lassa’s passion for science - he considered it ‘a bunch of old rubbish’ and would often warn Lassa that ‘nothing good could come from mixing with a sorcerous foreigner...’ 

	Sven was ignorant, small minded and stupid all wrapped into one lazy lump but the thing that Lassa did envy about Sven was that Sven was the most optimistic and laid back person on the planet. Like the human equivalent of a well-fed dog lying by the fireplace with its tail smoldering in the heat.

	 “Lassa, Lassa? Hey cloth ears, look.”

	Lassa was miles away. Sven’s distant voice buzzed around his head like a Baltic mosquito. Lassa knew whatever information Sven was going to impart wasn't going to save him from meeting his maker as soon as the battle started.

	But just to shut him up, Lassa answered, “W-what?”

	“Lassa, you have got to see this,” said Sven, groaning as he stood up from inspecting the battle carriage. “Look, double rimmed axle covers. Imagine how many bales of hay that could pull on the farm. Nice.”

	“What?” Lassa’s pitch rose an octave.

	“You should do one of your little drawing scribbles of it.”

	“A diagram? You want me to draw a diagram? Were you even listening to a word Gorn said? He names his sword, what sort of person names their sword?” said Lassa.

	“It’s an Uthbert, they’re top of the line, worth more than ten farms!”

	“We’re gonna die here you know.”

	Sven gave Lassa a sly look. “Not us, I have a plan.”

	“This one doesn’t involve a ‘free meal’ at the feasting hall again does it?”

	“Oh c’mon, I said I was sorry, will you drop it.”

	“What’s the worst that could happen, you said? And now this!”

	“Do you want to hear my plan or are you going to prattle on like an old woman?” 

	Lassa did begrudgingly recognize that it wasn’t all Sven’s fault that they had been forced to join the Viking army – just ninety-nine percent his fault – because the Viking army’s recruiters had a very crafty way of increasing their ranks. Recruiters would bake the ‘King’s Coin’ into cakes and leave them casually lying around the local feasting halls. They would then wait until a greedy oaf ‘accidentally’ took a huge bite out of one and nearly broke a tooth on the coin. Having touched the coin the recruiter would then claim that the victim had willingly accepted the king’s pay and was now enlisted into the Viking army. 

	Lassa had tried to argue the validity of this with the recruiter but found quickly that it was unwise to point out a legal technicality to someone four times your body weight, especially when their boot was pressing your face into the floor and they were charging you with impeding an imperial officer. The penalty was death or immediate enlistment in King Magnus’s army, which also resulted in death, just a little more drawn out.

	Lassa glowered at Sven.

	Sven tried his most earnest smile. “It’s a good plan Lassa, trust me.”

	Trust Sven!

	Never again vowed Lassa. Never again. He’d rather take his chances with the Vikings. 

	Lassa trained his ears back on Gorn’s rousing speech.

	“...These attacks will end here, when this hand prepares the Blood Eagle for each and every one!” Gorn was in full force.

	Lassa stared at Sven wide-eyed. “What’s a Blood Eagle?”

	“You sure you want to know? It’s a real honor apparently, saved only for the most worthy of victims. When you surrender they slice open your chest, tear out your lungs and lay them either side of your rib cage. Looks like an eagle, and you’re still alive -”

	“Sven stop.”

	“Takes days to die. It’s the ravens pecking at your flesh that eventually ends your torment. Nasty stuff, I met a fella up at the grub hut who said he survived -”

	“Shut up. Please, I’m going to be sick.” Lassa breathed slowly, but it didn’t help. Sven had to steady him. His brother was always there when he needed him, and he was always there when he didn’t. 

	Lassa looked over at Sven’s hopeful face. However stupid his plan, it had to be better than having your lungs cut out.

	“Alright. Tell me your plan.”

	Sven took a breath, then announced, “Stay at the back of the fighting.”

	“WHAT!?” cried Lassa in a shrill voice. Sven had topped his worst idea ever.

	Hearing Lassa’s shout, a slab of a warrior with a bushy red beard, turned round and explained to Lassa, “The General said the sea will overflow with Saxon blood.”

	“Ah. Thanks.” Lassa grimaced then turned back to Sven. Did his brother really just suggest the worst suggestion ever, in the history of bad suggestions? “Stay at the back! That’s your brilliant plan?!”

	“Everyone always rushes to the front, let them do the fighting. And try to stand behind someone bigger than you, they always go for the heifers.” Sven folded his arms with pride.

	Lassa stood there incredulous, “You really are serious aren’t you?”

	“What do you suggest, fighting?”

	“Or creating a diversion and running away.” Lassa opened his coat, inside were pockets stuffed with smoke bombs and homemade Chinese fireworks.

	“Oh no, you’re not still hanging round with Choy Yang?” said Sven. “You’ll blow yourself up!”

	“No, it’s perfectly safe,” said Lassa.

	“You stay away from those foreigners. It’s sorcery, that’s what it is.”

	“It’s alchemy. There’s no such thing as magic!” 

	Gorn concluded his bloodthirsty speech, “For King Magnus and for victory!”

	The Vikings pounded their swords on their shields creating a roar of oak and iron. So as not to stand out, Lassa followed suit but accidentally hit his thumb with the hilt of his weapon and dropped the shield.

	Sven raised his eyebrows. “If you’d spent more time building up your muscles in the field and less time staring at them, umm, foldy things, you’d be fine.”

	“Books. They’re called books,” said Lassa.

	“They’ll never catch on. Learn by doing Lassa, not by reading.” Sven twirled his spear.

	Viking horns sounded all around them. The army welled in anticipation of glorious war. This was it, the end of Lassa Erikson.

	As Lassa looked out at the multitude of snarling, brutal faces who moments from now would certainly kill him, he considered that maybe he’d been too quick to dismiss the ravings of his imbecile brother and that perhaps, just possibly, Sven’s plan wasn’t the worst idea ever.

	How wrong he was.
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	ON THE opposite enemy hillside the Saxon Lord Mordred rode his huge warhorse along his lines of English troops. He wore battered armor and his face was ugly and scarred. White hair. Grey beard. Black heart.

	The thousand men he commanded stood shoulder to shoulder determined to free their families from the ever increasing sneak attacks of the Viking dogs. Mordred couldn’t understand what character of man attacks women and children in the black of night, unseen like cowards? The last thing Mordred wanted was a full on war, but these attacks had to be stopped.

	Mordred reared his horse to a halt in the center of his men. He gave the order and rows of archers lit their arrows. He glared across to the Vikings, rage boiling. He lowered his arm and a flaming cloud of fire was unleashed into the sky.

	But the arrows weren’t heading for the Vikings. They zipped through the air aiming at the Saxon’s own fleet which was moored in the harbor of Ribe. The projectiles riddled the decks and the Saxon ships burst into flames.

	Smoke billowed across the fields.

	On the other side of the hill, the Viking army roared with laughter at their seemingly incompetent enemy. 

	Lassa wasn’t laughing though. Choy Yang had once lent him the ancient scroll called The Art of War, a secret Chinese textbook on military strategy. No boats meant no way back. Without any way to retreat the Saxon army would have to win today or they would die. Nothing motivated an army more than being doomed. His palms sweated even more. He stared over to Sven who was rubbing dirt into his hair. It was showtime.

	Gorn gave the order for silence and the jeers of a thousand men fell dead.

	An eerie stillness blanketed the battlefield.

	Then came a single drum.

	The steady beat rose as the sun glinted across a sea of swords.

	Gorn’s voice boomed across the downs as he rallied the troops by quoting the Viking poem Havamal;

	 

	“Cattle die, kindred die,

	Every man is mortal:

	but one thing never dies,

	the glory of the great deed.”

	 

	His men seemed to grow a foot taller. He lunged Uthbert into the air and gave the order to, “CHARGE!” With a roar like thunder the Viking army piled down the slopes towards the Saxons.

	Across the hill, his enemy Mordred clutched a dragon shaped amulet under his tunic for luck, then gave the same command, “CHARGE!”

	A pounding avalanche of men poured down the hillside.

	The Saxons and Vikings gained momentum with every step, speed building and building until they finally reached the bottom and crashed together in an ocean of ripping, tearing, stabbing, slashing madness. The clash of swords and guttural screams were deafening. An endless torrent of carnage and pain.  

	But not for everyone…

	Because at that moment Lassa’s run was slowing down and the frenzy of Vikings were rolling past him. In a ballet of absolute cowardice he emulated his brother Sven and dodged behind the largest and dumbest looking Viking he could find. Sven was a master at the art of deception. To most it looked like he was fully engaged in the attack; hacking with his sword, letting out exquisitely timed grunts, yelling hate filled put-downs, sweat pouring from his deliberately mud covered face. But Lassa was less successful in his ruse, and if you caught him from behind you’d have seen that he was never in any real danger of even the mildest of scrapes. Luckily for him it was impossible to detect his actions, unless of course you were the enemy attacking from behind. Lassa smiled to himself. For once one of Sven’s crazy ideas was actually working. 

	That thought lasted for almost exactly one-third of one second, it was then that Lassa heard the pounding hooves of a rapidly approaching enemy Saxon warhorse directly behind him. Lassa turned round to see Mordred holding its reigns, his mouth foaming even more than the horse’s. Mordred pointed his sword right at Lassa and bellowed, “If there’s one thing I hate more than a Viking, it’s a miserable Viking COWARD!”

	The blood drained from Lassa’s skin and his world went into an awful slow-motion nightmare. He watched the sweat drip from Mordred’s blood splattered horse as the beast barreled forward. It stopped in front of Lassa and reared up like a massive wave about to crash, but at the apex, a stray lance flew towards its neck and pierced the creature dead. The horse crumbled and Mordred was thrown into the air. Miraculously the unstoppable Mordred landed square on his feet and charged towards Lassa in a rage. With a gleam in his eye direct from hell, Mordred raised his sword.

	In his second out of body experience of the day, Lassa looked down upon himself in a trance. He stared at his virgin sword then back to the meanest, scariest, nastiest Saxon he’d ever seen.

	With his body frozen, Lassa’s mind whirled at all the things he’d never get to do; the discoveries he’d never make, the scientific secrets he would never unlock. Didn’t this Saxon realize that the world needed Lassa Erikson? No, he couldn’t let this be his end. He had to make a stand right here right now. No longer would Lassa let fear control his life, no longer would he allow others to control his destiny. This day, this hour, this minute would define him for the generations to come. Today Lassa would become a true Viking. Today he would fight, fight, fight!

	But as the tip of Lord Mordred’s sword sliced through the air, Lassa’s body had a different plan - ruuunnnnnnnnn!

	Lassa screamed at the top of his lungs and bolted away as fast as his skinny legs would carry him. In a blind panic Lassa barreled past Sven, he barreled past the throngs of Vikings and he barreled straight towards the front lines.

	Lassa’s screams caught Gorn’s ears as Lassa flew by in a wild rage. Gorn watched him tear towards the battle ahead. “That’s the spirit boy! Right to the front lines!” Gorn turned to Leif who was hacking away at the Saxons, “If we only had a hundred like him... Berserkers.”

	“They get younger every year,” noted Leif.

	Lassa slalomed through the din. He could hear Mordred closing in; for a big man he was lightning fast. Lassa quickened his pace but then realized he was on a collision course for the front lines, a slaughterhouse of steel and carnage. Lassa banked to the right. He hopped over fallen bodies, dodged twelve foot pikes and ducked beneath stray arrows that whizzed overhead. But Mordred was gaining with every step - that man was bewitched! Then it struck him - Lassa’s eyes lit up, “Alchemy!”

	Lassa opened his jacket and grabbed one of Choy Yang’s smoke bombs. He yanked the rip cord and the pouch caught fire. Lassa lobbed the smoke bomb into the air above him, the pouch sparked then, WHOMPF! The pouch exploded and a billowing smoke cloud forty feet across fogged the battlefield.

	Lassa looked behind at the cloud and smiled, everything was buried in haze. But his heart sank as Mordred burst through the smoke and pelted towards him at full speed. Remarkably that was the least of Lassa’s problems because at that moment he felt burning on his chest. Smoke fumed from inside his coat. He flapped it open. The rest of his smoke bombs were on fire!

	Lassa fumbled for the burning pouches and tossed them out in a panic - WHOMPF, WHOMPF, WHOMPF - the smoke bombs exploded all around him. He was totally blind, swallowed in the fog.

	Lassa scrambled to escape, his heart about to burst with adrenaline. He looked over his shoulder to check Mordred’s position, but with his head turned, Lassa’s foot tangled in a tree root and he slammed into the mud!

	Sprawled on his back, he gripped his sword, its point jutting into the air.

	He struggled to get up from the mud, but it was too late - Mordred’s booming voice was upon him, “You miserable little runt--!”

	Mordred tore through the fog, but he too tripped on the same root and his hulking frame came crashing down on top of Lassa’s sword!

	He was skewered right through his black Saxon heart. His body landed on top of Lassa and his head cracked into Lassa’s skull.

	As Lassa fell into unconsciousness the last thing that spiraled through his mind was, why did I ever listen to Sven!
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	SEVERAL HOURS later, Lassa jerked awake.

	Then wished he hadn’t.

	Mordred’s bloated dead face stared him in the eyes. Lassa tried to scream but Mordred’s hairy dead arm was squashing his neck making it almost impossible to breathe, let alone shout for help. Lassa twisted and wriggled but he couldn’t shift the weight. The massive corpse pinned him to the ground, as if Mordred wanted to crush Lassa in revenge for ending his life. 

	From the lack of screams Lassa assumed the battle was over, and from the sound of familiar accents, the Vikings had won. But his thoughts were broken by another more ominous sound – the sound of metal slicing through bone and armor.

	Lassa stared under Mordred’s putrid armpit and saw Leif and Gorn driving their swords through dead Saxons who littered the smoky battlefield. They were just a few bodies away.

	“No sign of him General, perhaps Mordred escaped?”

	“No way, he’d fight to the last. He’s here, I know it,” said Gorn.

	Lassa panicked. The general and his second in command were skewering the dead to make sure no enemy survivors were hiding in the carnage. Lassa realized that he was invisible under Mordred’s body and if he didn’t do something soon they’d stab him too.

	A thousand calculations raced through Lassa’s mind, but all of them needed a lever or a pulley to shift Mordred’s body. 

	He tried again to call for help but all he could manage was a wheezy breath due to the choking weight of Mordred’s arm. Lassa shook his head and kicked with all his might. The body wouldn’t shift. The only thing that moved was Mordred’s black tongue which flopped out and licked Lassa’s cheek like a cold dead fish.

	Lassa heard Gorn and Leif’s boots stomp down beside Mordred’s mud splattered body. 

	Leif raised his sword and prepared to drive it through the dead Saxon below him.

	Lassa closed his eyes tight.

	This was it, for the third time today he was about to meet his maker. He thought he’d be used to it by now. 

	Leif grunted then drove down the blade -- but at the last moment Gorn pushed it aside and the sword slammed harmlessly into the dirt.

	“Wait! That’s the Saxon royal coat of arms. It’s him. It’s Mordred!” said Gorn. “Who stole my kill? I wanted to Blood Eagle him myself! I bet it was Olof Brikval, he’s always trying to out do me.”

	Leif crouched to inspect the body. He spotted Lassa’s hand. “There’s another.”

	He rolled Mordred’s body over and revealed Lassa underneath, still gripping the sword that killed Mordred.

	Lassa screamed.

	Then screamed again.

	Gorn and Leif stumbled backwards.

	Lassa gulped for air, giddy at his freedom. “YES!”

	Gorn started to laugh. “I recognize this champion, it’s the Berserker! Such courage for just a boy.”

	Lassa gasped for breath. “Wha..?”

	“Take it easy son.” Gorn lifted him by the arm and shouted to the Vikings. “Brothers, behold a gift from God. A great warrior walks amongst us. A noble man of honor has torn my enemy from the Earth. By this very hand the Saxon Mordred is dead!”

	The Vikings cheered, half from respect, half from fear of Gorn’s wrath if they didn’t. Gorn towered over Lassa. “What’s your name?”

	Lassa wobbled in a daze. “L-Lassa, but I didn’t do --”

	Gorn boomed to the warriors, “All hail Lassa the, umm...” Gorn looked him up and down, pursed his lips and thought a little too long. Leif gave a polite cough and Gorn finally proclaimed, “...Lassa the Valiant.”

	The Vikings beat their shields and chanted, “Lassa, Lassa, Lassa...”

	Lassa blinked at the smoky lines of his countrymen. This had to be a dream.

	He watched Gorn pull a gold chain from around Mordred’s neck. A strange dragon amulet hung off the end. It looked like a baby bird dipped in gold with holes running along the sides. Gorn held it in his hand and toyed with it longingly. “Mordred’s amulet. They say he stole this from a witch and its magic would protect him from a dragon’s fury. Ha! Didn’t protect him from a Viking berserker, eh lad! Superstitious idiots. Still, this prize has eluded me until today.”

	Gorn removed the amulet and admired it in the golden evening sunlight then turned to face Lassa. “But now your bravery and courage have truly earned it. This belongs to you.” Gorn hung the amulet on Lassa.

	It draped heavily around Lassa’s neck. “No, no, it’s okay, I don’t deserve this, you can have it. I never re--”

	“Come now, don’t be modest.” Gorn grew impatient.

	Lassa felt terrible. “You should keep it. I didn’t really do anything. It was more of an accid--”

	“SIR! SIR!” Just then Sven pushed through the crowd, red faced, encrusted with mud, and sporting  the bloody remnants of a few self-inflicted nicks on his eyebrows. “General, sir, permission to speak? He’s confused sir, must have taken a knock to the head. I was right behind him during the battle. Oh and what a magnificent duel it was sir. Slash, slash, parry - like a mad bull in spring.”

	Sven acted out Lassa’s imaginary swordfight.

	Lassa looked at him confused. “What are you talking ab-- OWWWT!”

	Sven stamped on Lassa’s foot. “Trained by the spell casters from the East he is sir. Powerful magic, a sorcerer some say. It’ll come back to him sir. I think he needs rest and perhaps, umm, grub for... his health!” Sven gave a hopeful smile.

	Gorn looked suspicious but conceded. “Aye, the lad looks like he could do with a meal.”

	Sven licked his lips. “We did do learnings from ‘books’ together sir, I’ll gladly tend to him.”

	Lassa did a double take. Sven couldn’t even tie his own shoelaces let alone decode Latin texts. 

	Gorn laughed. “Well, as there are no women here, take him to rest in my carriage.”

	Sven smiled back looking like the cat who got the cream. 

	Lassa was about to protest but then thought better of it. He felt incredibly guilty for the praise he was getting but the last time he’d tried to explain facts to the authorities he’d ended up pressganged into the Viking army. Honesty wasn’t always the best policy when it came to staying alive around Vikings. 

	As Sven led Lassa towards the battle carriage, Gorn slapped him on the back. Lassa choked as the wind was knocked out of him. “Don’t worry, we won’t keep you away from battle for long,” said Gorn. “I’ll line up some spectacular missions for you once you’re back on your feet, my young warrior.”

	Lassa’s legs almost gave in. Sven steadied him and grimaced.

	“Back to Trondheim,” bellowed Gorn to his troops, “where we will celebrate our victory with King Magnus!”

	Sven pulled Lassa into the back of Gorn’s battle carriage. “Food, rest and a free ride home! I love it when a plan comes together.”

	Lassa’s stomach churned in anticipation of what Gorn had planned for him next. He sighed.

	The drivers riled the horses and the procession headed into the dusky sunset.
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  SPARKS FROM clashing swords rained down on two masked swashbucklers as they dueled like lightning down a tapestry lined corridor in England’s Ashby castle.

	Clad in leather armor, the two Saxon warriors jumped on tables, swung from chandeliers and slid down banisters. Their blades whipped the air as they fought down stone halls, twisting and turning towards the kitchens. As they burst into the sculleries, maids ran for cover. Sacks were sliced and flour puffed into the air. 

	One of the duelists somersaulted onto a table, narrowly missing the others blade by a hair’s breadth, then to avoid another deadly blow, jumped up to swing from the pot-rack like a gymnast but slipped and smacked into a towering urn of wine.

	The five-hundred-gallon jar wobbled and started to topple -- both fighters raced to steady it. They managed to balance it temporarily against the wall as loud and determined footsteps rounded the corner and the elderly, battle-worn and somewhat annoyed King Harold entered the room. “Ann! Meghan! No fighting in the kitchens!”

	The swashbucklers froze then turned slowly to face him, careful not to let go of the jar. They raised their fencing masks to reveal two embarrassed and out of breath girls, fourteen-year-old Ann, and her twelve-year-old sister Meghan

	Ann, with scruffy red hair and piercing green eyes, was obviously of her mother’s Celtic ancestry. Meghan shared her Father’s Anglo Saxon bloodline of tangled black hair and smiling grey eyes. Although Ann loved her younger sister dearly they weren’t adverse to a little sibling rivalry, and if you define a ‘little’ as hacking at each other with razor sharp swords then you’d be well at home with the future heirs to England’s throne.

	King Harold stood with his hands on his hips perplexed. “If cook finds you in here she’ll have your guts for garters.” Harold stared at Ann’s blade. “Not again with the swords. You’re supposed to be getting dressed for your birthday feast!”

	Ann sheepishly hid her sword behind her back. Her other arm strained to keep the giant urn propped up undetected. “I was defending your honor father; Meghan said that now I’m fourteen you were going to marry me off to the first prince who’d take me. You wouldn’t would you?” She bit her lip. “Would you?” Ann shuddered at the thought that he would use her as a political pawn, marrying her off to some sweaty old hairy prince to bolster a peace treaty or gain new lands in the north.  Her stomach churned at the prospect of a life of servitude. And a little anger rose in her veins directed at her father.

	Meghan broke her thoughts as she stomped her foot. “I didn’t say that! All I said was that you’re of age, and I want your bedroom you’re so sensitive!” Meghan lowered her mask. “Let’s fight for it.”

	Ann’s eyes gleamed as she raised her sword with both hands ready to continue the duel but then remembered too late that she was supposed to be preventing the massive urn from falling.

	All three of them watched open mouthed as the urn crashed to the floor and a sea of very fine wine flooded the kitchens. 

	 

	- - -

	 

	THAT NIGHT Ashby castle looked glorious lit by hundreds of torches in celebration of Ann’s birthday. Cheerful sounds of lyres and flutes filled the colorfully decorated courtyard. The smells of roasted boars, pigeons and geese wafted from rows of benches and pavilions filled with merry villagers.

	Ann sullenly trailed after Meghan and their father as he made his way through the procession towards the stage with the royal table. Ann and Meghan looked much more regal and ‘ladylike’ in flowing gowns with pointy veiled hats. Ann felt the constraint of every stitch.

	She noticed that most of villagers there were very old because mothers with children were being sent away to the country to keep them safe from the increasing attacks, and men of fighting age were away defending the realm either from the Picts in Scotland or from the constant Viking invasions along the shores of eastern England. 

	Quite frankly Ann would’ve been much happier standing amongst those men making a difference, rather than being the center of attention at a party. Just because she was female didn’t mean she couldn’t fight too, just like the legendary Queen Boudica who repelled the Roman army from England a thousand years earlier. 

	King Harold reached the stage. The music died and a hush fell upon the crowds. Harold didn’t wear a crown, he didn’t need one, he had a presence that immediately commanded respect. The people hung on his every word. “Good people of Ashby, the stench of the Viking is upon us. And it grows stronger with every passing breath. They burn our villages when our men are away in battle. They destroy our livestock, take our families. They leave nothing but misery and their stink! But the tide is turning. Right now my brother Lord Mordred is leading an attack on their soil!” The villagers cheered in support of Mordred, but secretly were glad the terrifying brute of a man was three hundred miles away across the North sea.

	“And five thousand more troops in Scotland led by the magnificent Duke of Wessex.” He paused and looked at Ann encouragingly. Odd thought Ann. He continued, “are soon to return to bolster our defenses from the imminent invasion by the Vikings.  So the next time a Viking steps foot on our blessed soil they will drown in their own blood. We may stand in dark times, but we stand together. And we will stand victorious!”

	The villagers rose to their feet and clapped. King Harold smiled warmly then picked up a goblet. “But to happier times, today we celebrate my beautiful daughter’s birthday. Her mother would’ve been the proudest woman in all of England... to Ann! To the princess.”

	The crowd raised their goblets, then rumbled their feet and cheered. Ann blushed, hating the attention, and hated being called ‘beautiful’, that was probably why her father really didn’t want her fighting, a dueling scar along the cheek might lower her value on the marriage market. One of these days she feared he’d even marry her off to a filthy Viking if it would guarantee his kingdom.

	The rumble grew louder and stronger so much so that jugs began to vibrate on the tables, one slipped off and crashed to the ground. The villagers rested their feet, but the rumbling didn’t stop, and it got even stronger.

	Everyone looked around concerned. Ann held onto her chair, an earthquake, in England? Just then a scorching wind blasted through the stands and the rows of torches were blown out, leaving them in total darkness.

	There was silence.

	The calm before the storm.

	Then, began the terrible screams.

	In the moonlight, flashes of steel cut through the villagers. The silhouettes of dozens of hooded figures swept through the crowd like a tornado. The stands toppled. Ann and Meghan were hurled to the ground. Plumes of fire shot through the pavilions and the courtyard became an inferno.

	The hooded figures dragged villagers kicking and screaming into the castle. Locals ran to escape but were torn to pieces by the unseen enemy in the darkness. 

	King Harold raced to protect his daughters but a Viking shield whacked him in the head and he was knocked out cold. A shape in the night dragged him away. It cackled with a voice like death, “Let’s see how he likes it in his own dungeon!”

	Ann watched aghast as more cloaked bodies descended upon Meghan too and dragged her towards the castle dungeon. Ann raced after her, the heavy formal dress slowed her down so she ripped off the restraining layers leaving her in just her corset and petticoat, she didn’t care how she looked, someone had her sister! But Ann was  blocked by the burning stands. She kicked at the flaming beams but was trapped by the fire. Meghan saw her and cried out, “Ann help!” Ann shielded her face from the flames but several more shadows were closing in on her. She was surrounded. Meghan called again, “HELP!”

	“We need Mordred! I’ll get MORDRED!” cried Ann.

	“HURRY!” shouted Meghan, then she was swallowed into the castle and her words were silenced.

	Ann clenched her teeth and stared at the circle of figures drawing closer, their outlines blurred by the heat from the scorching fires. She closed her eyes and took a deep mind cleansing breath. There was no way to save Meghan or her father on her own; she would need an army. And the closest was with Mordred in Ribe. She had to sail for them immediately.

	Her thoughts were broken as a figure leaped through the flames heading straight for her. Ann was weaponless. She snapped off the nearest flagpole and held it like a javelin. She drove it with all of her strength through the chest of the hooded figure. It was enough to kill any mortal, but the figure carried on towards her -- what were these Norsemen made of?

	Ann felt sick to her stomach. These creatures had to be from a dark corner of hell. Sorcery was afoot. She knew now that it was impossible for her to rescue her family without help. With a renewed determination Ann focused all her strength on reaching Mordred. She somersaulted over the railing and ran across the cobbled courtyard away from the castle.

	Several robed enemies gave chase with inhuman speed. Ann threw anything and everything across their path to slow them; baskets, benches, even chickens. She raced along an alleyway and sliced the brakes off a burning hay cart. It rolled back down the narrow street behind her and crashed into a wall. Its bales of flaming straw landed on barrels of oil which caught fire. They exploded and filled the road with a wall of flames and the hooded figures were blocked.

	As Ann escaped into the night, she glanced back at the castle one last time. Then she slowed, an icy dread crawled over her pounding heart.

	She was being watched.

	Ann squinted through the flames - the outline of a towering man in golden armor warped and twisted in the heat. She could almost feel his eyes piercing her soul from inside his full faced helmet. But those were not the eyes of a man, she swore they were the slits of a reptile.

	More flames rolled between them and the vision disappeared in the sulfurous heat.

	Ann shuddered.

	Every fiber in her body wanted to stay and fight to save her family but she tore herself away and ran towards the coast. There was only one way to win this battle and rescue her sister and father, she must find a boat, reach Mordred and bring back his army.

	Their lives and the future of England lay in Ann’s hands...
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	“SVEN, WHAT are we gonna do! Gorn thinks I’m a Berserker. He’s going to send me on a mission, This is crazy! Why didn’t you let me tell him the truth?!” 

	Sven nearly coughed out the leg of lamb he was gnawing on. He and Lassa were alone in the back of Gorn’s battle wagon as it gently bobbed along a forest road. Sven lounged on fox-fur pillows surrounded by delicious pies, strudels and creamy jugs of milk. Conversely Lassa sat with his feet tucked beneath his chin, rocking backwards and forwards trying to sooth himself. Wolf pelts lined the walls to keep out the frigid night but they made Lassa feel like he was encircled by rabid dogs and any moment they’d spring back to life and devour him.

	Sven got his breath back. “Tell Gorn the truth! Are you mad? You’ve seen what Gorn does to deserters. Imagine what he’d do if he found out that a spineless coward like you, no offense, just killed his mortal enemy? Wake up Lassa, I just saved your life.”

	Lassa could hear Gorn outside cheerily singing an ancient Nordic battle chant. It sounded eerily like the Christmas carol ‘Good King Wenceslas’;

	 

	“A mighty sword is sharp and keen,

	all the good for cleaving.

	To tear a victim’s head from neck,

	deep and crisp and even...”

	 

	But the merry song did nothing to lift Lassa’s spirits.

	“I’ve got it,” said Sven. “We’ll play up the bash on the head thing. Maybe Gorn’ll give you compassionate leave, you know, a rest in the country.”

	“Compassionate? Gorn?!” Lassa’s reaction was so loud that the singing outside stopped. Sven and Lassa held their breath and listened intently for any reaction from Gorn. It was deadly silent except for the rhythmic clippity clop of hoofs and a horse fart. Well Lassa presumed it was a horse because of the volume and duration, but alas he was quite wrong as Gorn took full credit for the mighty blast before he proudly resumed his singing.

	Lassa stared at the back of the carriage. “Let’s just make a run for it and head back home.” He lifted the fur curtains to peek outside. They were trailed by hundreds of grinning soldiers marching behind. They recognized Lassa and chanted, “Lassa, Lassa, Lassa.”

	Lassa grimaced, gave a pathetic wave with his wrist then popped back inside. Guess being a celebrity isn’t everything it’s cracked up to be.

	“Head back home and have half the Viking army pillaging the farmstead looking for us?” continued Sven. “Not blinking likely. Anyway, knowing our dad he’d sell us out for gallon of brandy anyway.” 

	Then Lassa remembered, “Choy Yang!”

	Sven nearly choked again and looked round nervously. “Where?”

	 “Trondheim! When we get to Trondheim we’ll get Choy Yang to help.”

	“No thanks, I don’t want him turning me into a frog.”

	“For the last time, Choy doesn’t do magic. But his shop, the apothecary, we could hide there. Then maybe he could ship us off to China?” A trace of hope returned to Lassa’s voice.

	 “Ya know what, that’s actually not a bad plan… dim sum, Peking duck, crispy wontons, yum. I ain’t getting on no boat though. No way. I’d rather walk.” He raised his leg of lamb in a toast.

	“You walk, that’d be the day.” Feeling three percent less anxious, Lassa lay back and looked up through a crack in the roof. He watched the vivid stars roll overhead. On a normal night he would have wanted to study the constellations and make notes for his almanac, but tonight his thoughts were on reaching his master. He had a plan and that was enough for starters.

	He closed his eyes for a second, and was asleep before his head hit the pillow. This day couldn’t be over with soon enough.
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	GORN’S BATTLE carriage hurtled along at breakneck speed. Inside, an empty crockpot smacked into Lassa’s skull and woke him up. Lassa couldn't tell if it was the room that was shaking, or if it was just his head from the day’s ordeal. The wagon hit another bump and he bounced into the wall. It was definitely the carriage.

	Lassa pulled himself towards the front of the wagon, tripping over spinning bottles, and opened the flap to the driver’s seat. Outside, Gorn gripped the reigns, his face stony white with rage.

	Lassa followed his gaze then gasped at the sight; Port Trondheim lay ahead decimated.

	Smoke billowed from the fallen city, its walls were destroyed, and the Viking fleet smoldered in the harbor. This once major port lay in ruins, empty, desolate, the victim of a brutal attack.

	Lassa gripped the speeding carriage. His hands trembled on the wooden rails. The familiar cobbled streets he walked most weekends to his master’s store were almost unrecognizable, then his heart raced and his breath quickened – was his master Choy Yang safe and alive?

	The wagon plowed through the burning remains of the city’s once tall and proud gates. Its wooden carvings of Viking heroes lay smashed to pieces amongst the ashes. The port’s rows of pikes and deep ditches had been no defense against the savages who attacked it.

	The team of horses gave a braying scream as they pulled up before the shell of the royal palace. Lassa could sense that even they were appalled by the great evil that had occurred there. Gouges were torn across the palace’s once beautiful exterior. Its towers crumpled, its buildings flattened.

	Gorn jumped from the battle carriage. Embers floated around him. At his feet were discarded Saxon weapons and shields emblazoned with Ashby’s coat of arms.

	On the steps of the palace was the body of a lone royal guard, a Saxon sword in his back. But Gorn saw the man’s finger twitch. He ran to the fallen brother and leaned in close to hear the guard’s final words, “K... King... Magnus... Taken... Drag...” The vital message delivered, the man was released into eternal sleep.

	Gorn’s arteries throbbed like writhing snakes. He bellowed a guttural scream. “The king! The king! They’ve taken King Magnus!” Gorn’s nails dug into a Saxon shield and he snapped it in two. “England will BURN!”

	Lassa scrambled from the carriage and called to Sven, “I’ve got to find Choy, I’ll be back.” Then he raced down an alley. The streets were covered in rubble from walls crushed by some great force. There was no sign of life, just bloody footprints crisscrossing the streets - the remnants of battle. But Lassa noticed that not all the footprints were from men or livestock, some were much bigger, bigger than a bear, bigger than an elephant. Lassa’s thoughts were broken as he rounded the corner and reached the alley to Choy Yang’s apothecary. 

	Lassa’s eyes widened, half the buildings had burned down. Soot and ash fell like snow, but through the smoke Lassa could see that Choy’s store was still standing, if barely.

	Lassa reached the shop and pushed open the smashed door. Charred beams propped up the shell of the collapsed building. The counter and shelves were ransacked. Shattered bottles and wooden boxes littered the floor. Lassa called for Choy, but there was no response from his mentor.

	Lassa hoped that somehow Choy was still in the back room mixing up a batch of Chinese firecrackers or making a healing balm from the roots of some strange and exotic plant. He pushed open the door to the back, half expecting Choy to be there.

	But there was no back to the store - the building was torn in half leaving nothing but a gaping view of the harbor with its smoldering boats.

	Lassa stood there speechless, Choy was gone. He felt like falling down and bawling his eyes out. He felt like giving up, curling up in a ball and never waking again. But that was no way to honor his mentor. Choy would have scolded him for thinking such things, and rightly so. 

	Lassa felt truly alone. He tried to calm himself by breathing slowly. The sharp smell of charcoal and sulfur hung in the air. Sulfur and something else, a delicate hint of the chemical saltpeter. Then Lassa smiled to himself because he realized he would never be alone, Choy’s teaching would always be with him. That thought gave Lassa a small piece of comfort on this awful night. 

	Lassa returned to the front of the store and anxiously scanned the flagstone floor behind what was left of the shop counter. He pulled back a rug then grabbed a poker and slammed it between two slabs. He pried one up, then sighed in relief; underneath in a secret compartment, was a loaf sized wooden box with exquisite Chinese carvings of dragons. Lassa opened the silk lined box and checked the contents inside: chemicals, potions and compounds. Choy’s most powerful supplies. Wherever he and Sven ended up this would surely help.   

	 

	- - -

	 

	LATER THAT night the main square was a hive of activity as the rest of the Viking army had returned from the battle at Ribe and made camp in the port. The men were in a state of shock and gunning for revenge.

	Lassa stumbled back into the square. Smoke from the smoldering ships stung his eyes. Bewildered, he headed for Gorn’s carriage at the heart of the mob. He felt a tug on his arm; Sven pulled him into the shadows. “Finally! I’ve been looking everywhere for you, let’s get out of here, right now, something’s going down, I can feel it.”

	Lassa tried to remain composed, but his eyes watered.

	“The Chinese fella?” asked Sven.

	“Choy,  he’s gone, it’s all gone.”

	“Sorry Lassa...” Sven rested his hand on Lassa’s shoulder to comfort him. “Come on, now’s the time to make our move while they’re still distracted. I heard the scouts say the attack was only in the city so the farm’s the safest place to be.”

	 “But won’t the army come looking for us?”

	“No, not with everything that’s happened, you’re yesterday’s news. It’s a night’s walk to the farm. We can take Willoby pass and cut off a few hours if we start now. We’ll figure out the rest once we’re miles from this place.”  

	Lassa could sense the urgency in his voice. “For once I actually think that’s a good plan Sven.”

	Sven raised his eyebrows. “You do? Now you’ve got me worried.”

	“That’s my job, come on.” Lassa started to lead Sven away from the docks, but his exit was slowed by the swarms of soldiers in the square. Then his ears rang with the sound of a horn blowing the military signal for a call to attention. Everyone stopped what they were doing and silence filled the square. Sven and Lassa noticed everyone glower at them as they tried to shuffle away. They stopped in their tracks and sheepishly did as the rest.

	The whole army stiffened and faced Gorn who stood on the roof of his battle carriage. The two thousand warriors were silent as Gorn began to speak. “Brothers I have failed you. I have been deceived. The battle we just fought at Ribe was a ruse, a distraction so that Trondheim was unprotected. All so the Saxon dogs could overwhelm the city and take our holy King Magnus. And now they’re gone. Like cowards they ran back home to their mother’s breast. And by destroying our fleet they think they’ve stopped us. But I tell you this, we will amass a Viking armada to enact revenge the likes of which even God has never imagined!” The Vikings hammered their swords on their shields and cheered.

	Gorn pointed to a lone Viking boat in the harbor. The small flat bottomed craft designed for a stealth crew of twelve, was light enough to sail far inland along rivers but strong enough to make it across the sea. Its sails were scorched and its hull blackened by fire but at least it was afloat. Its bronze figurehead, a dragon shaped battering ram, seemed to snarl in agreement with Gorn’s words. “But we don’t need an armada to defeat those pigs, just one boat filled with the pride of Denmark is enough to destroy ten thousand English!” The crowds howled their approval. “They’re on the run, but not for long, I’m taking that boat to rescue King Magnus or die trying. I promise you this: before the last breath of life passes through my cold dead lips I will have REVENGE! Which twelve of you will join me in an honorable death?”

	The entire crowd was blown away, their deafening cheers rang all the way to England. Everyone volunteered, well almost everyone; Sven was getting seriously worried, he tugged at Lassa. “We’ve got to get out of here!”

	“How?” said Lassa. “We’re surrounded.” A wall of warrior flesh boxed them in.

	Swinging from the Viking boat’s rigging was Anders Gudrod.  His huge rower’s arms, covered in tattoos from around the world, gripped the ropes like an orangutan’s. He stared at Gorn with eyes as wild as his crazy red hair. “She might make it out of the harbor, but across the sea, who knows. But I’ll swim the rest and pull you if you’ll have me General.”

	Gorn raised his scar thickened finger. “Aye, aye. There’s one!”

	Leif looked at Gorn and declared, “I go where you go my General.”

	“I didn’t want to speak for you Leif, it’s going to be very dangerous,” said Gorn. “We’ll probably never make it back.”

	“And you wanted to leave me here and miss out on all the glory?” Leif smiled. “I’m in.”

	Gigantic Olof Brikval, who looked like a blonde ogre, blocked Gorn’s path. He hoisted his double headed battle-axe onto his oxen shoulders, then spoke with a voice like a creaking drawbridge, “Try leaving without me.”

	Gorn nodded his approval. 

	The rest of the Vikings were in a frenzy wanting to be picked.

	Lassa watched Gorn pace the excited rows and chose four of the meanest, toughest men:

	 

	Gustav Longstaff: looked like a barrel with feet, but he’d slaughtered over sixty men single-handedly at the battle of Svolder.

	 

	Yarn Greybeard: was as old and weathered as his sword. His years of sacking inland Saxon villages meant he knew the land like the backs of his calloused hands.

	 

	Granite Fist Tomas: Denmark’s heavyweight bare knuckle boxing champion, the ladies loved his broken nose and cauliflower ears.

	 

	Ingmar Bloodfisten: a steely eyed assassin with slicked black hair. Ingmar still had a limp from the month of Saxon torture, but he never buckled once to the enemy’s duress.

	 

	As Gorn hunted the rows for another viscous crewman, a beautiful six-foot-tall warrior Shieldmaiden, Gunilla ‘The Red Lady of Darlinna’, in her signature red leather armor and flowing scarlet cape, tapped him on the shoulder. “Why are you only picking men?”

	Gorn stared into her dazzling hazel eyes ringed with eyeliner like an Egyptian princess. “Gunilla, you are indeed an excellent warrior and I do appreciate your precise decapitation skills, but women do distract the men. And you are the biggest distraction of all -- WHOA”

	Gorn looked down, Gunilla’s dagger was pressing against his ribs. “Exactly,” said Gunilla. She turned the blade. “Distraction, diversion, a different ‘point’ of view. We have skills that no man has.”

	Gorn hopped backwards and raised his hands. “Point well taken - I’d be honored if you’d join us. My vessel always welcomes a woman’s touch.”

	Gunilla laughed and withdrew the blade. 

	Even a few feet away Lassa could see that Gorn was blushing. Lassa turned to Sven. “That’s eight, so far. I’ve got a bad feeling about this. Y-you, you don’t think Gorn’s insane enough to pick me do you?” 

	Sven snorted. “No, only an idiot would pick you. No offense.” 

	Lassa couldn’t dismiss the creeping feeling though, even as Gorn picked two more warriors:

	 

	Kalle: a North African prince. He was the last man standing when Vikings fought his tribe but they were so impressed by his fighting spirit that they made him a member of their clan. A lion’s mane adorned his sparse armor, the only thing he feared was the bitter sting of a Norse wind.

	 

	Helga Eriksdoter: part body builder and part battering ram - Helga’s blonde plaits and gold necklaces cascaded down her ample cleavage, but Gorn would dare any man to steal from that formidable vault and live. And as an added bonus her cavernous lungs could belt out a rousing Nordic poem to raise the spirits of any a true Dane.

	 

	Sven counted on his fingers. “Nine, ten, great. Only two more left Lassa, then we’re out of here.”

	Lassa watched Gorn peer over the mob, hunting for someone. He found who he was looking for – his eyes locked onto Lassa’s.

	Lassa’s heart pounded in his chest.

	Gorn headed toward him and his heart rose into his throat. “W-What's he doing?”

	Sven backed into the shadows.

	Lassa’s scrawny knees began to knock. “Sven? Sven?” Lassa’s throat was so dry he choked. Gorn was almost on top of him, but at the last moment veered away and slapped his hands on the massive shoulders of the fantastically blonde and Thor-like Karlsson twins. 

	Gorn addressed the crowds. “Karlsson and Karlsson, I’ve found no others that I trust more than these two men before us. Their courage at the battle of Hafrsfjord was outstanding, taking on forty men a piece in hand to hand combat. And their wisdom and bravery at the raid on Englefield has been written of in the sagas!”

	The crowds clapped with approval at every battle named.

	Lassa nearly fainted in relief. He steadied himself on Sven as he emerged from the shadows. “Oh, thank God,” said Lassa. “That’s twelve! The last of the crew. I really thought he was going to pick me.”

	Sven patted Lassa on the back. “Ha, you even had me worried there for a moment. They won’t last two minutes in England, if they ever cross the sea that is, that boat’s a deathtrap.”

	Color returned to Lassa’s face and he smiled.

	Gorn proudly raised the Karlsson twins’ log like arms as if they were winning boxers. “Yes, I’ve found no one that I trust more than Karlsson and Karlsson. And that is why I’m asking them to stay here and rally the entire Viking fleet, then follow us to England!”

	The crowd went wild.

	Lassa went white.

	Gorn continued, “So, my last choice, for the glory of death across the sea, is for one who shows great courage, a spirit of fire and has proven he has a ‘valiant’ heart.”

	All eyes turned to Lassa.

	Lassa stared back terrified, his potion box trembled in his hands. Gorn gave a smile and said proudly, like he was handing out gold, “You ready to die for your country?”

	The square filled with rapturous applause.

	Lassa couldn’t speak, his mouth had dried up.

	Gorn leaned in. “Thank me later son.” He placed his hand on Lassa’s potion box to stop its rattling, then continued. “I would never have chosen a warrior like this to rid me of Mordred, but nevertheless God provided him for the task. Therefore Lassa will guide God’s hand and choose the last warrior.”

	The Vikings chanted Lassa’s name, each one hoping that Lassa would pick them.

	Lassa choked. His desperate voice rasping as he leaned in close to Sven out of earshot of the howling crowd. “There must be a way out of this? You must have a plan? I’ll take anything, anything!?”

	Sven stared back, eyes wide with a blank expression. 

	If Lassa’s legs weren’t made of rubber he would’ve bolted through the crowd right then. “Please Sven. It’s bad enough me going, but now I have to choose someone else to die too!”

	Sven squirmed and scratched his curly hair nervously. “Are you kidding? What an honor, what an opportunity.”

	“What?”

	“You’ll be fine.” Sven rubbed his chin. For anyone not Lassa you could tell Sven was lying through his teeth but Lassa was blinded by panic. His mind clutching at straws, any straw.

	“Sure you will,” continued Sven. “With those massive brutes to protect you, you’ll be surrounded by the fiercest warriors Scandinavia’s ever produced.  Whereas once I get to Britain, I’ll be stuck with all the axe fodder and infantry grunts on the front lines. Won’t last two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

	Lassa studied Sven’s furrowed brow. “You’re not just saying that to make me feel better?”

	Sven shifted on his feet and adjusted his tunic. “Listen to me. Whoever you pick, you’re doing them a favor, really.” Sven gave Lassa his most earnest smile.

	“Are you sure?” 

	“Absolutely.” 

	As Lassa turned his attention to the crowd, Sven’s smile cracked and he shook his head.

	Lassa climbed up on Gorn’s battle carriage and scanned the masses.

	The crowd hushed, salivating for his answer.

	He looked over the thousands of eager faces. Then declared at the top of his voice, “I choose, I choose Sven!”

	The crowd groaned.

	Gorn rolled his eyes.

	Sven collapsed.
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	SVEN AND Lassa pulled on heavy oars, slowly inching the Viking boat out of the harbor. For the past two hours Sven’s frozen expression was a terrible mix of disbelief, incredulity and sheer panic. Lassa felt awful for him but every time he tried to say something Sven glared at him with such ferocity he thought lighting might come out of his eyes.

	The rest of the twelve person crew did not share their dower mood, they were singing with Helga as she led them in Odin’s Rune.

	 

	“A ninth I know.  If need I find

	To secure my ship from harm,

	I calm the wind when waves run high,

	And put the sea to sleep.”

	 

	Gorn stood at the bow and gazed toward the unwelcoming sea, the whitecaps churning in the distance. 

	Anders raised the square sails. The red and yellow canvas filled with an icy wind and the boat picked up speed. “Oars up.”

	Sven’s hands fell to his sides in exhaustion. He looked decidedly queasy with seasickness. “I could give you something for that,” said Lassa.

	Sven stoically ignored him.

	“I said I was sorry Sven. How was I supposed to know you were just trying to make me feel better?”

	Sven’s lips were tight and he stared ahead at the ocean.

	Lassa gave up, wrapped himself in his coat and tried to get some sleep. He knew that Sven would soon forget why he was mad; he had enough trouble remembering his own name most of the time. Lassa wished he had that ability to forget things, especially the nightmare that lay ahead. He prayed that while he slept they might get shipwrecked and he’d wake up on a nice safe tropical beach thousands of miles from the war.

	He watched the charred remains of Trondheim dissolve into the distance like it was his old life fading away.

	The boat headed into the brooding night, bound for England, the miserable land of witchcraft and savages.

	Gorn finally spoke, Lassa wished he hadn’t. “To England and to death.”

	 

	 

	- - -

	 

	THE NEXT morning, the Viking ship sailed through the waves at a fast clip. Disappointingly for Lassa, he wasn’t stranded on a desert island eating coconuts or pineapples but was in fact still glued to an oar surrounded by Scandinavia’s finest warriors… and Sven, who was snoring at his feet. 

	Lassa watched the Vikings, jealous of their relaxed mood. He wished that he could enjoy the little time he had left to live. What was he going to do when he got to England? His choice of death by Saxon for being a Viking or death by Viking for being a coward didn’t seem very appealing. He could feel his stomach rise into his mouth again and his legs went even wobblier. He wished Sven would wake up, he’d come up with something, anything, even a bad plan was better than no plan. He accidentally on purpose kicked Sven to try and wake him. 

	Meanwhile Yarn and Kalle were fishing, Ingmar and Helga were discussing blade sharpening techniques and the rest were betting on Thomas and Gunilla who were arm-wrestling.

	Gorn was asleep after taking a double shift on the night watch. To Lassa he still looked terrifying even unconscious, like a hibernating bear ready to spring to life and devour the nearest meat. 

	But he probably wouldn’t eat Sven, thought Lassa, because he was distinctively smelling of vomit. Sven would obviously deny throwing up all night, but the fresh sick on his chin was a bit of a giveaway. Lassa deliberately on accident, trod on Sven again, as he rummaged through his potion box for a remedy. “Sorry.”

	“Crumpets and sausages please miss,” blurted Sven groggily as he woke from his blissful dream. Then the look of shock returned to his face as he realized he was still on the boat in the middle of the rolling sea and he immediately grabbed onto the seat for safety.

	“Sleep well?” asked Lassa as he focused on mixing ingredients from Choy’s box.

	“Yeah, great,” scoffed Sven. When Lassa wasn’t looking he wiped off his vomit on Lassa’s coat. “What ya doing?”

	“It’s for you, willow bark and ginger, it’ll help you feel better.” Lassa ground the ingredients into a paste.

	Sven gave a patronizing snort. “Nothing wrong with me, and I ain’t chewing a tree for nobody.” Sven’s head swayed and he went slightly cross-eyed as he tried not to throw up.

	“You make it very difficult to want to help you sometimes,” said Lassa. He mixed the medicine with water and offered him the drink.

	Sven shook his head adamantly. “Nope ain’t gonna happen. Nutter. What else you got in there? Bat wings, dragon’s blood, eye of newt, tongue of toad --”

	“Will you drop it? This is alchemy not magic tricks.”

	 “Well it’s all useless anyhow. Still ended up here didn’t we? Why couldn’t you have used yer fancy learnings and made us disappear huh? All that time you wasted with that Choy fella when you should have been pulling your weight on the farm!” He leaned in and fumed in a whisper, “Maybe I should tell Gorn what actually happened at the battle ‘valiant one’, then you’d really vanish, down there, with the fishies and sea monsters.” He pointed to the ocean.

	“Oh yeah, you really want to see something disappear?” said Lassa, sick of him.

	“Yeah, then I’ll shut up.”

	“Promise?”

	“Louts honor.”

	“Deal.” It was then Lassa noticed that Sven had used his coat to clean his vomit. Lassa scowled even scowl-ier, then opened Choy’s beautifully carved potion box and pulled out a metal tube with a fuse at the bottom. He poured a pouch of black powder into it. “I’ll need a coin. Where’s the king’s coin from the feasting hall?”

	“Ha, I knew it was a magic trick. This is going to be rubbish.” Sven pulled the coin from his pocket.  “I’ll get it back though?”

	“Of course.” Lassa took Sven’s coin and dropped it into the tube.

	“Not going to turn it into a chicken are you?”

	“I’m gonna make it disappear like you asked,” said Lassa with a glint in his eye. “Okay, stand back.”

	“Oooo stand back. Hey everyone watch out, powerful sorcerer at work.” Sven’s mocking laugh made Lassa’s blood boil. 

	The rest of the Vikings eagerly gathered round. They loved stories of wizards and wand-wielders, and besides, they were tired of losing their money to Gunilla anyway.

	“It’s not magic,” protested Lassa. “These are called ‘fireworks.’ Invented by the Tang dynasty.” He stared back at their blank, but fascinated faces. “It’s in China.” No response. “It’s very far away.”

	Lassa steadied the tube, then pulled the rip cord to light it. The fuse spluttered and nearly went out, Sven snorted, but then the spark recovered and - WHOMPH - the coin blasted into the air.

	The sky was painted with a rainbow of purple and green sparks and the coin splashed into the sea several ship lengths away. The Vikings applauded heartily. Even Sven was impressed, much against his will, “Wow, pretty...” Then it dawned on him, “Hey where’s me coin?”

	Lassa pointed to the sea. “Disappeared in there. Maybe you can wash my coat while you fetch it!” Lassa shoved his puke covered jacket under Sven’s nose. The smell of his puke and the swaying of the boat was too much for Sven. He dropped to his knees, leaned over the side and threw up. Everyone turned away in disgust.

	Lassa knelt beside his brother and held Sven’s shaggy hair away from his mouth. “I’m sorry. Just swallow the medicine, it’ll make you feel much better.”

	“I would if I could keep anything down, blaaa --” he was off again.

	Lassa looked up from the waves and something caught his eye on the horizon. A Saxon warship was heading straight for them. “Boat! Boat! Boat!” he called.

	Gorn awoke and sprung to life, “King Magnus!” Gorn fumed at the crew when he saw they weren’t at their posts and gathered around Lassa with his potion box. He swung round the boat and barked out orders, “Helm to 108! Splice the main sail! Tighten that jib!”

	Anders grabbed the rudder. “Man the oars.” The Vikings raced to their benches, drove their oars into the choppy waters, then rowed like a machine. Lassa pulled on his oar, but then realized to his horror that they were actually heading towards the danger not away. Then he had the even more alarming thought, had his firework given away their position and brought the enemy ship to them?! 

	Gorn raised his fist. “Stop those Saxon devils before they drag our king back to England. Ramming speed.”

	Olof crouched in the middle of the boat, grabbed an oar from either side. His massive muscles bulged as he pulled on both at the same time. Lassa felt even more useless with each of Olof’s rows as the boat lurched and built up speed. The boat’s wooden hull bending and twisting with the rolling waves. Rows of shields that rimed the hull caught the rising sun and blazed like the scales of a golden dragon as it plowed towards the Saxon ship. 

	 

	- - -

	 

	THE TORN and blackened sails of the Saxon ship fluttered in the wind like a wounded raven. Its deck was scorched by recent fire. And although the boat could hold fifty men, on board were only eight. None of them were under sixty years of age and they looked even more battered than the ship. They stared in terror at the approaching Viking boat.

	The grey haired captain was a retired fisherman rather than a commanding officer. He desperately called out orders, “They’re ramming us! Full tack now.” The elderly first-mate spun the ship’s wheel then hung on tight as the vessel leaned forty-five degrees away from danger.

	The aging crew hobbled across the deck. They heaved barrels overboard to lighten their load and increase speed, but it wasn’t enough. The Viking boat torpedoed toward them, there was no escape.

	The captain grabbed the first mate. “We cannot be boarded, we must get to Ribe!”

	The first mate shook his head. “We’re too slow, we’ll have to fight.”

	The captain’s face dropped. “Our special cargo has to reach Mordred or our deaths will be in vain. Lock her in the hold, we can’t risk losing her.”

	“Aye captain.” The first mate ran to the hold and bolted the doors.

	The captain took out his sword then turned to face the oncoming Vikings. He called to the crew, “Battle stations.”

	The Viking boat blasted ever closer through the waves. Its bronze dragon figureheads chomped through the spray.

	“Brace! Brace! Brace!” The captain yelled. The sailors clung to the rigging and watched petrified as the Viking boat shot towards them -

	Twenty feet -

	Ten feet -

	Five feet -

	The Viking’s battering ram slammed into the hull and punched a gaping hole. A cloud of splinters rained down. Water gushed in.

	From the back of the Viking boat, Lassa watched Gorn lasso a grappling hook onto the Saxon ship then jump from one boat to the other. Gorn landed on his feet, followed by almost all of the rest of his eager crew. Lassa was gaping at Sven who was laying a plank between the boats spanning them. Then he started to wobble across it.

	“We’re going too?” gulped Lassa.

	“Well, we can’t stay here, would look to suspicious. Remember, stay at the back and keep your head down. Words to live by, right?” 

	Sven stood up, wobbled some more then waved his sword around his head. “Yar, yar!”

	Lassa cautiously climbed on board the Saxon warship too. Thankfully everyone was engaged in battle and for a moment he almost felt sorry for the flailing Saxons, they didn’t stand a chance against the Vikings. Gorn greedily sliced two Saxons in half. Yarn swung from the rigging and decked the first mate. Kalle held his dagger between his teeth and chased a terrified sailor up the mast. Gunilla somersaulted and wrapped her muscular legs around a Saxon’s neck and snapped it like a twig.

	A crinkly geriatric sailor repeatedly hit Olof with his sword. But the sword just bent against Olof’s ring mail armor. Exhausted, the old man groaned, clutched his chest then keeled over and died of a heart attack.

	In the distraction, Lassa and Sven were hiding behind the massive boom at the foot of the sails pretending to attack barrels and coils of rope. Sven was still dramatically circling his sword around his head and swearing like a sailor.

	Meanwhile, the captain was parrying the blows from Gorn’s broadsword. “Stop, please, we bring a vital message for Mordred. We have a new enemy!”

	Gorn was too full of rage to listen. “Where’s the king?”

	“Our king?” said the captain confused. “Harold’s held captive in Ashby. How did you know --”

	Too late, Gorn cleaved the captain in two, straight down the middle, head to toe. Gorn reveled in the victory. “I knew you had the king…” Then a puzzled look spread on Gorn’s face. “Did you say ‘our king?’ You mean King Magnus or your fella Harold?”

	Neither side of the dead captain’s head could answer.

	From the rigging a wild sailor with white hair lunged for Gorn. But Gorn kicked him square in the chest and the sailor flew across the deck.  

	Unfortunately for Lassa, who was still standing on the other side of the boom trying to look busy, the sailor slammed into the giant beam of wood. It swung round then slammed into Lassa – THWACK - and threw him overboard. He sank beneath the waves like a rock.

	Lassa choked on the water as he descended into the icy blackness, the weight of his clothes pulling him down fast. The frigid water felt like needles stabbing at his flesh, and Lassa’s chest was crushed by the pressure. His lungs burned. He managed to kick off his boots, then he tore off his shirt and pants but no matter how hard he swam he still continued to sink. 

	Lassa’s muscles cramped. He couldn’t hold his breath any longer. His vision blurred, adrenaline filled his veins. At least death would be a welcome blessing.

	His world was turning into a dream. A curious dark blob pierced the dancing shafts of light above. It was a cross with spikes at the ends, it almost looked like a grappling hook.

	As Lassa slipped deeper into his underwater dream, he admired its workmanship as it dangled just inches from his face. He thought about the Nordic blacksmith who skillfully forged the metal. The hours of work that went into crafting such a fine object.

	Lassa blinked slowly - a grappling hook! Suddenly sanity returned and he lunged at the lifeline. He pulled himself up the rope towards the surface with every ounce of life left in him.

	Finally he broke through the waves then gasped and gasped and gasped for air. They were the most painful breaths he’d ever drawn but also the most blissfully fulfilling.

	Through tears of joy, Lassa could see Sven on the warship holding the other end of the rope. Sven might have been an oaf ninety nine percent of the time, but when he pulled through he really did it spectacularly!

	The rest of the Vikings stared down too. The fight was over. Sven called to him with a huge smile of relief. “That’s one way to get out of a fight. Did ya find me coin while you were down there?”
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	ON BOARD the sinking warship, Yarn and Gustav wrapped the dead sailors in sail cloth, said a little prayer for each man then tipped them into the ocean for an impromptu burial at sea. They had to be quick as the ship was listing heavily, on the brink of capsizing.

	Lassa clung to the railing still trying to get his breath back. Wearing only his underpants he shivered uncontrollably. Gorn threw him a pair of boots. “Since it’s flooded below deck and you’re already wet, you will search the hold. If it moves, kill it.” Gorn’s laugh wasn’t very inspiring.

	Lassa squelched over to the hatchway leading down into the hold and wedged his sword between the lock and frame. He leaned on his sword to pry open the lock, his arms trembling. One good thing about shaking because of the cold thought Lassa, was that it hid the fact that he was trembling because of his fear of what might lurk below in the shadows. 

	The lock snapped off and Lassa edged down the rickety stairs into the watery gloom. Caskets and barrels bobbed in the murky water. The water lapped above his hips and he shivered even more. A few barrels away something splashed. Lassa pointed his trembling weapon at the dark. A rat swam past. 

	He wished Sven was down here, he’d have a stupid idea which would probably work knowing Sven’s luck. Then pop, he realized exactly what Sven would do!

	Lassa peeked up the stairs to see if anyone was watching from the deck. It was all clear. He relaxed a little then splashed the water noisily and pretended to search the hold. He spoke loudly so they could hear him on deck. “No nothing in this barrel. Or here. Let’s look over here. No, no this sack’s empty.” His acting skills would sit well with only the worst local theater group.

	He slapped the water once more for good measure. “Darn, looks like there’s nothing here. Oh well, better go back --” but just then the ship lurched and sank deeper. Cold water sloshed around his chest as he was knocked off balance, then he heard to his horror -- a gasp in the shadows.

	He was not alone...

	Lassa’s heart pounded. “Wh-Who’s there? Come out, I-I’m armed.” After a moment without response, Lassa hoped he’d just imagined the sound, but his worst fears were confirmed when a silhouette waded into a patch of light.

	Shrouded in the sackcloth robes of a monk,  face hidden beneath a ragged hood, it looked vaguely like a woman or girl his own height. Lassa shivered at the sound of her wraith-like voice as she uttered the worst words imaginable, “Keep back, I’m a leper.”

	Lassa knew that a leper had an awful disease that caused the victim to rot to death. They were kept in colonies far away from society to stop the spread of infection and to hide their hideous deformities -- which was why, in an appalling loss of cool, Lassa yelped, tripped, hit his head on a beam then sank beneath the water.

	Lassa shot up from the freezing brine, coughing and spluttering - he’d had enough of drowning for one day.

	The leper stood there with her hand on her hip, unimpressed. “New to this aren’t you?”

	Lassa stared back embarrassed and dripping wet. He tried to cover his humiliation with some bravado and fumbled for his sword. “Hey, you just watch it I’m -- hang on where’s my sword --”

	The sword was in the leper’s gloved hand, and she proceeded to point it directly at Lassa’s throat. He gulped, his Adam’s apple only a hair’s breadth from the deadly tip.

	“You found no one down here, understand? I have to reach Lord Mordred. All our lives depend on it.” She dimpled his neck with the point of the blade.

	Lassa stared into the shadows of her face, trying to read her eyes, but he couldn’t see a thing. Lassa took a breath. “I’m sorry, but your Lord Mordred is dead.”

	The leper’s body went limp, the sword dropping to her side. The boat listed again and frigid water eddied around her shoulders. The ceiling just inches from her head. “Then all is lost. Just leave me here.”

	“But, you’ll die.”

	“I’d rather drown than give myself to those men.”

	“I know they look desperate, but you’re a leper,” said Lassa. “Listen, I promise you, I won’t let them harm you, I give you my word, I’ve seen enough death these last few days I’m sick of it, I really am. Please, come with me. Just don’t say anything. If Gorn hears that voice you’ll be in the sea.”

	The ship’s hull creaked and groaned and more water poured in through the portholes.

	“Where there’s life, there’s hope,” said Lassa.

	He offered her his hand, but she didn’t take it. Instead she returned him his sword and ordered, “Point it at me, for show.” Then she waded up the steps bathed in daylight. Lassa followed after her, slightly bemused and impressed by her confidence.

	 

	- - -

	 

	BACK OUTSIDE on the upper deck, Anders studied the ship’s charts with Gorn. “This shows that the ship wasn’t returning to England, it was heading in the opposite direction towards the battle at Ribe,” said Anders.

	“Really, heading to Ribe? But the crew were a bunch of old codgers ready for the bone heap. They’d be useless as reinforcements.”

	Yarn Greybeard, who was at least as old as the dead Saxon crew, cleared his throat.

	“Sorry Yarn, old for Saxons, not old for Vikings of course,” said Gorn.

	“This is a king’s ship but these men weren’t navy, far from it, but it did sail from Ashby. Very odd. And it was all burned up -- Whoa --” Anders jumped as Lassa ushered the leper out of the hold at sword point.

	Gorn laughed. “Ha, you caught a minnow. What is that a monk or a sack of potatoes? Well done Lassa, but not quite the Saxon Lord this time.” Gorn approached. 

	“NO! Keep back, she’s a leper!”

	“What! Throw it overboard.”

	“I can’t.”

	“WHAT! She’s a Saxon and a leper, I don’t know which is worse. Throw it overboard, now!” Gorn lumbered toward him.

	Lassa’s heart thumped so loud he swore the Vikings could hear it. He searched his brain for any excuse to save the girl, then he remembered another technicality of Viking battle law and blurted out, “I claim her - as a spoil of war!”

	There was a grim silence.

	Then a huge smile spread over Gorn’s face. “So you claim her for a wife? A leper? Who stinks of rotting fish?”

	The rest of the crew started to laugh.

	Lassa wriggled, grimaced and even though he couldn’t believe he was saying it, he said, “Yes.”

	The leper did a double take.

	Gorn laughed. “You can’t fool me, I know what you’re up to. You’re saving her as a siege buster. You’ll strap her to a catapult then toss her rotting carcass over the castle wall to infect the people inside. Very smart, far more effective than a battering ram. A berserker with brains, eh? A spoil of war she shall be, but keep her at the prow of the boat far away from us.”

	Gorn raised his hands over Lassa and the leper, but not too close. “Okay, blah, blah, blah, by the power vested in me as ship’s captain, I now pronounce you man and wife.” The whole crew roared with laughter. Lassa looked at the filthy rag covered woman and shuddered. “You may kiss the bride, but I wouldn’t, something might drop off.” Gorn had tears rolling down his cheeks.

	Lassa apologized to the leper and led her onto the Viking boat explaining quietly that he had no intention of using her as a siege buster. She remained silent and sat at the bow as far from the others as possible, then the rest of the Viking crew climbed on board. 

	Gorn stepped off the dying Saxon warship as it finally keeled over. They watched it sink slowly below the waves.

	Anders raised the sails and they caught the evening wind. Their boat glided across the waves under a purple sky, the first stars guiding their way into enemy waters. 

	 

	- - -

	 

	THE NEXT morning the sea was grey, the sky was grey and the drizzle was grey, in fact the only thing that wasn’t grey was Sven’s face, which was a sickly shade of green.

	Lassa had his potion box open and was mixing a strange concoction which fizzed and popped and smelled of limes. He poured the brew into a flask and carried it up to the bow of the boat where the leper sat cross legged. Her silhouette stared blankly at the foggy horizon.

	Lassa cautiously placed the flask by her side. “I brought you this. It’s for your sickness, it’s made from ginger root and magnesium citrate. I’m sorry about my reaction yesterday, my master studied lepers in China, he told me that it’s very hard to catch, but, I wasn’t thinking. Got caught in the moment. I’m sorry. Here drink.” Lassa pushed the flask towards her, then reached to open her hood so she could drink - immediately she slapped away his hand, hard. He backed off. “Sorry... I’ll leave it with you.”

	Lassa returned to the stern of the boat. He rubbed his stinging hand and wondered why he ever had the urge to help her. What was it about this girl that held him? Was it the way she moved with poise and grace? The way she radiated confidence or the way she didn’t cower before Gorn like everyone else, then he realized what it was, what he liked, admired and even envied; this girl was not afraid of anyone or anything.

	Then Sven broke his thoughts. “How’s the missus?” He grinned. “Women, eh? Can’t live with ‘em, can’t let ‘em rot of plague.”

	Lassa just shook his head.

	Sven leaned in close conspiratorially. “Talking of living, I know you know numbers so correct me if I’m wrong, but I think the odds of the twelve of us fighting six million Saxons and surviving is, to say the least, pretty low.” 

	“Correct.”

	“So we need a plan,” said Sven. He looked at Lassa and expectantly waited for an answer. “Got one?”

	“Me? No. How about you?” said Lassa. Then realized too late it was a trick question. 

	“Well, since you asked… I have a couple.” He glanced about making sure no one was listening. “Plan ‘a’; once we get to England… set fire to the leper.”

	“What? No!”

	“No, it’ll work, sackcloth robes burn like kindling, whomph. Set fire to the girl, she’ll run around screaming, everyone will be freaking out, trying to pat out the flames but not actually touching her, because of the disease part, and then in the distraction we’ll run away, off like a robber’s dog.”

	“No. Don’t even. Just no.” Lassa was appalled.

	“Okay, to be honest I’m not really shocked that you didn’t like that one,” said Sven. “Alright, plan ‘b’; your magic box.”

	Lassa raised his eyebrows disapprovingly.

	“Sorry, your fancy box from Choy, can you make up a sleeping potion? Then we’ll slip it in their beer before bed time and while they’re away with the fairies, we’ll toddle off. Head down to the port at Dover then stowaway on a fishing boat to France. We’ll dress up like monks, then if any Saxons try to talk to us,” Sven pressed his finger to his lip and whispered, “vow of silence.”

	Lassa sighed and held his head in his hands.

	“Well it’s a better plan than marrying a leper,” said Sven. His eyes lit up. “That’s it. Join a leper colony --”

	 “LAND HO!” shouted Anders from the top of the main sail. Ominous shores emerged from a shroud of mist. It looked cold, damp and miserable. “Welcome to England.”
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	THE GREY drizzle was now grey rain. The Viking boat was moored in a wooded inlet a few hundred feet from the shoreline, at the edge of a sprawling oak forest. A dark labyrinth of gnarled trees lay ahead. Yarn, Helga and Kalle camouflaged the boat with bushes and ferns as Sven wobbled down the gangplank then flopped onto the ground and kissed it. “Ahhh, we made it. Thank you Lord. I’ll go to chapel every Sunday I promise.”

	Lassa followed down the gantry leading the leper by a rope. “Sorry about tying you up,” he whispered, “Gorn’s orders.” He hated treating her like this, what possible harm could she do? She was only a sick and feeble girl... and his wife. His wife – he didn’t have anyone special back home, but he had hoped that one day, when he was much, much older, he might meet a nice girl who wouldn’t need to be covered head to toe in sackcloth. Just a nice normal girl who he could breathe around... and maybe she’d like physics and astronomy too, and chess. “Listen, as soon as the time is right I’ll let you go and maybe in return you could help us? We’re trying to find our king. He’s been kidnapped by the Saxons. Do you know where they’d keep someone like that?”

	The leper grunted and jerked him forward then she stomped towards Gorn and the Vikings, dragging Lassa along with her. 

	Gorn was planning an attack strategy with Leif, Yarn and Ingmar. “The shields were from Ashby so we will journey there first and Ingmar will spy on the locals.”

	“Yes General,” said Ingmar. “Ale houses are full of loose lipped idiots. It’ll only be a matter of hours before I learn where they’re holding our King Magnus.”

	The leper brushed past Ingmar yanking Lassa behind. “General, now that we’re on my soil I’m hoping that you’ll see that the Saxons are not your battle,” said the leper.

	“How dare you spea --”

	“And the Vikings are not our battle either. We don’t have your king --”

	“You raise your voice one more time and give away our position, I’ll cut out your tongue!” Gorn lifted his fist ready to strike. The leper didn’t flinch, but she didn’t speak either. Gorn held back. “Lassa, control your wife!”

	Lassa shuddered. A bead of sweat ran down his forehead.  

	Gorn marched off along the trail. “WOMEN!”

	Gunilla and Helga, two very large and very capable women, cut Gorn with their dagger-like stares.

	Leif signaled the troupe into the foreboding woods. “Keep your eyes open for Saxons. Double time, and silence, we’re behind enemy lines.”

	 

	- - -

	 

	THREE HOURS later the Vikings were still tromping through the forest. Lassa hadn’t seen a soul on their journey, this whole area was unnaturally quiet, it gave him the shivers. He trudged on tired, wet and hungry but he knew that it must have been much worse for Sven. He could see Sven’s eyes dart around like a cat’s, his lips desperate to relay irrelevant observations. Being silent wasn’t one of Sven’s strong points, it actually brought a smile to Lassa. Which faded immediately when he remembered that he was deep in enemy territory... pulling a leper. If he and Sven tried to make a run for it here and they were caught by a garrison of Saxons they’d be dead. If they were caught by the Vikings running away, they’d be dead. If they continued on this suicide mission they’d be dead. Why did all of Lassa’s options have to end with death!? Lassa almost grunted out loud but stopped himself. 

	The Vikings continued down a steep wooded ravine into a denser forest at the bottom. A canopy of black boughs shrouded the path but still the rain managed to get through.

	Water dripped onto Lassa’s face. He licked his lips, and it tasted weird – sweet and salty with a hint of iron… just like - blood! He spat it out. “What the...?” Lassa looked up and nearly fainted. Dozens of dead bodies hung in the trees. “Oh my God!”

	Sven bumped into Helga as the party froze suddenly. They looked up into the macabre cathedral above. Steam rose from the reeking bodies and snaked into the branches.

	Gorn drew his sword. “Positions.” The warriors formed a circle under the corpses, facing outwards towards the trees. Lassa grabbed his sword and stared into the woods, his senses on fire. The trunks of oak and beech formed a dark thicket of shapes, each one easily hiding a potential enemy. The forest was eerily quiet except for the patter of rain hitting the leaves. 

	Sven silently moved behind Olof, the largest of the men.

	Gorn’s eyes squinted at the black woods for possible targets. “The Saxons are barbarians.”

	“It wasn’t Saxons.” The leper whispered, her voice soft and regal. “Our town of Ashby has been attacked and our king is being held captive in the castle. The ones who did it looked like Vikings but they weren’t. They couldn’t have been.”

	“I told you to hold your tongue!” Gorn snorted, his anger rising. 

	She pressed on regardless, “You have to listen, we’re walking into a tra --”

	Without warning the corpses above screeched like banshees and dove from the trees! They tore into the Vikings like a swarm of giant bats. Half leaping, half flying. Their faces empty pits, their fingers like claws.

	“Witches!” Gorn rolled for cover as a black wraith spun towards him. He clung to his sword but the witch gored him with her claw as she circled around him. Blood sprayed from his neck. 

	The swarm pummeled the Vikings who broke formation, and in a panic scattered haphazardly through the woods.

	Lassa watched frozen as Gustav single handedly parried the saber length claws of another witch, but she was soon joined by a sister. The pair of hags screamed with delight, then leapt onto Gustav and tore him to pieces. Body parts flew into the air and rained down like confetti.

	Gustav’s arm landed at Lassa’s feet with his sword still in his hand.

	Lassa, locked with fear, watched as a witch darted towards the leper from behind. He screamed, “Look out!” And the girl turned just in time to block the attack with a heavy stab from her elbow into the witches ribs - CRACK.

	The witch shrieked then leapt onto the leper’s back. Her claws ripped at the girl’s robes. The leper growled with pain and nearly collapsed from the weight but she managed to run towards the nearest tree and slam the witch into a branch. The witch flailed into the canopy, her talons slicing the leper’s cloak as she passed. The sackcloth fell to the ground, Lassa braced expecting to see a hideous leper beneath, but Lassa couldn’t believe his eyes, the girl standing before him was no leper. With piercing green eyes and striking red hair, most Saxons knew her as Ann, princess of Ashby, daughter of His Majesty Harold, King of England.

	Lassa didn’t know her by sight but from her golden coat of arms emblazoned on her studded armor. Lassa was transfixed. He tried to move but he couldn’t take his eyes off Ann. He’d never seen a real-life Saxon princess before, and especially not one so blushingly pretty. To Lassa everything was in slow motion, the swirling leaves, the rays of sunlight behind her. He could see her lips move. Her soft, ruby red lips saying something, slow, slow --

	“Wake up you idiot!” shouted Ann.

	Her words slapped him in the face and Lassa was back in the world.

	“Behind you,” she yelled.

	Lassa didn’t have time to be embarrassed, he spun round to see a witch land on the ground an arm’s length away. Her black robes swirled behind her. She raised her claws like a scorpion about to strike, then hissed at Ann, “Ahhh the princess, thought you could get away eh?” She charged towards her. 

	Ann wrestled with the rope around her wrists as she ran away, but she tripped on her robes and sprawled into a tangled heap on the forest floor. The witch cackled. “Mine!”

	Petrified, Lassa fumbled for his sword then raced towards the foul creature. He flailed the weapon clumsily but struck her. It wasn’t the stuff of Nordic legend, but it held her off. The witch snapped at him, “Would you defend her if you knew how evil her family really are? How they murder our children, destroy our homes and steal our land?” She barreled into Lassa baying for blood. The witch grabbed his sword, wrenched it from his hand, and tossed it into a bush. Lassa was defenseless.

	She pounced at him. Her fangs extended, their needle tips glinting in anticipation of Lassa’s blood -- but just then Ann, still lying on the ground, kicked the witch’s feet from under her and the witch slammed into the undergrowth. 

	Face to face, Ann and the witch both screamed.

	Then the witch bared her lusting fangs, ready to bite. As her teeth were just about to plunge into Ann’s freckled neck, Lassa found his sword, swung it hard and sliced off the witch’s head. The decapitated body shuddered violently then turned to dust. Lassa’s eyes were the size of plates. “What the hell was that!?”

	Ann looked up at him. “Witchcraft and sorcery has taken over our realm. Hurry, release me.” Lassa knelt down and cut Ann’s ropes, she rubbed her wrists in relief. Lying on the ground, stuffed inside Ann’s discarded sackcloth robes, Lassa spotted rotting fish. Ann smiled. “I won’t miss that smell --”

	Just then Ann shot to her feet - another witch was streaking towards them, fangs extended. Like lightning, Ann kicked Lassa’s sword into her hand and in one elegant and deadly move she somersaulted over the witch and sliced off her head. The witch’s body dissolved as it fell. Ann touched the blade to her forehead then bowed to Lassa. “Thank you husband.”

	Lassa’s cheeks went red. “Look, I’m sorry about all that --”

	“I’m not, you saved my life. And now that we’re married it means my father can’t sell me off to some drunken lord like chattel. Better find him and tell him the good news. If he’s alive that is - I have to go.” Ann bounded off through the clearing. “Thanks for the sword.”

	Lassa watched her disappear into the forest. He stood there gobsmacked, still holding her ropes.

	“You can’t go, Gorn’ll kill me.” Lassa blinked. Shook his head, then raced after her.

	Screeches and howls echoed in the distance. Lassa could just make out Gorn and Thomas fending off a pack of swirling witches up ahead in the woods. Ann was almost out of sight. Almost free. But Thomas cried a blood curdling scream and then fell silent. Ann stopped dead in her tacks. She looked to the opening, to her escape, then back to Thomas who lay dead. Gorn was totally outnumbered by the remaining brood of she-devils. The witches howled with delight.

	Lassa didn’t have a sword, but even if he did he’d never reach Gorn in time. And he’d be little use anyway.

	A cold sweat overwhelmed him as he watched a witch slash Gorn’s thigh and the general buckled to his knees. The brood erupted into a frenzy and scrambled to devour their prey. The lead witch was upon him --

	Gorn roared, “For the glory of the great --” But, SLAM -- a sword flew through the air and skewered the witch’s head to a tree.

	Ann shouted to Gorn. “Stay down!”

	Gorn looked equally confused and relieved.

	Ann repeated his own words back to him, “Women, eh?” 

	“You’re the leper?”

	Ann grabbed Gorn’s sword then bounced on her feet like a boxer. She faced the half dozen witches, then raised two swords - it was payback time.

	The air looked like a lightning storm as Ann’s blades devastated the pack. In the blink of an eye all the witches were dead.

	Like a matador, she spun to a stop on one knee. A witch’s head fell to the ground and dissolved into dust on impact.

	Gorn was speechless.

	Ann closed his gaping mouth with the tip of her sword. “Now are you ready to listen?”
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	LASSA AND Ann sat by a campfire, alone in the woods. Lassa concentrated on mixing a slimy paste in his hand. Ann had a deep cut on her arm and a few other scratches from the attack, but nothing too severe considering the ferocity of her defense. 

	He took the paste and gently smeared it into the cut. Ann flinched but he held her arm gently and she relaxed. “That should reduce the swelling and stop any chance of infection.” Suddenly realizing he was touching royalty, Lassa let go of her arm.

	“So it’s true, you are a sorcerer,” said Ann.

	Lassa laughed. “No, it’s just an herbal remedy my mentor taught me. It’s made from lemon oil, hibiscus and ammonia, normally from cow’s urine.”

	“Eww, now you tell me.”

	“But I didn’t have any cow’s urine, so I had to use my own.” Ann’s nose scrunched up. Lassa tried to keep a straight face, but couldn’t.

	Ann laughed. “A jester and a wizard.” She grabbed Lassa by the chin and inspected him. “Anyway, why are you with the Vikings? I mean you don’t seem the type. You know; no broken nose, no scars, no missing teeth... You’re not very warriorlike are you?”

	“Oh thanks,” said Lassa a little hurt. 

	“I mean that in a good way... husband.” She smiled warmly. 

	Lassa’s heart fluttered, but he knew she was toying with him. “Yeah, about that. I know technically Gorn was the captain of a ship so it’s legal, but I'm sure you can have it cancelled. If you’d rather, I mean? Obviously you would.” Lassa gave a nervous laugh and winced with embarrassment. He was only thirteen and the idea of him being married to a Saxon princess who happened to be an amazing fencer and super funny and cute and probably great at chess too, was an insane thought. But one that gave him butterflies and equal amounts of dread at the same time. 

	 Ann grinned as Lassa squirmed. “What, you want a divorce, am I that ugly? Only have a thing for lepers do you?” 

	“No, you’re amazing,” blurted Lassa. “I mean - umm sorry - I just - you being royal.”

	Ann laughed. “Actually, by marrying me you have saved me from a fate worse than death. Although he denied it, I’m sure my father was plotting to marry me off to some creepy old lord to secure his borders. This girl is not for sale! Well not anymore thanks to you. So you’re stuck with me. Like it or not.” She gave a quick nod. That was that. “The look on father’s face when he finds out.” Her defiance turned to sadness. “If he finds out…”

	“LASSA!” Lassa jumped - Gorn was standing behind him. Gorn’s head was bandaged and he had a stern look. “You released the prisoner, I should cut off your arms.”

	Lassa turned white.

	Gorn laughed hard, too hard. “Just my little joke.” Lassa tried to force a smile but it came across as an twisted scowl.

	Gorn turned to Ann. He was about to say something but he had to strain to speak the words out loud as if his mouth was full of glue. “Your Highness, umm, back there in the forest, umm, you know, helping finish off my sport - I was quite on top of it - umm... killing them witchy things.” He gave a quick awkward nod.

	Ann blinked. “Was that a thank you?”

	“Well, in recognition of your,” he struggled with the word, “help, I have decided that it would only be fair to spare your life when I assassinate your family.”

	“WHAT?” Ann jumped to her feet. “You can’t kill them, my father had nothing to do with Trondheim!”

	“Sure.”

	“General,” said Lassa. “She could have ran away, but she came back to save you. I trust her.”

	“On the ship, did you know she wasn’t a leper?”

	“No…” replied Lassa.

	“So she lied to you too, and can’t be trusted. Like father like daughter.” Gorn folded his monstrous arms.

	Ann looked at Gorn. “But you’ve just seen with your own eyes that our kingdom is under attack by evil forces --”

	“I don’t know what my eyes saw, could be any form of trickery. All I know is that King Magnus is missing and your father is the root of it.”

	Ann mirrored Gorn and folded her arms then sighed, indignant. “Okay. How about I take you to my father, and my sister. They’re in his castle... locked in the dungeon.” She squinted at him with poison green eyes.

	“That’s better. I knew you’d see it my way.”

	 

	- - -

	 

	AFTER SEVERAL hours of tramping through forest, the trees thinned out and the band of Vikings could finally see Ashby castle in the distance. It was deserted and in disarray. The surrounding buildings and gardens were destroyed. Unkempt horses wandered in the scorched fields. Great gouges were ripped in the castle walls and the stench of death hung in the air.

	Lassa whispered to Sven. “This is just like the devastation at Trondheim.”

	“I know, I’m getting the willies. Let’s make a run for it.” Sven patted a bundle of rags he was carrying and whispered. “Robes from those witches, so we can dress like monks remember?”

	 “We can’t go now, we’re in the open. Everyone can see us.” Lassa was a little more reticent than he should have been. 

	“Alright, then tonight,” said Sven. “When it’s dark… if we’re still alive. Then we’ll follow the coast and head north for Scotland.”

	“Scotland? What happened about heading south to Dover then getting a boat to France?”

	“We’ll, the Scots hate the English just as much as the French aaaannd, we can get there on foot, no boats.” Sven shuddered. “I really can’t do another boat.”

	Lassa just sighed. “Let’s wait and see what happens at the castle.”

	 “Oh no, I get it. You’re gonna follow your girlfriend. You believe all that codswallop about her dad being the king? Pah. She’s got you wrapped around her finger. Never trust girls, especially pretty ones. We’re walking into a trap.”

	“She’s not my girlfriend.”

	“That’s true, you’re married.”

	Lassa grunted in frustration then walked ahead leaving Sven behind chortling to himself.

	Gorn led the warriors across the cobbled courtyard. He stepped over discarded Viking weapons. “That shield’s from the Vinghammer clan. The Karlssons couldn’t have gotten here before us, right?”

	Leif kicked the shield. “No it’s not possible, and we’d never have left weapons, even if broken.”

	Ann pushed between them. “I’ve already told you, the attackers wanted us to believe that they were Vikings so we’d blame you and retaliate. They left the shields to frame you. I saw something in the fires that night, something more deadly than any Saxon or Viking, I’m convinced they were using dragons.”

	Gorn burst out laughing. 

	So did Sven. “What did I tell ya Lassa. She’s cuckoo.”

	Gorn laughed long and hard, too long. Ann folded her arms annoyed. Gorn stopped. “I’m sorry, that was a good one. Dragons are a myth, created by us Vikings.”

	“I know what I saw! I think. My father talked of dragons long before I was born, the last of their kind were wiped out by Mordred as a young man.”

	“Boasts of arrogant knights crafted to win the hearts of impressionable young maidens.”

	Ann flinched at his dismissive words.

	Leif cautiously spoke. “I doubt it too General, but I feel that I should relay some hearsay. Recently there have been dubious reports of night raids on farms as far north as Saltafetten. Some claim to have seen winged beasts in the skies.”

	“Sorry Leif, but the words of idiot farmhands do not interest me either.”

	“Understood General.”

	“General,” said Lassa. “There could be some truth in what she claims. The legend of the dragon spreads all over the world, and most myths do have some basis in history.” Lassa sniffed the air. “And there’s something else, a definite smell, like rotten eggs. It’s brimstone, sulfur. Maybe whoever these people are, perhaps they have built some sort of machine that looks like a dragon.”

	Gorn scoffed.

	Lassa continued. “And maybe they rediscovered the formula for Greek fire?”

	Gorn nodded, impressed. “You know your history. Greek fire, the weapon of the Byzantine navy that could shoot a jet of flames like a dragon and burn enemy boats to a crisp. With a power like that we could become unstoppable.” Gorn looked like he was warming to grander possibilities.

	Ann gazed at Lassa with hope. Lassa’s confidence rose. “And what if Ann is telling the truth? That the Saxons aren’t our true enemy, that we’re being manipulated, that we’re fighting the wrong people, and that the ones who attacked here are the ones who have King Magnus?”

	Gorn was silent for a moment as he mulled his options. His whiskers twitched and his Neanderthal brow frowned. “What if she’s lying?”

	“Then I’ll kill her myself,” said Lassa.

	Ann blinked in disbelief.

	Gorn threw up his hands. “Okay, just for your sake valiant one, once we find her father I’ll give him ten seconds to explain himself before I slit his throat.”

	Lassa nodded eagerly. “Sounds like a plan.”

	“Okay, how do we get inside?” said Gorn.

	Lassa stared up at Helga. “I have an idea.”

	Helga stepped forward and cracked her knuckles. “I’m listening.”

	 

	- - -

	 

	A SHORT while later, Lassa had Helga and Gunilla disguise themselves as witches using the robes Sven had salvaged from the earlier attack. Helga’s robes were too small and tore as she and Gunilla escorted Lassa at knife point towards the entrance to the dungeon. Lassa did his best to look like a forlorn and disheveled prisoner. 

	Lassa nodded to Helga and she rapped on the heavy oak door and waited. After about a minute they heard the jangling of keys and a thick chesty cough. Then a hatch slid open and a sour-faced Saxon guard snarled back, “Wha’da’ya want!”

	Helga spoke with her best British accent, which wasn’t very good, “Prisoner transfer, cell block one, one --”

	The hatch slammed shut. 

	Helga swelled with anger but Lassa nudged her with his elbow and she held back her rage.

	She rapped again. 

	The gatekeeper shouted from behind the door. “Bugger off! If Harold’s troops arrive back early and see your ugly faces, they’ll know we’ve betrayed the king. All prisoners are being sent to the lair. Got it?”

	Helga knocked again and this time didn’t stop knocking.

	The hatch finally slammed open. “What?”

	Helga cupped her hand to her ear and feigned a little old lady voice. “I’m sorry son what did you say? I’m a bit hard of hearing.”

	The gatekeeper pushed his pudgy face right up to the hatch. Spit flew from his curled lips as he yelled, “Take ‘em to the lair. We’re full you DEAF COW.”

	WHACK – Helga’s huge fist walloped him through the opening.

	He flew backward and collapsed to the floor.

	Lassa winced for him.

	Helga patted Lassa on the shoulder. “Good plan son, that’s one way to open a door.” She leaned inside and yanked the bolt. The door creaked open and the gatekeeper rolled out with a groan.

	They stepped inside and Helga gave the guard an extra kick for good measure.
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	LASSA AND the Vikings followed Ann as she led them along a dripping, slime covered passage deep in the bowels of Ashby castle.

	She whispered to Lassa reminding him of what he’d said earlier to Gorn, “So you’ll kill me yourself if I'm lying?”

	“Course not, but that’s all Gorn understands; life good, death bad. He’s very black and white.”

	“And I was just starting to like you,” she joked. 

	“Really?” said Lassa, a little too quick and a little too loud.

	Gorn shushed them. “Let’s not announce our arrival to all the guards shall we?” he whispered.

	Lassa raised his hands in apology. Then pressed further into the dungeons. The stench of mold and sewage mounted in his nostrils, filling him with deepening dread.

	With no warning, Ann stopped dead. She looked up. Lassa followed her gaze. Above them hung cages full of rotting corpses. The Vikings gasped in disgust. Gorn’s hand instinctively went to his dagger.

	Ann covered her nose. “Who did this? We haven’t used this place as a prison since before my father’s time.”

	Lassa raised his finger to his lips to shush the others, farther down the tunnel he could hear men’s voices. At the end of the corridor shadows danced up the walls from a hall below.

	The Vikings crept to the end of the corridor and arrived at a balcony which looked down into the hall below. Inside was a horrifying torture chamber. Shackles, whips, and bone crunching contraptions hung from the walls. In the heart of the room, five sweaty guards were taunting a blindfolded man who was bound shirtless to a rack, howling in agony. Lassa shuddered and looked away. ‘The Rack’ was a horrible device which stretched the victim by their arms and legs until the limbs were eventually torn from their sockets.

	Ann gasped, and almost cried out too loud, “Father!” But the guards didn’t hear. She crouched as if ready to leap over the balcony, but Lassa grabbed her arm.

	“Wait,” he whispered. “If they see you coming, they’ll kill him.”

	Ann trembled as she watched a bald headed guard, with thick arms like a butcher, pull a red hot poker from a growling furnace and then press it against her father’s chest. King Harold screamed. “When my armies find that you’re serving this dragon cult, they’ll burn you alive!” 

	“And who’s going to tell them when you’re dead? We’re the ones who’ll tell your armies what happened here.” The bald guard gave a high pitched laugh then put on a mocking voice, “Oh who will save us from these infernal Vikings? Look what they’ve done to our king. It was horrible, it was. They’re animals. The way they sliced him open and made the blood eagle.”

	“My armies will avenge me!” shouted the King.

	A guard with matted hair spat at him. “No they won’t because soon they’ll be dead too, by Viking hands.”

	A dog-faced guard panted and looked around with anticipation. “Where’s that drawing of the eagle? I need to know how to make the cuts.”

	On the balcony, Ann’s tears glittered in the torchlight. “We have to save him!”

	Gorn leaned over to Ann. “I owe you an apology Ma’am; you spoke the truth, my eyes have been opened.”

	“Eyes?” Lassa had an idea. “Gorn, General, may I try something?” He rummaged through his potion box and pulled out a pouch. He turned to the Vikings and whispered, “This is magnesium, it burns with a light as bright as the sun. Shield your eyes, then wait for my signal.”

	“What sorcery is this?” said Gorn.

	Lassa slipped on dark glasses, made from Chinese lacquer. “Sorcery? This is alchemy. There’s no such thing as magic.”

	In the torture chamber, the dog-faced guard held a quill in one hand and an illustration of an eagle in the other. His tongue stuck out as he concentrated on drawing dotted lines on Harold’s chest to guide the cuts for the blood eagle -- But just then, Lassa’s smoking pouch flew past him and landed in the furnace. The guard stared at it with a perturbed expression, then WHOMPF, the chamber was blasted with blinding light.

	The guards slammed into each other in their blind panic, tripping and stumbling around the torture chamber.

	As the magnesium began to extinguish, Lassa shouted, “Go, go, go, go!”

	Lassa fumbled to close his potion box as the rest of the Vikings drew their swords then stormed into the torture chamber. 

	Ann and Gorn leapt over the balcony and rolled to the ground ten feet below. 

	Olof and Leif barreled down the stairwell into the dungeon.

	Sven… on the other hand, faced away from the fighting. “I’ll keep guard back here, just in case.” He shouted down the empty corridor, “Yah, keep back. Take that! YAH! YAH,” and raised his sword in fictitious battle.

	Meanwhile, Helga swung from the huge candelabra and cracked two guards’ heads together. Ingmar sliced the bald guard’s throat.

	Dog-faced guard recovered from blindness and ran to King Harold. He raised an axe ready to chop off Harold’s head but at the last second Lassa intercepted and struck the axe with his sword and it went flying into the air. Enraged, Dog-face howled then punched Lassa in the head and Lassa fell backwards onto Harold’s rack.

	Lassa was dazed by the blow, the room was spinning and stars swirled around his vision. Dog-face’s meaty hands suddenly clamped around Lassa’s neck, strangling him. Lassa choked and flailed and punched at the guard’s arms but they were like iron.

	Harrold was pinned beneath both of them. Buffeted by the fight. His blindfold was knocked askew and he tried to bite the guard but couldn’t reach. 

	Lassa was almost fainting, his hands grasped at the guard's clothes. But then in the guard’s pocket Lassa felt it, the quill he’d used to mark the blood eagle. Lassa grabbed the quill and plunged it into the guard’s neck. 

	Dog-face growled in pain and let go to remove the pen. In the distraction Lassa kicked the guard and he flew backwards towards the furnace. Standing next to the roaring fire was Kalle who saw and grabbed the guard then threw him deep into the oven. Kalle slammed down the iron door locking him inside.

	Lassa nodded in thanks as he rubbed his neck.

	Meanwhile, Ann grabbed a red hot poker and lanced the warty guard right in the butt! Steam shot from his ears. He screamed, then ran head first right into a wall.

	The chamber fell silent.

	All the guards were dead.

	Lassa cut Harold’s ropes freeing him as Ann rushed over and fell upon her father wetting his face with tears of joy.

	Harold sat up weakly his eyes bright with love. “You’re alive, you’re alive. Thank you dear God.”

	“And Meghan?” said Ann.

	“She’s held in the flour cells with the rest of the villagers. Who are your friends?”

	Gorn and the Viking’s circled Harold. 

	“Father, this is General Gorn Skarsgood, of his Majesty King Magnus’s Viking Army.”

	“Thank you General, England is in your debt,” said Harold sincerely.

	Gorn was speechless. He nodded back in acknowledgement.

	Ann and Lassa helped Harold from the rack. Although he was visibly weak from the ordeal he stood proud none the less. He turned to Lassa. “And I am in your debt too son. The pen is mightier than the sword.” 

	Lassa smiled at the quip. Ann hugged Lassa and gave him a quick kiss him on the cheek. “Thank you for saving my father.” Lassa tried not to blush, then he caught the king’s gaze and backed away from her, mortified that he was being too familiar with a princess in front of her king.

	Harold cleared his throat. “So Ann, you reached Mordred, the Vikings will help us, and join forces?”

	“We never made it to Ribe father, we were intercepted by the Vikings.”

	“I don’t understand, then find the captain, we’ll set sail tonight.”

	Gorn sighed. “I sunk the ship… and umm,  killed the captain, sorry.”

	“What?” said Harold.

	Gorn was tongue tied and shifted on his heels. “Err, it umm.”

	“If I may General,” said Lassa, Gorn motioned for him to continue. “We thought your ship held our King Magnus, he’s been kidnapped.”

	“It was the dragon cult, they must have him,” said Harold. “They’ve been attacking both our countries stirring up a war between us. They’ve raised a dragon.”

	“They’re real?” said Lassa incredulous.

	“Unfortunately yes, all too real. We thought my brother Mordred killed the last of their kind forty years ago. But it appears that they’re back, and stronger than ever.”

	Lassa tried to hide his skepticism about the dragons but it was clear now that whatever they were their war was being manipulated by this cult, he anxiously looked between Gorn and King Harold. “Then we have to warn the Vikings not to attack the Saxons.” Gorn nodded in agreement. Lassa explained to Harold, “Thousands of our warriors are heading here right now to retaliate for the destruction of Trondheim.”

	“And according to those vile guards,” said Harold, “five thousand of my men are returning from Scotland, hell bent on avenging my death… Yes, we have to combine forces and stamp out this cult together. And if they have King Magnus, we’ll find him.” He turned to Ann. “We’ll get to Ribe and call back Mordred.”

	Ann shook her head. “Sorry father, the army was defeated at Ribe... uncle Mordred is dead.”

	A feeling of dread rose in Lassa’s stomach, he knew where this was heading. He subconsciously started backing away from Ann. 

	Harold scowled at Gorn. “Dead! By your hand?”

	“No it wasn’t me, it was Lassa. He killed him,” said Gorn half proud of Lassa and half glad it wasn’t him who had to face Harold’s wrath. 

	Harold gaped at the teenager in oversized armor. “Him? You’re mocking me!”

	Lassa edged further backward and bumped into Gorn.

	Using the tip of his sword, Gorn lifted the chain from under Lassa’s collar; Mordred’s dragon amulet dangled in the torchlight.

	Ann staggered. “Lassa! You? You murdered my uncle?”

	Lassa’s face was flushed. He blurted out, “No, I didn’t murder anyone. It was an ac —” he stopped himself - Gorn’s razor sharp sword was still holding the dragon pendant, just inches from his throat.

	 “Well?” said Ann.

	Lassa saw the horror and disappointment in Ann’s eyes, but if he told her the truth Gorn would almost certainly kill him. A bead of sweat rolled down his cheek, lie or die. “No, I didn’t murder anyone. It was an ac… an act of war.” His heart sank. “I took no pleasure at his death. It was him or me. I was defending my country. I’m sorry Ann.”

	Lassa moved towards her but she backed away, her eyes full of distain and confusion.

	Harold looked Lassa up and down then sighed. “We don’t have time for this. We must focus on the present.” He extended his hand to Gorn. “We will warn both our armies immediately, then unite and rid our lands of this dragon cult together.”

	Gorn shook back. “Agreed. You and I, and two of my finest will ride this instant to warn your Saxon troops. Helga, round up the horses in the field. Anders you’re coming too.” Helga bumped shields with Gunilla as a goodbye, then headed for outside. Anders twizzled his red beard, proud to be picked. Ingmar sneered at him as he passed by. Gorn pointed at Lassa. “Secure the castle. Then warn the Karlsson twins when they arrive with the rest of the Viking fleet.”

	Lassa nodded, he was still shaken by lying to Ann. He tried to look at her but she rebuffed his puppy dog gaze. 

	King Harold turned to Ann. “Meghan and the villagers are held in the east wing. Make sure that the guards holding them are disposed of. We don’t want them escaping to warn their cult masters.” 

	 “Trust me, they won’t be going anywhere.” She hugged her father then started collecting swords, axes and crossbows from the weapon racks.

	Gorn helped Harold up the stone steps, his strength slowly returning. Gorn shouted to Lassa, “Protect the princess and give her all the help she needs. You now have the highest rank. You are my appointed.”

	Ingmar threw up his hands. “This is ridiculous, you’re making him our leader? What about Leif?”

	Gorn was about to bite off Ingmar’s head when Lassa interjected. “Ingmar’s right General, I can’t be the leader --”

	“WHAT?” said Gorn. “Never question my orders! YOU’RE A PRINCE BY MARRIAGE! Now do as I say and protect your wife!” He pointed to Ann.

	Lassa’s head shrank into his shoulders. 

	King Harold did a double take. “Wife! What? Ann explain yourself?”

	“Yep… that’s my dearly beloved… It’s a long story,” she said coldly. 

	Lassa was stung by her words. 

	“What! Married,” said Harold. Then to himself. “But the Duke of Wessex...was, was...” 

	Ann glared at her father. “So you were planning to marry me off!”

	Harold froze, but before he could bluster out a response, Gorn grabbed him and pulled him further up the stairs out of the chamber. “I’ll fill you in on our journey.”

	Lassa watched them pass by Sven who was still ‘guarding’ the exit. “All clear this end,” said Sven red faced.

	Anders followed after them, and gave a solemn salute to his comrades. “For the glory of the great deed.” Then with a swish of his beard, he was gone.

	Lassa felt very small on his own in the center of the room circled by Vikings eagerly waiting for his orders. He tried to gulp, but his throat was too dry. 
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	A HUNDRED miles to the north, five thousand Saxon warriors marched along a windswept road. The never ending ranks stretched off over the misty horizon. Leading the men was the Duke of Wessex’s heavily armored battle carriage pulled by a team of majestic shire horses. On the roof, archers scanned the dense thistle lowlands for danger.

	Inside the carriage, hunched over a map of Ashby was the middle-aged Duke of Wessex. He was the epitome of war; missing ear, eye-patch, built like a brick outhouse - even his scars had scars. Wessex was pushing ranks of clay soldiers over the map as two grizzled military advisers gave council. Captain Mulberry, purple faced as his name suggested, filled the Duke in on recent developments. “The guards who escaped Ashby said that at least five hundred Vikings attacked King Harold’s castle, with more arriving by the minute. By now there could be over three thousand, and if Lord Mordred failed, even more.”

	The Duke’s face clouded with anger. “We were fools to leave King Harold and his daughters totally unprotected!” He roared with frustration and slammed his fist down onto the clay soldiers, pulverizing them into dust.

	He picked up a small cameo painting of Ann, a secret gift from King Harold. “If my future bride dies, then how will I inherit the throne?”

	 

	- - -

	 

	TWO HUNDRED miles away Karlsson the elder sharpened his sword to a razor’s edge as he stood at the prow of the lead Viking ship. Behind him a giant armada of over four hundred vessels sliced through the sea like a giant arrowhead spearing towards England. Britain didn’t stand a chance.

	 

	- - -

	 

	IN ASHBY’S torture chamber, Sven lay on a hay bale catching some rest after his exhausting morning pretending to guard the empty hallway. Meanwhile Lassa stood awkwardly facing the remaining Vikings: Ingmar, Olof, Gunilla, Kalle, Leif and Yarn. 

	Ingmar slid his fingers over his dagger. “So ‘valiant one’ what are we supposed to do now?”

	Gunilla blocked him. “Back off Ingmar, unless you’d like a lesson from madam palm and her five lovely daughters.” Her red leather glove creaked as she clenched her fist.

	Ingmar shrugged. “Fine... you shieldmaidens stick together.”

	“Enough Ingmar, he’s young, give him time,” said Yarn.

	Everyone looked to Lassa. He felt naked and completely unqualified. “I, I... I guess we’d better do as Gorn said and release the villagers...” If he couldn’t even convince himself, how on earth could he lead the Vikings?

	He looked at Ann, his whole heart wanted for her to forgive him, but now was not the time. “Umm... Ann, your father said the villagers are in the east wing? Umm. What can I, I mean we, do to help?”

	Ann gave him a look of gut wrenching contempt. “Help, from you Lassa. Ha!” She sneered.

	Lassa thought about protesting but instead looked to the floor to quell her.

	She turned to the Vikings, “But help from you, I’d gladly take.” She seemed to shift gears internally into warrior mode and took leadership with ease. “There’s a guard room on the second floor. Holding cells to the right and rear, six guards, thirty villagers. So, two groups, right flanking maneuver, stay in tight formation and stay alert. Let’s go.”

	Lassa felt even smaller. He nodded politely to the warriors. “Yep. Like she said.”

	The Vikings filed out after Ann.

	Leif slapped Lassa on the back and smiled. “See, you’re a natural. The ability to delegate is a very important leadership skill.”

	 

	- - -

	 

	TEN MINUTES later, the Vikings were hunched over, edging through a putrid narrow sewer. Rats scurried ahead of them. Brown rank water flowed along the slimy floor. Lassa had to concentrate hard not to slip. 

	He trailed Ann. Almost alone and ahead of the pack he thought he had the chance to tell her the truth. “Ann, about Mordred, look I… It’s not…” But he could see Kalle’s ears prick up, so he fell silent.

	They came to a fork in the tunnel. Ann whispered to the group, “Okay we’re under the cells. ‘Valiant’s’ group,” she scowled at Lassa, “take the left tunnel, we’ll take the right.” She gesticulated a circle. “We’ll come up in a pincer movement.”

	Lassa envied her confidence, and at this point wished that he’d spent at least some of his time in Choy’s scroll room studying military strategy or management skills rather than getting lost in books on the ‘qualities of copper sulfate’ or endless chapters on ‘trigonometry for map making’. Delegate, right, thought Lassa. He nodded at Ann. “Sounds good.” Ann rolled her eyes.

	The two groups separated. Ingmar, Olof, Gunilla and Kalle followed Ann down the right tunnel and Leif, Yarn and Sven followed after Lassa. 

	Sven put his hand on Lassa’s shoulder. “Least the band’s back together. Cheer up, you’re better off without her. Plenty more cows in the field… I mean all you did was kill her uncle and she’s all like --”

	“Shush!” Lassa pointed to the patch of light coming through a ceiling grate at the end of the tunnel. Murmuring and laughter echoed along the dripping walls.

	Above the sewers, in a long bleak guard room, six overweight guards in various states of drunkenness played cards around a large table. In the center was a pile of coins surrounded by a moat of tankards and food slops.

	Behind them were the prison cells. Thirty huddled villagers sat slumped and dejected in the gloom.

	Guard Trevor threw another coin onto the heap on the table. “We finally get rid of that feeble king and you’re still complaining.”

	Guard Dave matched Trevor’s raise. “It’s just that black magic they uses, gives me the willies. Have you seen underneath their hoods?” He shuddered.

	Guard Steve spoke up, “No matter who’s in power we always get the short end. The ruling class will always exploit the working man. What we need is a union brothers, protect our civil rights.”

	The drunken guards looked at Steve then burst out laughing. “Workers’ rights! Next you’ll be wanting to vote for your rulers,” said Dave.

	A few feet away, Lassa pushed a small mirror through the iron grate in the ‘Garde robe’ - a dark age opening in the floor used as a toilet. The smell was overwhelming. He tried not to gag, then he realized why Ann had chosen this tunnel for him in the first place. He used the mirror to search the room, careful not to get any of the filth on him. Seeing he was undetected, he wiped off the iron bars with his handkerchief, he needed a new one anyway, then gripped the bars and wriggled the grate, he was in luck, it was loose. 

	At the distant table, Guard Dave called across the room, “Hey Tiny, come and listen to this, Steve’s off on one again.”

	A large shadow moved across Lassa’s hands. The size of a haystack, ‘Tiny,’ stood directly above Lassa, oblivious to the danger below him. Then unknowingly Tiny shuffled forward and trod on Lassa’s fingers, pinning them to the bars.

	Lassa fought everything in his fiber not to scream. He tried to wrestle his hands away but they wouldn’t budge. In excruciating pain and locked in place, Lassa thought his day couldn’t get any worse, but then Tiny called back to the guards, “Hang on, I’ve just got to go for a number two... You might want to open a window… shame we don’t have any.” He laughed. 

	Lassa’s face drained of color.

	Leif, Yarn and Sven scattered into the shadows, leaving Lassa alone stapled below Tiny. Lassa’s face contorted in horror at his impending doom. Whatever ill Lassa had done in his life surely nothing could justify this punishment.

	Lassa braced for impact as Tiny’s large hairy butt mooned him from above. With his hands trapped, Lassa nuzzled inside his jacket with his nose. After a struggle he emerged holding his dagger in his teeth. He pulled his face as close to Tiny’s hairy bum as he dared, then jabbed him in the butt with the knife. 

	Tiny leaped to his feet. “Yeow, flipping rats!” He clutched his behind as his fellow guards rolled around in laughter, tears streaming from their eyes.

	In the distraction, Ann’s group saw their opportunity and burst through her trapdoor in the floor.

	Free at last, Lassa opened his grate and rolled out of the way so Leif and Yarn had a clear shot.

	The guards reached for their weapons but they were too slow, the Vikings riddled them with crossbow bolts cutting them down in a flash.

	Ann nodded at Lassa in appreciation.

	Lassa’s spirits lifted; maybe Ann might not hate him forever after all.

	The Vikings piled into the prison block. Olof kicked open the cell doors releasing the desperate villagers. For an instant they were confused at their rescuers, not knowing what to make of the Vikings before them, but they were soon assured when they recognized Princess Ann amongst them. 

	Ann scanned the room, desperate. “Meghan? Meghan? Has anyone seen my sister?” But Meghan was nowhere in sight.

	Ann took a deep breath to quell her panic, then climbed on the table to calm the villagers. “Don’t be afraid. We’re all kinsmen now. We Saxons and our new allies the Vikings are united to rid our lands of this dragon cult forever. My father will bring our armies here in two days, and the Viking fleet is due to arrive then also.” The villagers were comforted by her words. 

	Lassa addressed the room, nervous to speak in public, “Have any of you got news of our King Magnus? Our capitol Trondheim was attacked and he’s been kidnapped?”

	Just then Sarah, an elderly scullery maid, pushed her way through the crowd. “There are no Vikings here at the castle young sir. But we heard that new prisoners were being taken to the caves at Beacon Hill and used as slaves… if they were lucky.”  Her face fell as she addressed Ann. “I’m sorry your Highness but your sister has also been taken to the caves... and I heard from the witches, she’s to be sacrificed to the Dragon King at dawn.”

	Ann wobbled as if kicked. “Then we must act fast.”

	The villagers stared at the floor, Sarah spoke. “But we’re no match for them, even with your Viking friends; they have an army.”

	The room was silent.

	Ann looked to the Vikings, then to Lassa, her bright green eyes welling with tears. 

	Lassa spoke to Sarah, “You said that other prisoners were taken to the lair? Foreign prisoners?”

	Sarah nodded.

	“Then King Magnus could be with them! We have to go.”

	Ingmar sneered, “May I remind you, ‘leader’, that Gorn has ordered us to stay at the castle until the fleet arrives.”

	“Well technically,” said Lassa pedantically, “Gorn’s orders were for me to protect my wife.” Ingmar shot him a glare causing Lassa to flinch, but Lassa’s desire to help Ann outweighed his fear of talking to the men, so he stammered on, “Listen, if Meghan is to be sacrificed at dawn then we know where this ‘Dragon King’ will be. We’ll have the element of surprise. We can do a stealth attack. We’re not taking on a whole army, just the head. It’s like a bishop ‘f4’, to queen ‘e6’, check mate.” The Vikings didn’t follow his reference at all. “It’s from chess… it’s a game.” He put it in their words. “Like a snake, cut off the head and the body dies.” They nodded.

	Sven barged in and looked at Lassa like he was crazy. “Oh I think me brother’s taken another knock to the head. Better sit down. Hadn’t you Lassa.” He tried to stamp on Lassa’s foot to stop him talking but Lassa stepped aside and everyone looked at Sven. “Big spider,”  he said quickly. 

	Ann’s eyes shone with hope, filling Lassa with more confidence, a little too much as he found himself climbing on top of the table to address the room. The sea of old faces stared back at him expectant. His legs wobbled and he felt the room spinning but he pushed on. “Hi.” He coughed. “I, umm, we need your help, the princess needs your help. I get that you’re afraid. I am too, who wouldn’t be. It’s okay to be afraid, it’s good for us, it keeps us alive, but living in constant fear isn’t truly living is it?”

	The room was locked on his every word and for a moment Lassa swooned at the attention, but then he saw the glum look on the villager’s faces turn to determination, they’d had enough of running too. “Has anyone seen this dragon?” No one answered. “Whatever this beast is, it’s made of flesh and blood, and I know we can defeat it, and we may never have this chance again. There are over thirty of us and we have enough weapons to take on a thousand enemies.” The villagers eagerly nodded and clapped. Lassa stared at the Vikings. “We came here to avenge those responsible for Trondheim. Well this dragon is responsible for all our misery and we demand justice!” He looked at the villagers. “And as your new prince I demand justice for all Saxons and for all Vikings alike!”

	The villagers gasped at the revelation that Lassa was their new prince. Ann bowed at Lassa causing the crowd to go wild with excitement. They looked twenty years younger.

	“Now let’s kill this beast and rescue Meghan!” Lassa sealed the deal by quoting Havamal;

	 

	“Cattle die, kindred die,

	Every man is mortal,

	But one thing never dies…”

	 

	The Vikings raised their swords and completed the verse with him, “The glory of the great deed!”

	The room erupted with cheers, then the villagers hurriedly donned the armor and weapons that they’d taken from the guard room.

	In the hubbub Sven grabbed Lassa. “What are you thinking! Taking on a dragon are you crazy?”

	“There aren’t any dragons Sven, it’ll be a chariot or a man in a costume, like a Trojan horse. And if we destroy this thing then the war really will be over. We can go back to the farm. We’re off the hook with Gorn.”

	Sven mulled the idea. “Or we could wait a couple of days and let Gorn handle it, Harold’s got two daughters right?” He made a weighing gesture with his hands. “Cost, benefit ratio.”

	“Really!” said Lassa shocked. 

	“What I say? I mean risking your life over a girl. He’s got a spare.” Then Sven noticed Lassa’s eyes dart to Ann as she approached. Her electric smile beamed at Lassa. “Oh I get it,” said Sven.

	“We’re just friends,” protested Lassa.

	“Who just happen to be married…”

	Ann joined them. “Thank you Lassa. For everything.” Lassa felt like she wanted to say more but Sven was staring right at them unblinking.

	“Just friends eh?” Sven smirked. 

	Ann nodded to Lassa in thanks then backed away awkwardly.

	“I hope you know what you’re doing?” said Sven to Lassa.

	“We can do this Sven. We can. Maybe we’re here for a reason after all.” Lassa seemed a foot taller. He raised his sword and called to the room. “To Beacon Hill.”

	Then he led the heavily armed Vikings and villagers out of the castle to a chorus of cheers.

	Sven grabbed a brush and a bucket of whitewash on the way out. “Wait up, I’ve got an idea.”
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	THUNDERING HOOVES pounded a muddy track. Helga, Anders, Gorn and King Harold rode north, hoping to intercept the Saxon army returning from Scotland. Harold was pale and disheveled from his days of torture and the last thing Gorn wanted right now was the body of a dead Saxon king on his hands. He gave Harold his thick bearskin coat to keep out the fierce chill of the English summer.

	“So is Ann married to the murderer Lassa or not?” said Harold.

	“I was captain of a boat when I ordained their wedding, so it is legal under Viking law.”

	“This complicates things, she’s promised to another,” said Harold. “You don’t think anything, ‘inappropriate’ has happened between them?”

	Gorn laughed. “I doubt it; she was disguised as a leper when they met. I don’t think Lassa’s that desperate for a girlfriend!” Gorn carried on laughing, hard, too hard. The king didn’t share his amusement. Gorn hushed. 

	Helga pulled alongside Harold. “I think your daughter can handle herself.”

	“A truer word was never spoken,” said Harold.

	They sped the horses and galloped towards the hills of the north.

	 

	- - -

	 

	THE VIKINGS and villagers tramped through the thick birch forest towards Beacon Hill, which was a half day’s journey away.

	Sven was at the back, red faced and dripping with sweat. Ingmar and Kalle kept pushing him along the overgrown trail as he lagged behind. 

	He clutched his stomach trying to fight a stich, his hands covered in whitewash. “Ya know, I think we dropped some arrows back there, yeah, we should stop and go look for them?”

	“You can stop if you want,” said Ingmar.

	“Really?”

	“Absolutely, to be relieved of your incessant whining would be heaven and if we’re lucky you might never find your way back to us. Lost forever in this unending tangle - alone, starving and freezing to death. Your only hope to chance upon a horde of witches, who you’d pray would sink their fangs into your fat little neck and finish your torment. So go ahead, be my guest.” Ingmar gestured him to take his leave.

	Sven gulped. “Actually, I remember now, Gunilla picked up the arrows.” He gave a nervous laugh. Ingmar sneered then carried on. Sven sidled over to Kalle. “Cheery fellow ain’t he?”

	“No. Walk more. Eat less. And shut up.”

	Sven quickened his pace.

	Up ahead Lassa was showing Olof and Yarn a potion bottle from his box. Small lumps of yellow metal were suspended in a solution of oil. “This is sodium. Very rare, it’s worth more than gold,” said Lassa.

	“It’s not as pretty. What does it do?” said Olof.

	“I’ll show you, we’ll prepare some arrows.”

	Olof gave two short whistles to Leif, who called a stop to the troupe. “Short rest everyone.” Sven fell to the ground and lay panting in relief. 

	Lassa pulled on thick gloves. “Where’s the oil?” Sarah the scullery maid, poured olive oil from a waterskin into a bucket. Lassa took one of Ann’s crossbow bolts and dipped it in the oil. Then he took a small piece of the sodium and pressed it into the tip and wrapped it tight with a small piece of oil soaked cloth. “Whatever you do, don’t get the sodium wet, it explodes in water.”

	“What use is that? We’re not fighting a sea serpent, a dragon is made of flesh and blood,” said Olof.

	“And what’s blood made of?” replied Lassa.

	Olof twisted his beard. “Umm... is it... umm, something to do with... sand? No, no, it’s - what was the question?”

	“Water, thicko.” Sven rolled his eyes then plodded over to a thicket of trees to relieve himself.

	Olof glared back, “I knew that.”

	“Here, let me show you.” Lassa loaded the bolt into a crossbow and handed it to Olof, who held it up at eye level searching for a target. Lassa called to Sven who was now twenty feet away leaning against a tree. “Hey Sven, where’s your waterskin?”

	Sven squinted. “Go away, I need a wee.”

	“Just hang it in the tree.”

	“No way, not after what you did with my coin, I’m never giving you anything of mine ever again.” Sven held his two gallon water carrier proudly at arm’s length to one side to show them. “I made this from piggy, one of me favorites he was --” FOOOOM!!

	A gold flash and a huge explosion rocked the valley. Smoke cleared to reveal a singed and very drenched Sven, frozen in shock.

	Olof lowered the crossbow. There was a massive Christmas morning smile on his face. “Rot, I missed him,” he joked.

	Sven coughed out water.

	The band of Vikings and villagers erupted in applause. Even Ingmar gave a nod of approval.

	“I’ll take ten dozen,” said Leif. “But you might want to hold off any more demonstrations, not the most discreet of weapons.”

	Sven cradled his shredded waterskin. “Piggy, poor piggy.”

	Ann helped Sven to his feet. She smiled at Lassa impressed. “And you say you’re not a sorcerer. Ha!”

	Lassa’s heart skipped and his confidence grew. Maybe Gorn was right to choose him for this mission after all. His pride was rising…

	 

	- - -

	 

	BATS SCREECHED overhead. The Vikings and villagers trudged through the night and finally emerged from the forest. They clawed their way up the rocky cliffs towards Beacon Hill. The moon was their only source of light - this close to the enemy they couldn’t risk using torches. Waves crashed on the craggy shoreline a hundred feet below, a deadly reminder to watch their step.

	Lassa sniffed the dank and sulfurous air, it smelled volcanic. An occasional gust of clean sea breeze came as a temporary relief from the grueling climb. If he was this tired he couldn’t imagine how weary the villagers would be after days of being maltreated by the guards. He looked at the shadows and felt like they would rise up and swallow him. Then he saw something above and raised his fist for the group to stop.

	He pointed to the trees. Witchcraft effigies and pentagrams made of wicker dangled in the moonlight. Everyone stopped and the woods became unnaturally still. The only sound came from flies buzzing above. A faint waft of rotting meat snaked into their nostrils.

	“Eww, that smell?” said Sven. Then a hand touched him on the shoulder. Sven jolted. “Sorry, I’ll be quiet,” he whispered. Sven patted the hand expecting it to be Lassa’s but it wasn’t - it was a severed arm hanging from the branches. “UGG --!”

	Lassa clasped his hand over Sven’s mouth to silence him. The dismembered limbs were a grim warning from the witches to keep out.

	Leif drew his sword. “I can see why you needed a bishop Lassa.”

	“Huh? Oh chess, bishop to ‘f4’. Not quite. We need to make an opening, then go in for the kill.” Lassa stopped talking and cupped his hand to his ear - in the distance he could hear drums. “We’re close. I’ll go ahead and scout out the hill top, you hang back and wait for my signal.” He made sparks by running a flint along his sword as an example, then he beckoned Ann over to join him. “I need you for Meghan, she doesn’t know we’re allies.” She nodded and the two headed up the path alone.

	Minutes later, Lassa was clambering over the lip of the cliff into the edge of a clearing - he ducked for cover. Ahead were thirty witches, dancing around a huge bonfire. They were leaping over hot coals in a frenzy as male druids pounded drums and chanted,

	 

	“Bless the king of dragons.

	Cleanse the Earth with fire. My life for you.”

	 

	More druids cloaked in black sackcloth bowed before a stone altar by the entrance to the caves. Tied to the slab of rock was a girl, ready for sacrifice.

	Ann gasped, “Meghan.”

	Lassa could see Ann’s body tense like a cat about to pounce. He put his hand on her arm to reassure her and could feel the rage within.

	Ann buried her head in Lassa’s shoulder trying to contain herself. Her tears rolled down his armor. “I can’t lose her.”

	Lassa put his arm around her. “You won’t.” Her head pressed against his chest and he felt Mordred’s amulet on his skin. He lifted it from around his neck and hung it around Ann’s. “I’m sure your uncle would’ve wanted you to have this. I have no right to it, I’m not who you think I am.” Ann looked at him puzzled. But before he could explain, a bell rang from deep inside the caves. “It’s happening.”

	Lassa scrambled back to the edge of the hill and signaled to the Vikings and villagers a stone’s throw below him. He made the shape of a circle with his arms directing them to surround the entrance to the caves.

	Leif nodded and gestured with his hands for the group to ready their weapons.

	Lassa crawled back to Ann and stared at the entrance to the cave. A curtain of smoke and steam hid the lair, but through the shadows he saw horns slowly emerge from the haze. He shuddered, they looked like a demon’s, his stomach leaped, but as the smoke cleared Lassa saw that they were just part of an elaborate headdress worn by a druid chieftain. Firelight glinted on the druid’s black eyes hidden deep within his hood.

	The so called dragon was only a man after all thought Lassa. He always knew dragons were a myth, designed to bring terror into the minds of the uneducated.

	The chieftain stopped before the altar. Meghan struggled with her ropes. The witches hissed in anticipation as he took out his steel dagger. Firelight reflected along the razor sharp blade. He held it high above Meghan then began to chant his dark prayer, 

	 

	“King of dragons, cleanse the Earth with fire. My life for you.”

	 

	The drumming intensified. Icy winds swelled and the raging bonfire erupted with blue sparks and flames.

	 

	“King of dragons, cleanse the Earth with fire. My life for you.”

	 

	The Vikings, readied for attack and looked to Lassa for his signal.

	Lassa was about to fire when he felt a shudder, and then another. He looked around, nervous - the earth was trembling with giant footsteps.

	 

	“King of dragons, cleanse the Earth with fire. My life for you.”

	 

	Then, through the veil of smoke, Lassa saw giant glowing red eyes, followed by black and gold horns, ten times the size of the druid’s headdress. Rocks cascaded from the walls of the caves as a twenty ton dragon slithered from the lair. The creature’s wings unfurled and it towered above the altar, taller than a Viking ship. 

	Smoke belched from its fearsome mouth as it stared down at Meghan and snapped its jaws in glee.  Its teeth like rows of daggers.

	Lassa was ready to run a thousand miles, he couldn’t believe his eyes; dragons were supposed to be legends, not living breathing creatures. He had expected their fight to be with a man or a massive chariot disguised as a dragon – not this. Cold sweat ran down his forehead. What had he led them into?

	 

	“King of dragons, cleanse the Earth with fire. My life for you.”

	 

	On the altar, Meghan struggled as the chieftain raised his knife, ready to plunge it into her heart. The dragon’s saliva drooled onto Meghan, sparks and soot rained from its nostrils.

	The drumming rose to a crescendo.

	Lassa shook himself from his despair and fumbled for his crossbow. 

	The chieftain shouted his spell, his eyes filled with evil. He gripped the blade then swung down --

	Meghan screamed.

	Lassa fired! 

	The bolt streaked through the night like a comet and pierced the chieftain’s eye. FOOOOMMMM! - his head exploded, and the dagger was tossed to the ground.

	The drumming stopped.

	There was silence.

	The calm before the storm.

	The witches and druids spun round as a cloud of flaming arrows tore through the sky toward them. They dove for cover as the barrage of metal ripped into their unholy flesh.

	A hail of sodium tipped crossbow bolts pierced the dragon and exploded under its scales.

	The beast writhed in agony and rivers of fire shot from its mouth in a blind panic. Druids and witches alike were incinerated by its tormented rage.

	The villagers stormed the witches.

	The Vikings took on the dragon.

	Lassa fired another bolt as Kalle sprinted for the dragon’s chest. The arrow buried deep into its shoulder and detonated, causing the beast to lurch to one side. Kalle raised a spear but before he could throw it, the leviathan spewed back a torrent of fire. Kalle dropped the weapon and dodged the flames then dove under its wing to safety. His lion’s mane cloak singed in the heat.

	Lassa reloaded his crossbow, he was down to his last bolt. His arms trembled with fear as he aimed. His heart thumped painfully. The reality of facing this monster was pure terror. 

	Lassa  squinted down the sights, ready to fire, when Yarn raced into view, running towards the dragon. Yarn sliced into the creature’s leg with his sword. The dragon howled in pain - then thrashed Yarn with its deadly tail. 

	Lassa tried to save Yarn and fired the bolt but it just ricocheted off the dragon’s thick scales and fizzed limply into the dirt.

	The dragon’s tail reared back and skewered Yarn through his heart, then tossed his body fifty feet into the air. The saga of the great Yarn Greybeard ended there that night.

	Lassa fell to his knees, sickened at the sight. Yarn’s death was all his fault, if he hadn’t convinced everyone to take on the dragon, Yarn would still be alive.

	But with the dragon distracted, Ann seized her chance and ran to the altar leaving Lassa behind. She desperately hacked at Meghan’s ropes, but the monster saw her and bounded toward the girls. Ann managed to cut the cord and Meghan rolled off the altar just as the dragon’s enormous tail came crashing down, pulverizing the slab to pieces. 

	The dragon rose up on its hind legs and sucked in the night air ready to breathe fire at the girls laying before it. 

	Lassa was horrified, he reached for his crossbow, but he was out of arrows! He screamed, “Noooo!”

	Twenty feet away, Gunilla heard his cries and turned to see Ann and Meghan laying below the beast. Gunilla picked up her shield then tossed it like a discus towards the dragon’s head. Her aim was true and the shield shattered on the creature’s horns and the juggernaut’s flames spewed harmlessly into the woods, allowing Ann and Meghan time to escape.

	Lassa’s body trembled in relief. He tried to wave to Gunilla in thanks but then realized that the dragon had also heard his shrill cry and was now focused on him.

	Lassa froze. 

	Meanwhile, witches screamed through the trees. One pulled a villager into the air, and tore him to pieces. But the rest of the villagers stood their ground and peppered the cultists with arrows and spears.

	The remaining witches and druids were outnumbered. “Retreat! Retreat!” cried a hideous hag. They escaped back into the lair and the dragon was left behind to fend for itself.

	Lassa stared up at the creature as it lumbered toward him. His head throbbed with panic, and little stars sparkled in his peripheral vision. Tears rolled down his cheeks but Lassa was beyond caring. 

	The beast lumbered closer.

	Leif shouted, “Run Lassa!”

	But Lassa couldn’t move. He was starting to have that familiar feeling that he was floating above his body, watching the events from afar.

	At his feet he could see Kalle’s spear. The dragon’s shadow crawled over the handle, but Lassa couldn’t reach for it even if he had wanted to, his limbs were locked in fear.

	The Vikings watched him stand there, a boy before a dragon.

	“Get down!” shouted Leif. But Lassa didn’t budge. 

	Olof and Leif fired the last of their sodium arrows and a swath of scales were blown from the beast. The blood-splattered creature tried to fly away, it limped into the air, but more arrows hit it and the dragon crashed back down to the earth and writhed on the ground.

	Olof bounded from the trees and brushed passed Lassa. He grabbed Kalle’s spear and drove the steel point deep into the creature’s stomach. Acid and molten rock spewed out.

	Lassa watched in a trance as the dragon flailed at Olof. But Olof, the true Viking before him, raised the six foot spear a second time and drove the iron rod deep through the dragon’s ribs, right into its heart. 

	A shockwave of blue sparks blasted from the point - and the forest shook with the force but Olof held on.

	The cursed beast wailed and squalled, then sank back down with a death throw gurgle.

	It slumped to the ground. Its eyes turned to stone.

	The dragon was dead. 

	Leaves rained down and fingers of golden sunlight streaked through the trees as dawn broke.

	Lassa stood there locked with fear. His heart still beating like a blacksmith’s hammer.
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	GORN, HELGA, Anders and King Harold sped their horses along the ancient cobbled road of Fosse Way, a legacy of the Roman empire who once ruled Britain six hundred years earlier.

	Gorn was worried about Harold who looked more like a hounded vagabond than a regal king. Harold’s face was bruised and swollen and his beaten body slumped in the saddle from who knows what evil torture delivered by the hands of the Dragon King’s men. Then a cloud of dread fell on Gorn’s heart. If this was what they did to King Harold, then what had they done to his own sovereign, King Magnus! Gorn spurred his horse to go faster.

	King Harold suddenly perked up. “Look! Up ahead.” 

	In the distance Gorn saw the outline of an advancing Saxon battle carriage. 

	“That’s the Duke of Wessex!” said Harold. He kicked his horse into a gallop and waved his sword. “OVER HERE, OVER HERE!” His dirty cheeks reddened in the wind and his borrowed Viking coat flapped behind him.

	Gorn raced after him. “No, wait! Harold stop! You look like one of us.”

	On the battle carriage a Saxon soldier spotted the plume of dust from the four charging riders. The soldier screamed to his brothers inside, “VIKINGS APPROACH!”

	A row of archers clambered onto the roof. They took aim then fired at Harold.

	Harold yelled in shock, “Stop! We’re on your side!”

	But the volley of Saxon arrows hit Harold’s horse, who bucked wildly and threw Harold off his back and into a ditch. His head struck a rock and he was knocked out cold.

	A second round of arrows pelted Gorn’s horse and the poor creature sprawled along the road dead. Gorn tumbled over the cobbles, his armor sparking on the stones.

	Helga dove from her horse and used her shield to cover Harold from the rain of metal.

	Behind them, Anders’ horse reared up on two legs and screamed a horrible whinny. He leaped from the snorting animal and scrambled over to Helga.

	Gorn rolled into Harold’s ditch then shook him. “Harold, wake up! Wake up! Tell them who we are!”

	Harold just lay there lifeless, his face a bloody mess.

	Gorn looked up to see a ring of Saxon archers circling his group. They drew their bowstrings to their ears, ready to loose their arrows.

	 

	- - -

	 

	IN THE forests of Beacon hill, even dead, the slain dragon was still a formidable sight. Its razor sharp tail spikes and horned scales slowly turned to crystal as the heat of its fiery blood returned to the earth. Villagers prodded the lifeless beast unceremoniously with their swords and spears.

	Lassa was still locked to the spot, trembling. Sven was talking to him, but his voice sounded as if he were under water, distant and in a dream. “We did it Lassa, we did it.”

	In celebration, Olof lifted Lassa onto his shoulders. At such a great height, Lassa was pulled from his dark trance. 

	“The berserker returns!” Olof cheered. “He faced down the dragon!”

	Lassa shook his head. “No Olof, I let you down. I was useless… I completely froze. ”

	“You made an opening for me and I took it.” Olof thrust his huge axe into the air in victory. “The Dragon King is dead!” 

	The Vikings and villagers erupted with howls and applause.

	“We all play our part in battle Lassa,” said Leif. “That is why we succeed, together.”

	Just then Lassa spotted Ann and her sister Meghan racing towards him, and his spirits lifted. He slid from Olof’s shoulders to greet them. But Ann’s face was full of terror. 

	She struggled to get her breath. “We, we must leave right now. This was an infant. It’s not the Dragon King.”

	“What?” said Lassa.

	Meghan was shaking. “It was merely a hatchling. We have to get everyone out of here before... before, it is too late.” 

	The ground started to rumble.

	Lassa shouted to the crowd, “Everyone, quiet. Listen...” Fear gripped his heart and his face went stone cold. The rumbling grew stronger, leaves fell from the trees.

	There was silence...

	Then, began the terrible screams.

	A massive earthquake rocked the forest as the ground split open and fire shot from underground.

	Then a hundred ton dragon tore through the earth, five times the size of the one they had killed. Its black and red striped neck stretched into the air taller than the trees. It howled an unearthly scream.

	Pandemonium spread through the villagers and they raced into the forest away from the behemoth.

	 Gunilla shouted, “Lassa what are your orders? What do we do?”

	But Lassa stood motionless with his mouth wide open.

	Kalle couldn’t wait for Lassa’s indecision and ran at the dragon. He threw his weight behind his sword and barreled towards its chest, but the monster’s head swung down, its jaws fully extended, its teeth shining with drool. They snapped around the African warrior and swallowed him down in two bites.

	Lassa stared at the carnage aghast. 

	“Lassa!” Gunilla slapped him.

	He was pulled from his shock and he screamed to the Vikings, “RUUUUNNN! EVERYONE, BACK TO THE CASTLE.”

	He grabbed Ann by the hand and dragged her through the chaos. Sven and Meghan were close behind. But their route was thwarted as a second gargantuan dragon slid from the lair, rocks cascading down its iron skin.

	Olof and Leif herded panic-stricken villagers into the woods. They all scattered into the thicket as the pair of humongous dragons painted the forest with flames. Villagers raced through the burning trees screaming, several were incinerated by the dragons. 

	Cornered, Ingmar turned to face the fire breathing titan. “For King Magnus!” He threw his sword like a spear and it lanced the dragon’s eye. Lava and blood gushed from the wound. The beast hissed. It pinned Ingmar to the ground with its claw, then bit off his head in one chomp.

	The forest shook with another earthquake. The ground began to buckle and a huge crack opened between Ann and Lassa and they were thrown apart as a third colossal dragon rose from the earth. 

	Separated from Ann by the hole, Lassa shouted, “Ann RUN.” The dragon swung round its massive head and faced Lassa. He could feel the blistering heat from its breath on his cheeks. He stood still and readied his sword. It was futile to fight the dragon, but every moment it held his gaze was a moment for Ann to escape.

	The dragon almost laughed at the impudence of the young human standing before him. It snorted then dismissively flicked its tail, swatting Lassa like a fly. He flipped into the air and slammed into the trees. His body tumbling to the ground like a rag doll. 

	Ann screamed, “Nooooo!”

	The dragon’s head snapped towards Ann’s.

	Their eyes locked.

	Sven watched Lassa’s fall horrified but he was powerless to help. He grabbed Meghan. “Hide! Now!”

	“But Ann, the dragon!” cried Meghan. The dragon was about to pounce.

	“Get to the trees. I'll do, something.” He pushed Meghan into the forest to hide her. “Go!” Then he picked up a bunch of stones. “ANN! Get ready to run, I’ll distract it.”

	Ann looked left and right trying to decide which way to escape the terrifying monster.

	Sven stared up at it and grunted to himself. “What was I thinking?” The dragon saw Meghan dart into the trees, its head snapping between the girls deciding which to eat first. Then thunk, thunk, thunk, stones bounced off its scaly eyelids. 

	“Oi! Oi! Over here ya big ugly frog,” screamed Sven.

	The dragon shook its head in annoyance then effortlessly swiped Sven aside with its iron claws – Sven’s limp body plowed along the ground half dead. He rolled to a stop, buried in leaves and undergrowth.

	Ann was now on her own.

	The dragon turned back to her and ROARED. The sound of its deep guttural warbling shaking Ann’s bones.

	But she didn’t sway before its jaws of death. 

	The dragon squinted at Ann, ready to fall upon her.

	She shut her eyes, and stood waiting for her demise. She was ready. “C’mon dragon, I hope you choke...”

	She waited.

	And waited.

	But nothing happened.

	Then slowly she opened one eye. The dragon’s forked tongue was inches from her face. Black smoke rose from its rock encrusted nostrils. The stench of tar and sulfur was suffocating. The dragon stared at Ann’s chest, held captive by Mordred’s dragon amulet which hung around her neck. 

	Ann stared at the amulet, then back at the dragon.

	The dragon sniffed the amulet and cocked its head confused. Then it gave a long whale-like call that rang mournfully through the woods.

	It was then that Ann noticed that the dragon had a harness around its jaw. 

	This dragon had a rider…

	The dragon’s head jerked aside as its ornate reins were given a tug. Silhouetted by the burning trees, the human rider sat in total mastery upon the monster’s back. He wore exquisite golden armor and a plume of feathers adorned his close-faced helmet but Ann immediately recognized his reptilian eyes. He was the man who attacked the castle. This was the real Dragon King.

	Witches and cloaked druids surrounded the edge of the forest. They dropped to their hands and knees and touched their foreheads to the ground in reverence to their king.

	The Dragon King commanded Ann to, “Kneel.”

	Ann found it hard to resist his snake-like voice, his hypnotic tone pulled her into a dark dream state, but Ann fought his magic and shook herself awake. “I kneel to no man.”

	The Dragon King removed his armored glove and raised a claw-like finger, covered in scales. “I am not a man.”

	A bolt of blue lightning shot from his hand and struck Ann in the stomach. A nightmare of dark magic slammed into her mind - waves of despair cloaked her thoughts, visions of demons and snakes swam through her private memories. Then the pain overwhelmed her and she fell to the ground in an unconscious sprawl.

	The Dragon King tilted his head, and looked upon this not so fair maiden. “Harold’s daughter.” He hissed.

	A procession of druids lifted Ann onto their shoulders and carried her down into the caves of Beacon Hill.

	The forest was silent except for the crackling of burning trees.

	The Dragon King signaled to the other dragons to devour the dead villagers. Armor and bones crunched as they gulped them down in just a few bites.

	The king’s dragon lumbered solemnly over to the dead hatchling dragon, and like a lioness holding her cub, she picked it up carefully in her jaw and carried it gently down into the lair. Her sad wails echoed through the trees.

	“I know sister, I know.” The Dragon King patted her neck. He surveyed the empty forest. “Soon revenge will be ours.”
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	ASHBY’S COASTLINE looked like a Viking invasion. Hundreds of boats lined the beach and thousands of warriors were busy unloading their cargo of horses, chariots, giant crossbows, and rows and rows of swords, shields and spears. The Viking armada had arrived and was eager for battle.

	Their Thor-like leaders, the Karlsson twins, were inspecting Gorn’s boat, which was hidden under branches in a wooded inlet. Karlsson the elder ran his muscly hand over the dragon shaped battering ram. “The twelve made it alright, but no sign of Gorn.”

	“No sign of Saxons either brother,” said Karlsson the younger. 

	Karlsson the elder climbed on his horse, his blond mane flapped in the chill wind. “Knowing Gorn, he’s probably wiped out all the Saxons by himself.” He laughed then bellowed, “To Ashby castle where King Harold will meet our fury!”

	 

	- - -

	 

	HOWEVER, AT that very moment, General Gorn found himself tied to the front of the Duke of Wessex’s battle carriage, along with Helga, Anders and an unconscious King Harold.

	The morning rain had lessened to a slight grey drizzle. Why anyone would live in a country this damp, Gorn had no idea, but that was the least of his worries right now as the Duke of Wessex’s fist was choking his hairy neck. 

	Wessex grunted at him, “Do you really expect me to believe that that putrid mess over there is our king?” Wessex squinted at the comatose King Harold tied up beside Gorn. Harold’s head lolled against the ropes, his face unrecognizable. 

	Gorn coughed. “Just wake him up. I swear we’re here to warn you, our war’s a trap, engineered by the Dragon cult OOF –” 

	Wessex punched him in the stomach. “So let me guess - the 'King' here, just wants us to lay down our weapons and not do any killing?”

	“Yes.”

	“And your Viking army will do the same?”

	“Yes,” said Gorn.

	“Stupid Norseman! What do you take me for? That looks nothing like my king! And I should know, I’m marrying his daughter.” Wessex punched him again for good measure. “If the rest of the Vikings are as dumb as you are, then this war’s gonna be over in a minute.” Wessex shouted to his men, “To Ashby battle grounds!”

	The drivers whipped the horses and the carriage sped along the cobbled road.

	 

	- - -

	 

	SMOKE FROM the smoldering trees drifted above the fractured woods of Beacon Hill. There was no trace of the dragons or the vile army who worshiped them.

	Ash glided like snowflakes and landed on Lassa, who lay half buried in the mud. His armor was torn, his helmet smashed and his shield crushed.

	A crow hopped onto his shoulder then started pecking at his neck. “Ooooooww!” Lassa shot awake and slapped the bird away.

	For a few brief moments Lassa had been lost in sleep’s blissful oblivion where he was safe back in the hayloft of his distant past, but on waking, the fear shot back into his veins when he remembered what he’d brought upon his friends. 

	Lassa strained to open his eyes. Mud and dried blood caked his face. But through the blur he could see the outline of a large animal standing above him.

	Lassa slumped back down, defeated, ready to be devoured by the beast, but the creature just whinnied, then licked his cheek. It was only a horse.

	Lassa rubbed his eyes and the animal came into focus. Holding its reins was Meghan, her clothes crumpled, singed and plastered in dirt. She was flanked by Olof and Leif who looked almost as battered as Lassa. Leif’s black cloak was in shreds, Olof was missing yet more teeth.

	“We thought we lost you,” said Leif. “That makes four survivors.” Leif pulled Lassa to his feet and hugged him. Lassa winced at the pain, his whole body ached and throbbed, but the real pain was the guilt he felt, and Leif’s affection made it ten times worse. Lassa hung his head in shame. “Have I killed everyone?”

	“No Lassa, it was dragons that did it,” said Olof, taking Lassa’s words literally.

	“We buried Ingmar and some of the villagers, no sign of Sven or Gunilla, but we found her cape...” said Leif.

	Lassa stared at Meghan’s tears. He knew the answer before he asked it, “And your sister?”

	She shook her head. “No sign of Ann yet –”

	Footsteps were approaching, lots of them.

	The group took cover in the undergrowth and watched through the thatch of trees as a detachment of twenty witches pulled a cart into the clearing. On the back were the singed corpses of dead villagers, on top lay Sven!

	Lassa reached for his sword but Leif stopped him. “There’s too many. Even for us.”

	Lassa watched helpless as the witches hung Sven upside down from a tree. More followers draped the branches with wicker symbols and sprigs of burned sage, all part of their occult ritual.

	The witches bowed before the trees then pulled the cart from the clearing leaving the Vikings alone.

	Lassa raced to Sven. He pawed at his brother’s broken body. Seeing him hanging in the tree was too much for Lassa and he started to cry. “Sven? Sven? Forgive me.”

	He shook Sven. “SVEN! SVEN!” Tears rolled down his cheeks.

	Then - Sven coughed and opened his eyes - he was still alive, but barely.

	The Vikings cut him down and Lassa laid him on the ground, cradling Sven’s head on his lap. Life ebbed from Sven with every passing moment, but he had strength enough to pass on one last vital message, “Lassa, Ann... they took her into the lair.”

	Meghan stumbled.

	Lassa was devastated. “Sven, I’m so sorry. I should never have brought you here. Forgive me.”

	Sven pulled Lassa closer. “You’re wrong brother, this has been the greatest adventure of my life... who would want to be a farmer?” With those words he closed his eyes and Sven died in Lassa’s arms.

	Lassa clung to Sven and sobbed.

	Leaves gently fell from the cathedral of trees as if the forest was mourning too.

	Lassa kissed Sven on the forehead then laid his head back on the ground, heartbroken.

	After a few moments of silence, Lassa stood up and faced Olof, Leif and Meghan. “This is all my fault. I should never have brought you here. I should never have won Gorn’s trust.”

	Lassa trembled as he stared into their questioning eyes, but he continued. “You see, I’m a liar, and I’m a coward. I’m not a warrior. At all! I didn’t kill Mordred. He died by accident. He fell on my sword while I was running away.”

	Olof’s face clouded with disbelief.

	“I should have told Gorn right away, but I was afraid. I’ve always been afraid and look what it’s brought us. Our brothers are dead, I lost Harold his daughter and I’ve squandered any chance we ever had of rescuing King Magnus.”

	Lassa looked to the ground in shame. “If it wasn’t for me you could have brought a real Viking on this mission. And Sven would still be alive.”

	Lassa was numb with fear and despair.

	“You want us to feel sorry for you, huh?” growled Leif. “Or you want us to kill you right here to put you out of your misery, is that it?”

	“No. I want to do what I can to make it right, not that anything ever could.” Lassa looked straight into Leif’s furious eyes - Lassa was sick of being afraid, sick of the misery that fear brought. “I’m going into that lair and I’m going to bring back Ann, or die trying.”

	Leif twitched.

	Lassa held his gaze.

	Then Leif started to laugh, but a kind laugh. “You would steal our glory? Have the saga’s write of your bravery, not ours! Gorn was right about you Lassa.” Leif slapped Lassa on his shoulder, nearly cracking Lassa’s collar bone. “Of course Gorn knew you weren’t a true killer, but he also knew that bringing you on this quest would inspire the least of our army. What man wants to be out done by a feeble boy --” Leif stopped himself. “Sorry, out done by someone, umm with less obvious skills like yourself.”

	Lassa frowned. He felt half relieved, half embarrassed and half used, even his math was confused. Before Lassa could protest, Leif continued. “But General Gorn also recognized that it’s the differences that give an army strength. Diversity creates opportunities that benefit the whole group. What Viking would save a leper, let alone marry one? And look what that brought us, the Saxon and Viking armies united.”

	“Gorn knew you were a true Viking, in all our many sizes and colors. And here again Gorn is proved right. Over my dead body are you going into that lair alone. We’re coming with you.”

	Olof nodded in agreement. “You can’t blame yourself Lassa. Remember who the true enemy is, those who attacked Trondheim, Ashby and now us.” He slapped his boulder sized fist into his palm. “Payback time. For Sven.”

	Lassa smiled through his tear streaked face.

	 “And if you’ll have me, I’ll gladly lend my sword,” said Meghan.

	“It’s your words we need your Highness,” said Leif. “Return to Ashby and warn the Karlsson twins not to attack. You know this land better than us, and our journey is most likely a one-way trip. The Vikings need to know. Take my clan’s dagger as proof.”

	Leif passed her a steel knife with intricate knot work on the deer antler handle.

	“I will carry the message to your brethren, though it pains me to be absent from the fight.”

	“Your words will save more people than your sword,” said Lassa.

	“Truth.”

	Lassa stared at Sven. “Meghan, would you take Sven back with you? I’d like him to have a Viking funeral. He deserves it.”

	“I would be honored. He could’ve run, but gallantly he saved my life and sacrificed his own. Upon his tombstone he shall be named a knight of the highest order.”

	Lassa’s heart welled with pride for his brother.

	They wrapped Sven’s body in sackcloth and laid him across the horse’s back. Lassa patted Sven one last time. “Goodbye brother.”

	Meghan leaned over and kissed Lassa on the cheek. “For Ann. Godspeed valiant one.”

	Lassa blushed. Meghan climbed onto the saddle and tipped her head to them. “Farewell Norsemen.” With poise and elegance the girl rode into the forest and slipped out of sight, headed for Ashby castle.

	Lassa’s confidence was returning. He pulled his battered sword from the soil like a rusty Excalibur. He was ready to face his destiny.

	 

	- - -

	 

	A SHORT time later, Lassa, Olof and Leif followed the trail of destruction towards the lair. They jumped across gaping fissures left in the wake of the dragon attack, they passed upturned boulders and climbed over scorched tree trunks.

	“Ah, yuck!” Olof had trodden in a huge pile of dragon dung. He wiped his stinking boot on a blackened trunk.

	Leif scanned the trees. “Can you make any more of those arrows Lassa?”

	“No, I’ve lost my potion box. Lassa visibly sagged. His last physical reminder of Choy was gone, he could almost hear Choy chastising him for losing it which made him smile, because even though he was gone, Choy’s words and teaching would live with him forever.

	They finally reached the edge of the lair. The remnants of the attack lay strewn about, twisted swords and crushed shields, blood stains and claw marks. 

	Olof knelt down and inspected some muddy footprints. “All these tracks are several hours old, nothing recent to worry about. A score of witches carried something heavy this way.”

	Leif raised his eyebrows. “How can you tell?”

	 “Six toes. Deep depressions,” answered Olof.

	Lassa stared over the edge of the twenty foot wide circular pit. Stone steps carved into the rocks disappeared into the darkness below, hidden by a permanent blanket of mist like a giant witch’s cauldron. 

	Leif curled his lip. “What’s that smell?”

	“That’s me,” said Olof, “I stepped in dragon dung.”

	“No, not that, it’s coming from the lair,” said Leif.

	Lassa knelt down and rubbed his finger along the rock leading into the hole, a yellow powder lined the walls. “This is volcanic, it’s sulfur, also known as brimstone.” Then an idea flashed into Lassa’s mind and he looked at the Vikings excitedly. “Sulfur, it’s a fuel, plus the Charcoal too. And the dragon dung is an oxidizer, like saltpeter! Choy Yang would be in heaven.”

	Olof squinted back at him like he was talking a foreign language.

	“We have the three ingredients needed for ‘black powder,’” said Lassa. “Nasty magic Olof.”
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	A HUNDRED man detachment of the Viking army marched toward Ashby castle. At the head of the eager warriors were the Karlsson twins, riding on their Icelandic stallions. They stared at the road in disbelief, on it was a long line of large painted arrows, still wet with Sven’s whitewash. As Sven would say, ‘You can never be too subtle when it comes to Vikings.’

	The arrows led into the courtyard, then along the flagstones towards the jail house door.

	The army scanned the burned turrets and crumpled walls for any signs of a surprise attack, but none came.

	The twins dismounted and followed the arrows to the door.

	Beneath the big metal knocker was a note. 

	 

	“Brothers Karlsson and Karlsson, the Saxon’s are not our enemy. Do not engage them. Stay here and make camp. Gorn is returning with the Saxon King Harold and his army on Thor’sday.

	Lassa, on behalf of Leif Dremhammer.”

	 

	Karlsson the younger’s face contorted as he tried to process the information. “This makes no sense.”

	“It does to me, my brother.” The elder twin spat on the note. “The Saxons have killed Gorn.”

	“No? How do you know?”

	“The Saxons obviously tortured Gorn’s men and extracted news of our arrival. Now they’re trying to fool us. Do the Saxons really think we’re stupid enough to believe a note and a bunch of painted arrows? Gorn would’ve left a brother to tell us. And this writing, it’s far too neat and pretty to have been made by a Viking hand, this is certainly the work of a dainty English maiden --”

	A Viking scout rode into the courtyard. “Hear ye, hear ye! News from the front.” The ranks parted and the scout climbed from his horse and stood before the Karlssons. “Brothers I have news from the coast. A multitude of Saxon troops, near on five thousand, are setting up camp on the downs six miles north of our landing.”

	“Then we must welcome them with a gift. Who wouldn’t want a kiss from Skullcracker.” Karlsson the younger's grip tightened around his fifty pound war hammer emblazoned with skulls.

	His brother raised his mace into the air. “Or from Ironjaw too.” A twenty pound metal ball with eight inch spikes swung from a dragon carved handle. “Let them taste our metal! To the battlegrounds!”

	The Vikings cheered as the joy of imminent war pulsed through their veins, not realizing that they were being tricked by the Dragon King into fighting the Saxons. They drummed their shields as they marched back to the coast. For them, war was a sport, and the greatest match in history was about to begin.

	 

	- - -

	 

	OUTSIDE THE deserted lair at Beacon Hill, Lassa scraped charcoal off a scorched tree. He carried it to the broken alter and placed it on a slab, then he started grinding it into a powder using a fragment of stone.

	Leif climbed from the rocks surrounding the entrance to the lair, he’d been collecting chips of yellow sulfur. He showed them to Lassa who gave his approval. Then Leif used the hilt of his sword to crush the rock into a paste.

	Lassa mixed the two compounds together slowly and carefully. They gave off a gentle hiss.

	Olof had the unfortunate job of gathering up pieces of dragon dung then drying them on a metal shield which hung over a small campfire. “Such a lovely smell, baked crap, thanks Lassa, yum.” Olof’s face contorted. “You sure this will work?”

	“Of course, they’ve been doing this in China for centuries. They combine sulfur, charcoal and saltpeter -- which we’re getting from the dung you’re drying -- and use it to make fireworks, like the one I made with the tube on the boat. Except this time, I’m going for something a bit more spectacular.”

	Lassa scraped the dung from the shield and mixed it in a large sack with the charcoal powder and sulfur.

	He rubbed a bit of the dung between his fingers then tasted it with the tip of his tongue. Lassa’s eyes widened with excitement. “This dung contains even more nitrogen than bat poo!” Olof and Leif looked at him horrified. Lassa just shrugged and carried on mixing.

	Leif grabbed his sword. “You want me to pummel it?”

	“No! Stop!” Lassa raised his hands. “A spark from the metal could set if off. The explosive is inert unless it gets above flash point or catches fire. Here, I’ll show you.” He cautiously poured a small amount of the black powder onto the slab. “Okay, stand back.” Lassa picked up a smoldering stick from the campfire and held it at arm’s length above the small pile. Then he dropped the stick and dove for cover. The glowing tip touched the black powder and - FOOOOM! The rock exploded and the slab underneath spit in two.

	Leif coughed from the black smoke, then rubbed his ears. “Lassa. You are definitely carrying the sack.”

	Olof raised his eyebrows. “And you still say there’s no such thing as magic Lassa?”

	Lassa gathered the sack and slung it over his shoulder. Then the Vikings gave their armor one last check. 

	As they started down the steps into the lair an eerie cloak of mist swallowed them whole. Lassa’s fingers tightened around his sword, though he knew it would be useless against a dragon’s wrath.

	 

	- - -

	 

	ON THE distant horizon Meghan could see the outline of Ashby castle bathed in the glow from the setting sun. She spurred her horse along the meadow, her heart quickening as she pondered meeting the Karlsson twins. She was alone and feared the Vikings would not believe her warning that the Saxon and Viking war was a trick by the Dragon King, but the thought of seeing the battlefields awash with Saxon blood drove her on, no matter what the threat to her own life.

	Strapped behind Meghan’s saddle, Sven’s body bounced rhythmically with the horse’s stride. The horse bucked at his heavy weight, tired enough of galloping, even without the itchy sack slamming on her back.

	The horse kicked again, and Sven’s body landed heavily on its hind. With every lurch of the mare’s gate, air was forced into his lungs - in and out, in and out. Sven’s chest was pounded, his heart massaged by the thumping rhythm.

	Ta dum, ta dum, ta dum, ta dum – then - Sven’s heart began to beat. Blood surged through his veins. He was still alive!

	Thump, thump, thump went the horse’s hooves.

	“Ooof, ooof, ooof,” went Sven. Then louder still. “Ow, OWW, OWWW! Muffm mumff mmMMUFF!” Sven shouted through the sacks. Meghan nearly fell off the horse in surprise.

	She reared to a stop and climbed off. Her hands shook as she untied the sackcloth shroud. Sven’s head squirmed out of the sack like a moth from a cocoon, his eyes squinting at the golden light. “Are you an angel? Is this heaven?”

	“You’re alive gallant sir!” shrieked Meghan in delight.

	“Meghan?” Sven shook his head to clear his thoughts. Then he looked around, confused. “Lassa? The others, where are they?”

	“They’re in the lair rescuing Ann. And we’re on our way to warn the Vikings that this war is a ruse.”

	“Then we’d better hurry to warn them quick.” He wriggled in the sack. Meghan untied him and helped him from the horse to the ground. Sven wobbled on his feet and winced.

	“You’re hurt, can you ride?” said Meghan.

	“Nothing makes you feel more alive than being dead, m’lady. C’mon, saddle up.” Sven climbed up on the horse then lifted Meghan to sit behind him.

	Meghan wrapped her arms around Sven’s ample belly. The smile on his face was priceless. “Hoof it dobbin. Yee-haw!”

	He shook the reigns and the mare shot off along the dirt road with a whinny. Meghan’s white dress billowed majestically in the wind as they galloped toward Ashby castle.

	 

	- - -

	 

	IT TOOK a few minutes for Lassa’s eyes to adjust to the gloom inside the caves of Beacon Hill. He, Leif and Olof clawed their way down a seemingly endless tunnel lined with stalactites and stalagmites, some snapped off by the passing of dragons. Lassa stepped over sections of the floor torn up by dragon claws. Ten feet above, a chorus of bats screeched from the ceiling. 

	A scorching wind rushed towards the Vikings and they shielded their faces from the sulfurous heat. Leif steadied his hand on the cave wall but was immediately scalded. “Ow, even the walls are trying to kill us.”

	“These must be lava tubes, don’t normally see volcanic activity this far north,” said Lassa.

	“Don’t normally see dragons from legend either,” said Leif.

	“Good point.” Lassa took out a piece of parchment and began to record a map. For a brief moment the safety and order of calculations brought him some comfort. No dragons in math, he thought, though calculus was a bit of a monster.

	Up ahead water dripped from stalactites and vaporized on a river of hissing lava. The Vikings pushed through clouds of billowing steam and emerged into a huge underground cavern.

	Manmade bridges spanned a moat of lava. Stone arches led to a network of tunnels twisting through the chamber. Below, tongues of fire spat into the air. The walls shimmered from the heat making the whole cave feel like a giant living beast.

	The group passed a huge gaping tunnel which sloped upward and faded into the darkness. Leif inspected racks of pickaxes, shovels and other mining equipment hanging on the torch lined walls. “These look Nordic?”

	Olof studied tracks on the cave floor. “A lot of men dug these tunnels, looks like slaves. You can see the chain pattern from ankle shackles. Where do you think this leads to?”

	Lassa studied his map. “I’ve been calculating our steps and the angle of our descent, we’re over a thousand feet underground. We’re below sea level, possibly a mile south of the downs.”

	“Under the battlefields?” said Leif.

	“I think so,” said Lassa.

	Olof looked grim. “Wherever this tunnel leads to, I don’t want to be here when the source of these dragon prints show up --”

	THUMP, THUMP, THUMP - something huge was coming down the massive tunnel. Lassa looked around for somewhere to hide, he spotted a narrow side passage and pulled the others inside. They lay flat against the wall. On the ground, he noticed more human tracks which led towards faint screams and shouts much further down the lair.

	Outside their side passage a dragon’s gnarled shadow crawled towards them. Its long forked tongue flicked back and forth, tasting the air trying to detect a presence. One false move and the Vikings would be burned to a crisp in a second... if they were lucky. If they were unlucky they’d be treated like a cat’s play toy, tossed and shredded by the dragon’s claws and left half dead in agony for the amusement of this devil.

	Sweat dripped from Leif’s brow as he silently loaded his crossbow.

	Olof’s fingers tightened around his axe.

	Lassa wedged his leg against the wall to stop it trembling. In the torchlight he saw the foul creature come into view. It slithered along the tunnel, its black scales, encrusted with grime brushed the walls causing chips of rock to trickle down. A river of smoke oozed from its nostrils. Chained behind the beast and dragging in the dirt, was a badly beaten miner. 

	The beast came to a stop and a hooded druid rider in leather armor slid from a saddle and unchained the exhausted slave. The druid whistled to the dragon. “Stables. Return.” And the lizard lumbered back into the darkness leaving them alone. Thump, thump, thump.

	The druid wrenched the miner to his feet, then kicked him in the back. “Get a move on, back to the cells. Next time you faint from digging, you’re dragon food. Got it?” He shoved the miner into the Viking’s side passage.

	The miner stopped in his tracks, ahead was Olof’s raised axe. “Duck,” said Olof.

	The miner dropped to his knees revealing the cruel druid behind him. Olof swung his blade and swiftly separated the druid’s skull from his shoulders. The guard’s head rolled down the passageway and came to a stop, still with a surprised look of horror frozen on its face.

	“Nice job,” said Leif.

	Olof towered over the prisoner. “Spread your legs.”

	The miner gulped then parted his ankles as wide as the chains of his shackles would allow. He squeezed his eyes closed as Olof swung down his axe and split the chain in two. The miner looked up and smiled nervously. “Are you Vikings?”

	Olof wiped his bloody axe on his thigh and laughed. “Does it show?” He helped the prisoner to his feet. “What’s your name Saxon?”

	“Gideon. How did you escape?”

	“Escape? We’re breaking in.”

	“You’re breaking in to a prison! You’re crazy, you must be from Trondheim too.”

	“Trondheim! How do you know of Trondheim?”

	“There are other Vikings in the cells, a few hundred in all. They were captured by dragons and forced to expand the mines along with us.”

	Lassa was overjoyed. “They’re alive?” Lassa had to quiet himself in his excitement.

	“Yes,” continued Gideon. “There are Saxon slaves here too, taken from all along the coast. We’ve been forced to dig tunnels leading up to the downs. I think it’s a trap.”

	Leif slapped Gideon on the back, winding him. “Trondheim. Excellent. Have you seen any sign of our Imperial Viking King Magnus down here?”

	After Gideon got his breath back, he said, “No one’s mentioned him, but we can ask the others in the cells.”

	“How many guards?”

	“There’s around twenty druids protecting each cell block, sometimes more when they’re not praying to their abomination of a king. If you don’t work they offer you up as a human sacrifice to him. No one’s seen what’s behind his gold armor and lived, but I say it’s a demon.”

	“How many dragons are there and how big is this place?”

	“I’ve only seen a few but there are rumored to be a herd in the stables, and there are hundreds of druid followers and witches too. How many men do you have?”

	“Just us, but we have our own wizard.” Leif proudly gestured to Lassa.

	“I’m not a wizard,” said Lassa to Gideon apologetically.  “There’s no such thing as magic.”

	“You’re wrong there Norseman. This place is a hive of sorcery.” Then Gideon looked at them worried. “Maybe we should go for reinforcements?”

	“We don’t have time to get reinforcements,” said Lassa. “I have to find the princess, have you seen her? Do you know where she is?”

	Gideon looked at him shocked, afraid to answer.

	“Please, I’ve got to find her.”

	Gideon paused and lowered his eyes. “I’m sorry but... I heard she’s been sacrificed.”

	Lassa turned grey.
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	BLUE MIST, lit by the rising moon, shrouded Ashby’s rolling hills. The Duke of Wessex’s battle carriage bounced over ruts in the muddy path as it crested the ridge. The horses’ nostrils flared and their breath turned to icy steam in the frigid night. 

	A mile away down in the middle of the battle ground, rows of torches twinkled like an ocean of stars - five thousand Vikings were making camp. The smell of war brewed on the horizon. Smoky wood fires from blacksmiths forges and fumes from swords being sharpened on grindstones wafted from the site.

	As Wessex’s carriage rolled towards the pavilions the thousands of Saxon troops following behind roared with bravado, but they knew that this war was going to be a reckoning, a hard won victory for whoever the victor of this battle. They chanted in unison as they marched, masking their sense of dread. The rumble of stomping feet and the thunder of beating shields would drive terror into the heart of any sane man. With so many soldiers on both sides, this was going to be the war to end all wars.

	A dark age Armageddon.

	Gagged and bound and strapped to Wessex’s carriage was Gorn, Anders and Helga. Next to her was King Harold unconscious, his head flopped from side to side as the carriage swayed. 

	Gorn tried to talk to Helga, but Gorn’s speech was an unintelligible series of muffled grunts beneath his gag. Helga must have been a dentist in a future life because she understood immediately. “Wake him up? Sure?” was what she tried to say, but what came out of her mouth was more like, “Mummff, mummmuffmfm.”

	Helga wriggled and pulled at her binds, but they didn’t loosen. Then she tried to kick Harold to wake him, but he was out of reach. Then she noticed the head of a nail sticking out from a wooden beam on the front of the carriage just a hands’ width from her chin.  She inched her face next to it, her head slamming into the carriage as it jostled over the bumpy road, but she managed to use the nail to scratch at her gag. After several minutes of sawing the nail finally cut through the cloth.

	Helga coughed and breathed in the sharp frosty air. The chilly breeze reminded her of the Nordic mountains and her childhood yodeling lessons from her father, Dagfinn the Vold. She shouted to Harold, “WAKE UP!” But her calls were lost in the din from the army’s boot stomping chants. “HAROLD, Wake up!” 

	Harold didn’t stir.

	Helga calmed herself then took in a really, really, deep breath. She closed her eyes then sang a note of operatic beauty from deep within her cavernous lungs. The note rang a perfect pitch, a sound so pure it penetrated the soul and made teeth rattle. The note hit Harold’s ears like a lightning bolt - and he SCREAMED awake!

	Harold was cross-eyed, his mind scrambled from the day’s concussion. “Er, hello, who are you? What on earth am I doing here?”

	“We’re trying to free you,” Helga said.

	Harold blinked, confused, then looked to his right and was met by the wild stare of Anders with his crazy red hair and forked beard. “How peculiar, you must be Scottish, wot-wot?” said Harold.

	“Heavens above, he’s out of it.” Helga turned to Gorn for guidance. Gorn grunted back a series of incoherent instructions. Helga sneered and replied, “Are you sure?”

	Harold smiled back and mimicked Gorn, “Bla, bla blah, bla bla blah.” He giggled.

	Helga spat in his face. A glob of saliva ran down Harold’s cheek. Now he was even more confused - if that were even possible. Helga turned back to Gorn. “See, I didn’t think that would work.”

	Gorn shook his head and repeated his muffled grunts.

	“Oh, sorry I thought you said spit on his head. You mean hit his head, bring him to his senses. Got it.” She lurched for Harold but was too far away. Her ropes tightened around her waist as the battle carriage jolted over another rut in the road. “Anders, can you reach?”

	Anders nodded then tried to headbutt Harold. Harold leaned away but then was closer to Helga. Helga saw her chance and tried to headbutt him again. Harold dodged again and leaned the other way - back towards Anders, who had another go. Back and forth Harold bobbed and weaved avoiding their blows then cried out to the Saxon troops trailing them, “Help me for heaven’s sake, I’m the ruddy King of England!”

	Their hysterical laughter was deafening.

	Wallop - Helga finally managed to headbutt the king. He hung there unconscious. “Sorry Harold, hopefully after a little sleep, you’ll be back to your old self again.”

	 

	- - -

	 

	LASSA, OLOF and Leif crept behind Gideon as they continued along the tunnel. The passageway eventually flattened out and came to an end. Ahead was a side entrance door which led into an underground slave prison. The men hugged their weapons tight. Gideon slowly pushed the small iron door ajar. Steam hissed as it opened.

	Inside, they saw rows and rows of steel cages suspended two feet above a churning lake of volcanic mud. Steel walkways connected the cages like jetties in a boat dock but instead of water it was deadly boiling sludge below. Crammed inside the cages were hundreds of forlorn Saxon and Viking prisoners.

	Lassa counted eight druid guards in black armor patrolling the steel walkways. He also spotted three witches guarding the prisoners from second floor walkways which hung above the cages. The witches cackled as one of the them spat onto the heads of the cramped miners below. 

	Lassa scanned the upper and lower walkways then drew a crude map in the dust on the floor. He circled their attack plan. “I need you to pick off the guards, here, here and here,” whispered Lassa. “Then I’ll unlock the cages while you cover me.”

	Olof removed four crossbows from his huge brutal shoulders. He primed them in silence and slid one to Gideon.

	Leif whispered to Lassa. “Are you going to use any of your boom powder?”

	“No, not yet, I’m saving that for the one who killed Princess Ann.” A wave of sadness rolled across Lassa’s face. 

	Gideon was shocked. “Princess Ann? She’s gone too? Is no one safe?”

	Lassa looked at him puzzled. “You said she’d been sacrificed?”

	“I thought you were talking about Princess Meghan. Meghan was taken to the lair last night to be sacrificed. It’s terrible.”

	“Ann lives? She lives?” Lassa could’ve kissed him. “And Meghan lives too, we were with her today. She’s alive.”

	Gideon’s smile almost lit up the cave.

	“Okay, let’s do this quick then find Ann,” urged Lassa.

	Olof ratcheted back his crossbow and the bolt clicked into place. “Ready to rumble.”

	From the shadows, Gideon aimed at a solitary druid who was standing watch under a large bell near the main entrance to the prison.

	Leif and Lassa set their arrows too and drew back their bowstrings. They took aim at the witches on the hanging walkway, hoping to pluck them off without raising the alarm.

	Lassa counted down in a whisper, “Three, two, one.” 

	Fut, fut, fut, fut - the arrows hit their marks and the witches and bellman fell to the ground dead.

	Lassa directed Olof and Leif to take out two more guards deeper inside the room. Then Lassa crept towards the caged prisoners, careful to stay hidden.

	Olof stalked along the lower walkway, slipping from shadow to shadow as he tailed the guard. Amazingly for such a big man Olof was as nimble as a cat, or in his case, nimble as a saber toothed tiger. Olof pounced on the guard, snapped his neck then slipped the body into the bubbling mud below the jetty.

	Leif climbed up to the witches second floor walkway. Below him a lone druid was making his rounds. Prisoners stirred as they noticed Leif above in gloomy torchlight. Leif put his finger to his lips and they quieted, then he wrapped his legs around a cross-beam and swung upside down just as the guard passed below. Leif slammed either side of the guard's head with his fists knocking him out then pulled him up to the platform with super human strength, leaving the deck below empty.

	Lassa signaled to Olof and Gideon and pointed them to the last pair of druid guards. Olof and Gideon raised their crossbows. Fut, Fut. The druids sprawled along the walkways, dead.

	The prisoners in the cages were frantic to cheer but held back for fear of alerting the rest of the lair to their victory.

	When Lassa reached the cells, the men inside were pawing at him in thanks but Lassa immediately focused on inspecting the metal locks. He struck them heavily with the hilt of his sword but it just bounced back harmlessly.

	Olof, Leif and Gideon sprinted along the jetties to the cells and joined Lassa at the cages. They recognized faces from Trondheim amongst the men but before they could converse Lassa urged the men to stand back. 

	“Olof, can you try?” Lassa pointed to the locks. Olof raised his axe and swung down hard. The blade sparked as it hit the metal but the locks didn’t budge.

	“Sorcery,” said Olof. 

	“It’s dragon forged,” said Gideon. “No mortal blade can break it. You’ll need keys.”

	Leif was struggling to lever off a lock with his sword when he recognized a familiar face. It was one of the palace guards from Trondheim. Leif was almost faint. “Commander Valti! IS KING MAGNUS HERE?”

	“Leif you old dog, it’s true!” Commander Valti nodded back with a warm smile. “He’s here, we’ve been hiding his identity.”

	Leif dropped to one knee and bowed, so too did Olof, Lassa and the rest of the Vikings. The whole room fell to a hush. The only sound was the boiling mud below their jetty.

	Inside the cages, the palace guards parted to reveal his imperial majesty King Magnus, leader of the Viking empire ...all ten years of him.

	But even though he was just an eighty pound kid and his simple clothes were crusted with mud and grime, Magnus had the presence of a king and not a prissy English garden party king, but a king raised on blood and war from birth. A boy king yes, but a Viking king foremost.

	Lassa trembled in his presence. The power of an empire stood before him.

	No one said a word.

	Magnus stared at Leif in the uncomfortable silence waiting for him to speak, but Leif shot a quick glance to Lassa then whispered. “You’re the highest ranked amongst us Lassa you’re a prince, you address the king.”

	Lassa’s stomach churned at the thought of talking to the commander and chief of over three million Vikings. He looked up to King Magnus from where he knelt, and his voice cracked as he spoke.  “Umm. Your Majesty. Umm. Keys. Err. Sorry.” Lassa felt like an idiot as he fumbled for the words. 

	 “Out with it boy, I’m just a man, I breathe air like the rest of us don’t I?” said Magnus.

	Lassa felt silly being addressed as ‘boy’ from someone younger than himself but at the same time was put at ease by Magnus’s humility. “Keys your Majesty, we need the keys.”

	“That’s more like it. That pig over there has them.” Magnus gestured to the guard’s body lying on the walkway, but before Lassa could move, King Magnus pointed to the prison entrance and shouted. “Hurry, they’re coming!”

	Menacing shadows writhed up the walls by the gate. Hooded figures were quickly approaching.

	Lassa rushed to the body. The druid’s mask was torn open revealing its nasty gaunt and baked skin underneath, Lassa shuddered at the sight and contemplated the dark ritual that must have caused the burns. Lassa flipped over the body and wrestled with a ring of keys. He grabbed them tight but a belch of boiling mud shook his jetty and the walkway dropped a foot towards the volcanic broth. The guard’s keys bounced from Lassa’s fingers and sank into the steaming tar below. 

	“Behind you, witches!” shouted King Magnus.

	Lassa spun round to see ten witches funnel in through the entrance, half leaping, half flying. The flaming torches around the gates lit their hideous faces. These once humans now looked like skeletons wrapped in leather, their white pupil-less eyes drained of life by a dark magic.

	Lassa desperately looked for another set of keys. On the jetty he spied a second dead guard but the hags were roiling toward him. “Leif, Olof, buy me some time!”

	Leif fumbled to load his crossbow, but by the time he raised his weapon Olof was already charging towards the wraiths. His veins pulsed beneath his tight skin. His knuckles cracked around the hilts of his twin swords. He slammed his helmet and roared like a wild beast. “For King Magnus!”

	Lassa looked on in horror, there was no way Olof could survive the attack. But Lassa pulled his attention back to the keys knowing he had to use Olof’s priceless gift of time to free the men. He crawled to the druid, and tore at his pockets for the keys.

	A writhing mob of cloaks and talons swooped down on Olof, screeching in delight, ravenous for a taste of Viking flesh.

	 Olof slashed the dark cloud with every ounce of strength he had hacking down one witch but the mob of evil was too much for him and they tore the poor Viking to shreds. 

	His yells fell silent. 

	Olof’s body disappeared beneath a scrum of black robes. The boulder of a Viking had joined the legends to be written of in the sagas.

	King Magnus roared with hate.

	The witches wiped their lips, then with a look of certainty in their eyes that the prison would soon be theirs again, they turned to bear down on Lassa and Leif.

	Lassa caught the stare of their soulless eyes, a shiver of panic ran cold through his veins, but he tore at the dead druid’s pockets more determined than ever. His hands trembled but this time he gripped the ring of keys tight. He would not risk dropping them again. On all fours he scrambled towards the cages.

	The witches saw Lassa dart. And like a pride of jackals, they lunged after him, frantic for his blood.
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	IN ANN’S nightmare she was drowning in a river of golden snakes. Their cold-blooded bodies writhed over her skin, their needle fangs striking her flesh and injecting venom deep into her veins. Her body was on fire with pain but suddenly a new strength coursed through her – a vile strength of hatred and black magic. She ripped the snakes from her skin and floated above the multitude of reptiles. She willed them dead and they burst into flames - the hate was intoxicating - she felt ashamed of her desire for evil --

	Ann shot awake and gasped for breath. The dream fog cleared but her surroundings were difficult to comprehend. She was lying in an open sarcophagus like an Egyptian mummy. The stone box sat in the middle of a small chamber with golden snakes chiseled along its marble walls.

	Ann found herself dressed in a white gown encrusted with jewels, like an exquisite wedding dress. Lassa’s golden dragon amulet still hung around her neck. 

	“She’s awake.” A witch in white robes sat at the foot of Ann’s coffin watching her every move. 

	“What’s going on?” Ann asked, but when she tried to stand she realized that her hands were bound. She started to struggle but the witch growled at her, “Stop.”

	Then the doors behind her opened and four sister witches entered the room.

	Before Ann could put up a fight they held long needle daggers at her throat. “Soon we will bow before you, but you are not yet our queen.” The watcher witch pressed the needle against Ann’s neck. “Come meet your destiny.”

	Ann winced as the needle dug into her skin. She sneered at the witch then reluctantly climbed from the sarcophagus and followed the witches out of the chamber.

	They descended an ornate corridor lined with huge carvings of dragons and snakes devouring tormented men. Ann feigned disinterest in the golden idols but the artistry was as stunning as it was malevolent.

	At the end of the corridor was a set of towering gold doors like giant bat wings. They slowly opened to reveal a gigantic cave ahead.

	Ann gasped. In the center of the cavern hung a magnificent golden temple suspended over a churning lake of fire. Red and gold light from the roiling flames lit up the temples polished walls and stone gargoyles. The movement of the shadows made the whole palace feel like a giant monster's heart.

	Even more terrifying than the statues of gargoyle were the two real living dragons which guarded the temple’s drawbridge. 

	The drawbridge lowered and the witches forced Ann forward.

	The dragons snarled then parted to let Ann and the witches cross the granite steps. At the end of the bridge a huge spiked portcullis gate slowly raised to reveal a stunning golden cathedral inside.

	The magnificent temple was carved into the shape of a pentagram. Sulfur vented into the enchanted hall from openings in the floor. The lake of fire churned below causing shafts of light to pierce the room like giant phantom swords.

	At the end of the temple was a raised gold and turquoise throne and bowing before it were fifty masked druids. They chanted a prayer for their black mass. 

	 

	“King of dragons, cleanse the Earth with fire. My life for you.”

	 

	Elegant waterfalls and fountains cascaded into a pool behind the throne. Water from the pool overflowed onto the lake of fire far below causing a layer of cooling mist to hang above the shiny black and white tiled floor.

	The witches led Ann to the foot of the throne, then retreated to the back of the temple and knelt in prayer. The throne had lion’s feet and the wings of an eagle, its owner surely thought himself a god. Ann looked for an escape route, but knew she wouldn’t make it ten feet towards the drawbridge before the druids consumed her. 

	The druids stopped chanting and there was a moment of silence. In the stillness Ann could hear a faint rumble, like a giant’s heartbeat, it was the sound of a distant ocean pounding the beach hundreds of feet above her.

	Suddenly the air became tense and reverent. Something stirred at the top of an opulent stairway behind the throne. From within a cloak of mist, golden armor radiated light and the Dragon King entered the temple. The druids touched their foreheads to the floor in awe.

	At over seven feet tall and built like a Roman statue Ann could understand why the druids would think him a god. She shivered with fear but hid it as the Dragon King’s gold and steel boots clicked ominously down the marble stairs, his saffron cape trailing behind him.

	The god king reached Ann and towered over her, his reptilian eyes pierced her from behind his golden helmet. Ann trembled but kept her composure. She met his gaze and held it, her bright green eyes almost as intimidating as his. Then something caught her attention, hanging around his neck was another dragon amulet, identical to hers.

	The king cupped his steel glove round her soft face and tilted her chin until her eyes met his.

	He toyed with her amulet, his fingers just inches from her heart. She could feel a tug of dark magic from his presence, filling her with an overwhelming sense of dread and despair.

	The king spoke to her with a powerful snake-like voice, his words laced with magic. “This was my mother’s...” He moved his hand to the crown of her head. Lightning shot from his glove and into Ann, and she was thrown into a nightmare vision as the Dragon King’s memories were driven into her mind.

	In a trance, Ann found herself sent back in time, it was night and she was inside a derelict cottage during a heavy thunder storm. Water dripped through the thatched roof and ran down soot covered walls. She watched a filthy scab-covered witch paint a pentagram on the floor using chicken’s blood. In the center of the pentagram was a lifeless boy, on his chest was the dragon amulet. The king’s voice penetrated the vision, “A simple woman trying to save her son.”

	The witch wore the same amulet that hung around Ann’s neck. She raised a dragon claw dagger above the boy and chanted an ancient spell. Then she cut her palm and let blood drip onto the boy’s neck and amulet. Like he’d been struck with a jolt of electricity the boy’s eyes opened. His pupils turned from round to narrow slits. He was alive.

	Just then five Saxon knights booted in the door. The witch screamed as a young Lord Mordred burst in. He raised his sword and sliced off the witch’s hand which wielded the dragon claw blade. He yelled at her, “By order of King Harold the Just, you have been found guilty of the crime of witchcraft. Penalty is death.”

	The knights torched the cottage and dragged the screaming witch and boy through the forest on horseback under the lightning filled sky.

	They arrived at Beacon Hill and stood above the cauldron shaped pit at the entrance to the lair. Mordred ripped the amulet from the witch then kicked her into the pit. He grabbed the boy and threw him in too.

	The boy clutched his amulet and cowered as a dragon’s shadow crept along the steep walls. The mother stood in front of him protectively. 

	The dragon roared and a huge fireball engulfed the mother with flames. The dragon’s jaws snatched her up and wolfed her down to the jeers of Mordred and the Saxons looking on. 

	“I watched her die in agony.” The Dragon King’s voice wavered.

	The dragon then turned to the boy and fire shot from its mouth. The boy’s naked chest blistered with the heat, but the skin behind the dragon amulet was untouched. The silhouette was etched on the boy’s throat as a permanent reminder of this terrifying night. But the dragon stopped when it saw the amulet. It sniffed the pendant, then snatched the boy into its jaws but it didn’t eat him, instead it carried him gently deep into the blackness of the lair.

	Ann slammed back into the present as the Dragon King removed his hand from her head. She sprawled on the temple floor gasping for breath. The dark magic had made her feel sick to her stomach. 

	The Dragon King paced behind his throne. His fingers caressed his amulet. “It’s carved from a dragon egg. Its magic cloaked me as one of their own and the dragons accepted me as part of their litter. They raised me. Their magic mixed with my blood. And I learned the source of their power.”

	The king started to loosen his helmet straps as he continued, “And the dragons have served me well, by creating your war. My people may be small in numbers right now but in time we will grow to an army which will fill the whole Earth and I will bring order as their god. Right now the Saxon and Viking armies are only hundreds of feet above my lair and when both armies have finished their petty revenge, I will have mine by destroying what’s left of your crippled legions.”

	The Dragon King slowly removed his helmet. Ann looked away in disgust. He was severely disfigured, his face blistered with scars and covered in scales. “I will have justice for what your father did to me!” The king’s forked tongue slithered. He unbuckled his breastplate and removed his upper armor. They fell to the polished floor with a clatter.

	Ann looked up aghast as huge scaly black wings unfolded from the king’s back!

	He was a terrifying fusion of man and dragon. 

	Ann’s knees buckled at the sight of the winged demon. 

	“Very few can resist a dragon’s dark magic Ann, but like me, you know deep within your soul that that power comes from the shadows. I will free you from the childish morality that holds you back. And what better revenge to inflict upon Harold than have his daughter worship me willingly as my wife. And by marrying me I will be the legitimate king of this realm!”

	Ann struggled to look away from his ugly face but the king’s claws grabbed her chin and forced her eyes back to his. She saw his dragon amulet and behind it noticed the patch of normal skin. “The only part left of me that remains untouched by fire. A last reminder of my human weakness. But that fire gave me strength and it’s a strength that I share with all my people. And soon your flesh will be strong like ours, once you have undergone the baptism of fire.” He called to the druids. “Show her.”

	The ring of druids lowered their hoods. Ann was petrified, the men were horribly burnt and disfigured just like the king.  Their flesh was like tar and leather with seeping blisters where the skin was too brittle to bend.

	“You’re a monster,” said Ann.

	“Unlike your father, I do not rule by fear, I rule because I have the will of the people. My gift to them is not of this Earth.”

	A rope lowered from the ceiling and the witches pushed a hook through the cords that bound Ann’s hands. Ann tried to run, she lunged for a vent in the floor. But her ropes went tight and her arms jerked into the air. The witches winched her up and she hung helpless in the center of the room.

	The Dragon King relished her pain. “There is a place between life and death that the power of heaven is unlocked for all, the source of magic is in that moment, a truth that you will soon learn too.” The king slid into the throne and watched intensely as the floor parted under Ann. She looked down and nearly fainted - thirty feet below her the lake of fire growled like a tormented demon. Ann kicked at the heat as it stung her legs. Her shoes tumbled into the blaze and were devoured by fire.

	Tears ran down Ann’s cheeks, she tried to hold back screaming from the burning pain, not wanting to satisfy the Dragon King’s revenge, but the heat was too much and she cried out in agony, “LASSA!” 

	But no one came. 

	Ann descended towards the flames.
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	ON THE fields above the lair, thousands upon thousands of Viking and Saxon troops stretched on forever in opposing lines. Giant crossbows and catapults dotted the horizon. The smoke from a multitude of torches turned purple in the pre-dawn light as ten thousand warriors were poised for the greatest battle in history.

	In amongst the throng, Helga, Gorn, Anders and an unconscious King Harold found themselves strapped to the buckets of four giant catapults. A thin, potato faced guard, Spud, reprimanded the Vikings who were grunting and struggling to get free. “Oi, you keep wriggling and those things’ll go off.”

	Spud’s squat barrel-necked partner Blakey studied King Harold’s nose inquisitively. “He does look kind of familiar though?”

	Spud sneered at his coworker. “Oh yeah, like you know what the king looks like? Been having a spot of tea at one of his majesty’s garden parties have we Blakey?” 

	“No, but I’ve seen his pictures ain’t I?” Blakey rooted around in his pockets and pulled out a copper coin. Stamped on the coin was a profile of King Harold.

	“God in heaven!” Spud’s jaw nearly hit the ground. “Since when have you had money? You certainly kept that a little secret when it was your turn to buy a round of drinks at the Bull’s Head pub!”

	Blakey avoided Spud’s glare. He held the coin next to King Harold’s face and compared the profiles... chins matched, foreheads matched and even their large hooked noses matched… 

	 

	- - -

	 

	MOMENTS LATER, panicked, sweaty and exhausted, Blakey and Spud found themselves inside the Duke of Wessex’s pavilion surrounded by the most powerful men in the Saxon army pleading with their commander and chief. Up until that point the only words they’d ever spoken to their superiors were ‘yes sir,’ and ‘how high sir,’ so this was as much an unbelievable experience for them as it was for the snarling faces of their overlords.

	“Your Grace, we really think he’s telling the truth.” Spud groveled and squirmed like a toddler needing the bathroom as he addressed the Duke of Wessex. “We woke him up and he’s babbling on about this dragon cult! Sir, me Lord - your Grace!” Spud twitched as he corrected himself.

	“Show him the coin, show him the coin!” egged on Blakey.

	The Duke of Wessex sneered at the coin. “I know what the king LOOKS LIKE!” He slapped it away, hitting Spud in the eye.

	Doubled over in pain, Spud pointed at Blakey. “Sorry, he made me do it.”

	“Are the prisoners still in the catapults as I ORDERED!?”

	“Yes, but --” said Spud in his smallest voice.

	“GOOD because if they’re not then you will be shot into the clouds instead! And when you slam into the ground at a hundred miles an hour, I pray that the last thought that goes through your feeble minds is to NEVER QUESTION MY ORDERS!”

	Spud and Blakey backed out of the pavilion as quickly as they could, bowing profusely as they left. “Yes sir, how high sir.”

	Wessex shot a stare at the pavilion guards. “If you let one more stupid idiot into this tent then I will personally take that pike and shove it up your --”

	“Assault weapons are here your Grace,” interrupted a Saxon general.

	“Yes! That’s more like it!” Wessex’s attention darted back to his favorite subject of war.

	 

	- - -

	 

	HAVING SURVIVED the dragon attack and a half day ride from Ashby castle, Sven and Meghan looked like a couple of filthy beggars. They stood before the Karlsson twins and a host of Viking elite warriors in a pavilion on the Viking side of the battlegrounds. 

	A seething Karlsson the elder towered over Sven ready to crush him. “So you’re telling me that General Gorn Skarsgood, is a traitor!” His spittle sprayed Sven’s matted hair.

	“No-no, I’m saying that Gorn went to warn the Saxons that it was dragons that attacked Trondheim and that dragons attacked Ashby castle too. This Dragon King wants us to destroy each other, so he can step in and take over. It’s all a trap.”

	“Again with the dragons!” said Karlsson the elder. “What kind of fool do you take us for? Did Lassa the Valiant bring along a jester to mock his brothers?”

	Bloodbeard, a human tower of solid muscle gave Sven a hard stare as if trying to recall a memory.

	Meghan put her hand on Karlsson’s steel fist. “Please my lords. It’s true. He has my sister Ann, the daughter of King Harold. Please we’re begging you, you mustn’t fight the Saxons.”

	“So you want us to lay down our weapons and not do any killing?” he said softly.

	Meghan slowly answered. “Yes...”

	He gazed into her hopeful eyes, then turned to Sven. “You’re an idiot boy, you’ve been spellbound by a Saxon witch. Kill them both!”

	Sven yelped.

	“That’s it, I recognize that yelp!” Bloodbeard sprang to his feet and pointed at Sven. “You were at the battle at Ribe?”

	“Yes that’s right, that was me!”

	“I knew it! You were the one hiding behind me, you chubby little coward!”

	Sven yelped even louder.

	“Guards prepare two blood eagles.” Karlsson the younger clamped his massive hands on Sven and Meghan’s shoulders. “Be happy that your terrible screams will bring delight to our warriors at tonight’s victory feast.”

	 

	- - -

	 

	BACK IN the underground lair, Lassa furiously tried to unlock the prison cells. Behind him, eight witches with saber clawed talons galloped towards him, Olof’s fresh blood dripped from their cheeks.

	From inside the cages King Magnus urged Lassa on. “Don’t let Olof’s death be in vain. Hurry!” Lassa’s hands trembled, the lock wouldn’t turn. He jiggled the key in the lock, then he heard the first witch land just feet away, but he didn’t turn round, he stayed focused on the lock.

	The lead witch’s forked tongue anticipated her prey, but her smile waned as Leif jumped in front of her, blocking her path. He picked up the witch by her ankles then spun her round and slammed her into her sister wraiths. Two of the witches toppled into the burning sludge and shrieked a blood curdling scream as they were boiled alive.

	But Lassa’s reprieve was only temporary, the rest of the hags scrambled to their feet. “Lassa! Come on!” said Leif. Leif shot his last crossbow bolt, but it glanced off the lead witch’s skull. 

	Lassa punched the lock and growled. He gave the key one last turn - click. The cages finally flew open and the mass of prisoners piled out like a landslide.

	The prisoners unleashed their rage, months of slavery paid back with deathly blows upon the witch’s backs. Revenge was not pretty. 

	Just then, the large prison alarm bell rang. A half dead witch had crawled out of the burning slurry and used her dying strength to pull on the bell cord. The witch cracked her last smile as she heard sister bells throughout the mine ring back in response. Leif called to Lassa. “We’re gonna have company!”

	Lassa gave orders to the Saxon and Viking prisoners rolling out of the cells. “You, you and you retrieve weapons. You guys, barricade that entrance. Start a fire to block that tunnel, hold them off then smoke them out.” Lassa realized that King Magnus was looking at him open mouthed. “Sorry, your Highness, with your permission obviously.” He quivered. 

	Magnus locked his hand around Lassa’s. “Gorn’s appointed, I see. Good job lad!”

	Again Lassa didn’t quite like being called ‘lad’ by someone younger than himself, but since that person happened to be king, he’d let it go. “Listen, I need to find Ann.”

	 “She been taken to the temple. Nobody comes back from there alive.”

	“Everyone calls me a nobody, so I guess I’ll be fine,” said Lassa. “Besides I have something that’ll change their mind…” Lassa showed Magnus his sack of black powder. “It’s explosive, get everyone out of here as fast as you can.”

	Magnus recognized the work. “You’re Choy Yang’s apprentice, he served me well. He’ll be written of in the sagas.”

	Lassa’s heart filled with pride for his old master.

	King Magnus pointed Lassa to a passage near the main entrance of the underground prison. “The temple’s that way. Godspeed.”

	“Thank you.”

	Lassa was about to leave when Leif joined him. “I’ll come with you.”

	“Sorry brother, King Magnus is your charge now, protect him at all costs. That’s an order.” Lassa smiled.

	“You make us proud. I’ll leave a detachment of men.”

	“No, stealth is my ally here, I go alone. You’ll draw the fight to you, they’ll leave Ann less guarded. Just like they did to us at Trondheim.” Lassa handed him a copy of the map he'd charted. “Take the mining tunnel, it leads to the battlegrounds. Stop this war.”

	Leif handed Lassa the repeating crossbow with a full quiver of bolts. “Then Sparrow Needle will be your brother.” 

	“Oh, you named your crossbow, great.”

	“I named him after you and your skinny legs,” said Leif proudly.

	“...ah ...yeah, thanks?” Lassa shook his head at the ‘honorable’ name, then slung the crossbow over his shoulder and ran down the tunnel towards the temple. “For the glory!”

	King Magnus called after him, “You will always have a seat at my table boy!”

	“Umm, thank you,” replied Lassa. Then under his breath, “Great, a seat at the kids table!” 

	

[image: chapter20]

	ANN DANGLED at the end of the rope high above the lava. She screamed as tongues of fire lapped at her feet. The hairs on her legs were singed and her wedding dress began to smoke.

	Two druids released the winch another notch and she sank a foot closer to the lake of fire. The Dragon King’s eyes grew with delight as he coached her through the pain. “Since the dawn of time, men have burned offerings to the gods. Why? Because when the body burns it becomes spirit for its journey to the afterlife, but there is a moment between life and death where the flesh and spirit are one. And in that moment lies the crucible of magic.”

	The Dragon King savored Ann’s smoldering fumes with relish. “You will exist in that moment between life and death for eternity, forever at my side. And I will teach you the ultimate power of the demon that is within you. Your true self Ann, I’ve seen it. The way you hold a blade, the way you make it thirst for blood. Our kingdom will be unstoppable.”

	“I’d rather die!” Ann’s tears evaporated in the intense heat.

	“Not for ten thousand years,” said the king. His attention turned to the temple gates as a knight in red and black armor studded with iron spikes entered beneath the golden portcullis - The Earl of Lichfield, commander of the dragon stables. He kneeled before the Dragon King and bowed, his face blackened and scarred by the baptism of fire but his eyes shone bright with hope.

	The king nodded his approval.

	“Sire, the Saxons and Vikings are amassing on the battle fields as you planned,” said Lichfield. “Our spies report that the war will commence at dawn and we estimate it’ll be over by noon. All exits are blocked. And our armies await in the stables for your command.”

	“Excellent. Wait for the last hour then open the gates beneath the battlefield. Attack when they think it’s over, their adrenaline will be spent and their meat more tender for the dragons.”

	“As you will my lord,” said Lichfield.

	“Once the battlefield is swept clean, send the dragons to every village across our land and kill all those who will not bow to me. Our reign of terror will begin!” 

	“All hail the king! We long for the hour!” called Lichfield.

	The rows of witches and druids chanted,

   

	“King of dragons, cleanse the Earth with fire. My life for you.”

	 

	But beneath their chants, the sound of alarm bells rang through the lair. Three rings meant the slave cells were under attack.

	“Lichfield, back to the stables, ready the troops and wait for my orders,” said the king.

	“Your will be done, my liege.” Lichfield returned to the lair.

	The king turned to the druids and witches. “Brethren, defend the prison.”

	His followers bowed then poured out of the temple, leaving him alone with Ann. The two guard dragons bounded after them.

	The Dragon King rose from his throne and glided over to Ann’s winch. He smiled, her feet were beginning to blister. “As a sword is tempered with heat, the blade becomes stronger.” He lowered the ratchet one more notch. Ann’s screams rang again. The king used his wings to waft the flames. “You’ll become a blade strong enough to kill a god.”

	Embers crawled along Ann’s dress like glowing ruby spiders. Tongues of fire started to look like the golden snakes from her nightmare, the fangs striking her flesh, the pain like venom.

	 

	- - -

	 

	ON HEARING Ann’s cries, Lassa’s heart nearly burst, she was alive, but for how long. Her agony lit a fire under him and he shot faster along the tunnel, but something was coming -- a sound like white-water rapids rolled towards him from the far end of the path. Fifty charging druids were heading his way.

	Lassa looked behind him, he was too far along to turn back. In a panic he looked to the heavens for help, then immediately he saw a sliver of hope, the stalactites above.

	Lassa struggled to climb the tunnel walls. Water seeped through the cave roof making it nearly impossible to hang on. He wedged himself against the roof and a small ledge. His leg slipped and dangled just as the first druids passed below. 

	A more observant cleric would have spotted Lassa in an instant, but the followers were bent on reaching the underground prison.

	Lassa raised his foot in silence and clamped both legs against the stalactites. He hung on for dear life as the druids rushed beneath him, but his hands were slipping on the wet rock. He slammed his elbow into a crack and slowed his descent, but he was still slipping.

	The temple dragons bounded underneath him. Their spiked backbones grazed the tunnel roof, one of them tore into the ceiling and slashed Lassa’s leg. His body started to tremble, unable to hold on any longer.

	The druids disappeared into the prison cells where they were met with a roar from the Vikings. This spark of bravado filled Lassa with the strength to cling on for just a few seconds longer, enough to let the last dragon pass safely beneath him. But as it lumbered by, Lassa’s hands finally gave out and he slipped from the stalactites and slammed onto the dirt. He cracked his ankle on the rocks and howled in pain.

	The last dragon’s heavy footsteps came to a halt – it had heard him.

	Its massive armored head slowly turned. Its flaming red eyes bore deep into Lassa’s soul. He gulped. “Umm, good dragon. Stay.” He raised his hands trying to calm the beast, but it snorted, stamped its clawed feet, then charged at him like a mad bull.

	Lassa hobbled towards the temple as fast as he could. His ankle throbbed with every step. The dragon bounded after him, its tail thrashed the ceiling and stalactites came crashing down. The beast skidded to a stop, drew in air. It roared like thunder then blasted a torrent of deadly fire from its mouth.

	Lassa dove to the floor as the fireball shot past him and hit the wall. Sparks rained down, some landing on the sack containing his explosive black powder. The sack started to smolder.

	Lassa limped along, feverishly patting out the flames on the sack. The dragon’s claws ripped the floor as it scrambled after him, its forked tongue lashing the air.

	Lassa stumbled out of the tunnel and reached the drawbridge. He raced across the bridge above the lake of fire. The gargantuan lizard’s shadow was almost on top of him. He could hear its jaw snapping at his heels.

	Lassa pulled out his sword. Above the entrance to the temple hung the massive spiked portcullis gate. With his last ounce of strength Lassa dove into the temple, under the portcullis, he swung his blade and sliced off the gate’s massive counter weights. The huge portcullis came crashing down just as the dragon’s head was below it. The golden spikes slammed into the dragon’s skull, stapling it to the ground. Molten lava oozed from its eyes. It was dead.

	Sparks flew from Lassa’s armor as he slid along the polished temple floor - he was heading straight for the opening to the lake of fire! He desperately tried to stop himself, but the marble tiles were as smooth as ice. A ribbon of sparks trailed him, and he flew into the gaping hole!

	He started to fall towards the lake of fire -- but at the last second his hand found the ledge and his body jerked to a stop. He dangled miraculously by his fingertips and watched the last of the sparks from his armor disappear into the flames.

	It was then that he looked down and saw Ann hanging from the end of her rope, five feet below him. Her wrists were raw and her clothes were charred but her haunted face filled with an expression of shock and joy. “Lassa!”

	Lassa struggled to hang on to the ledge. “Not quite the rescue I had in mind.”

	“You came back!” Color and life rushed back into Ann’s face as she looked up at him.

	“Look Ann, I’ve been trying to tell you, I’m not who you think I am,” said Lassa. “I didn’t kill Mordred, well I did, but only by accident. I was trying to run away, trying to hide. I’m not a hero at all, I’m a coward.”

	Ann stared up at Lassa and laughed. He was dangling above a lake of fire, wearing shining armor, carrying a sword and had a sack full of explosive powder. “Aren’t cowards supposed to avoid danger Lassa?”

	Lassa smiled back. “Oh yeah. Well it wasn’t my intention.”

	“Well you’re my hero, Lassa, no matter what you think!”

	Lassa’s heart fluttered at Ann’s smile, but his grin soon disappeared as the shadow of a huge bat-like wing crawled over him. The Dragon King stood above, his wings spread out like a demon.

	Lassa nearly fell off the ledge. “Oh my God!”

	“Yes. I AM,” sneered the king.
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	THE SUN broke the horizon on the final dawn that many a Viking and Saxon eye would see. Gorn, Anders and Helga braced themselves in their catapults. Blakey’s hands trembled as he held his axe high over the firing mechanism of a giant catapult. In its bucket, a gagged and hog-tied King Harold stared back at him.

	“I-I’m ssss-so-so sorry your majesty, b-but I-I got’s me orders.” Blakey had to shout his apology over the deafening sound of the Viking and Saxon armies whose cries roared like a maelstrom.

	Further along the glinting ocean of swords and weaponry, the Duke of Wessex strode ahead of his lines of archers and stood to face the Vikings. Behind him, flames raced along a trough of oil and the bowmen lit their arrows. Wessex smashed his fists into his helmet pumping up his adrenaline. He pointed his sword at the Vikings. “CHARRRRRGE!”      On the Viking side, the Karlsson Twins stood in front of their lines too, their axes and war hammers raised for battle. “CHARRRRGE!”

	The multitude of warriors stormed towards each other, a thunderous wave of insanity about to crash on the shores of total carnage.

	Archers on both sides unleashed a firestorm of burning arrows. The sky turned a doomsday orange and black - the war to end all wars had begun.

	 

	- - -

	 

	BACK IN the cells, Leif and the prisoners raided the prison armory and loaded up on swords, arrows and armor. King Magnus pulled a heavy broadsword from a dead guard. Remarkably he whipped the massive weapon into the air and spun it around like a gladiator. “Nice balance.”

	The prisoners and Vikings roared with excitement. The fight was on.

	But before the Vikings and Saxons could wreak their revenge, another legion of druids and yet more witches rushed in from the opposite side of the den. Both exits were blocked. The prisoners were trapped and massively outnumbered by three hundred of the Dragon King’s deadly troops.

	Then came the dragons.

	Soot and ash trailed the ferocious creatures. They reached the cells and tried to smash through the iron bars, but they were too big to squeeze inside. They hissed in frustration then belched fire into the cells.

	Flames singed Leif’s wolf-skin jacket but they were too far away for serious damage. “Finish them!” Leif and the prisoners opened fire.

	Flaming arrows and gleaming swords painted a rainbow of death as the swarm of druids piled into the prison.

	Witches claimed the air and attacked from above. Saxon swords churned their way through the melee. It was pandemonium.

	 

	- - -

	 

	ANN AND Lassa dangled above the lake of fire. Flames hissing at their toes. The Dragon King stood over them, wings outstretched. “Come to save the damsel, how touching.”

	Lassa struggled to grip the ledge. “Let her go!”

	The Dragon King laughed then stepped on Lassa’s hand and twisted his heel. Lassa cried out and lost his grip. He swung out violently above the fire, holding on by just one arm. Black powder fell from his sack and roared in the lava.

	“Go, go where?” said the Dragon King. “Soon your armies will have destroyed each other, and my dragons will have swept away the trash that was left.” The king stepped on Lassa’s other hand. Lassa nearly fainted as his fingers cracked under the gold encrusted boot. “Not the fairy tale ending you were hoping for, boy.”

	Lassa was studying Ann’s rope below him and calculating the angle of her arc. “Ann swing.” Sweat evaporated from Lassa’s cheeks, he couldn’t hold on any longer. Ann struggled on the rope then started to swing below him.

	“Enough of this.” The king stamped on Lassa’s remaining fingers and this time Lassa dropped off the ledge.

	He fell towards molten rock, clouds of toxic gas whizzing past him, but as Ann swung below him, his swollen fingers connected with her rope. His hands were on fire with pain, but he held on tight and the momentum carried him to the other side of the ledge. He jumped off and clung to the lip. “Ann, keep on swinging.”

	Ann tucked into a ball and carried on swinging like a giant pendulum.

	Lassa pulled himself over the lip and got to his feet, then he aimed his crossbow at the king.

	The Dragon King stared back and laughed. “Really?”

	“Oh yeah?” Lassa fired the bolt directly at the king’s heart, but with the flick of his wrist the Dragon King covered his chest with his wings. The bolt ricocheted off and dropped harmlessly to the floor with a tinkle.

	Lassa pursed his lips. “Bodmas!”

	Smoke trickled from the Dragon King’s nostrils. “Enough of this nonsense!” He beat his wings and rose into the air. His chest rumbled then just like his dragons, he opened his mouth and streamed fire from his lungs.

	The fireball shot at Lassa but he jumped out of the way and it blasted through the throne and crashed into the waterfall. The temple shook with the force. In the distraction, Lassa ran to Ann’s winch and turned the huge wheel to start raising her up.

	Ann kicked at her clothes to pat out the embers. Her eyes were starting to turn reptilian like the Dragon King’s.

	The Dragon King’s eyes gleamed as he saw she was becoming like him. “It’s working.” He lashed out at Lassa, “Get away from her!” Then shot another fireball. It exploded just inches behind Lassa and a shower of shrapnel tore through Lassa’s armor. A piece of rock smashed into his jaw knocking out a tooth. Lassa nearly collapsed with the pain, then wobbled back onto his legs. Down, but not out.

	He noticed fresh cracks crawling along the ornate ceiling and his spirits were lifted. Sea water trickled from the stone gargoyles and vaporized on the lake of fire. Lassa could hear the pounding of waves far above him, his plan for the black powder might work.

	Water from the cracks splashed down on Ann and she opened her eyes in shock. Her pupils looked even more like the king’s, but the cooling water brought her out of her trance and her eyes returned to normal.

	The king swooped towards Lassa in a rage, his wing claws extending, ready for the kill. Lassa slipped on the wet floor, then steadied himself, ready to face the winged devil before him.

	Lassa unsheathed his little dagger.

	The king was almost disappointed. “Is that all you’ve got?” The king’s chest rumbled. “Fight fire with fire,” he advised.

	Lassa clutched his dagger, screamed like a berserker then ran towards the king.

	“That’s more like it.” The king flexed his wings.

	But halfway through his sprint Lassa turned and bolted in the opposite direction towards the exit.

	“What the...? A true coward after all!” The king stared in disbelief.

	But Lassa wasn’t running away, he was aiming for Ann. He made a running jump and vaulted over the lake of fire then dove onto Ann’s rope at the height of her swing. The couple flew back across the chasm and Lassa cut her rope mid swing. They flew to the other side of the temple and landed safely in a heap on the floor.

	Lassa helped Ann to her feet then pulled his large sack of black powder off his back.

	The king rose into the air and prepared to dive towards them, but Lassa shouted to him, “You don’t fight fire with fire, you fight fire with water!”

	Lassa threw the sack into the lake of fire. Then he tucked Ann behind his shield as the black powder landed on the lava.

	FOOOOOOOOM!

	A huge explosion blasted the temple. The shock-wave was so strong that it ripped the tiles from the floor and a giant earthquake shook the building off its foundation. The whole temple dropped ten feet and landed at an angle.

	The king was shocked but unhurt. Then above him the roof groaned and cracked more. He looked up in horror as the ceiling tore open, and ten billion gallons of sea water came crashing down on top of him.

	The king was sucked into the boiling chasm as sea water continued to pour into the lair. The lava exploded and a wall of volcanic steam expanded through the temple.

	Ann and Lassa dropped the shield and climbed over the impaled dragon. They scrambled across the drawbridge as behind them the once elegant structure disintegrated into living hell and the wall of volcanic steam grew closer.

	The sea began to devour the underground caves like Neptune’s fury. The whole lair started to collapse around them in a growing chain reaction of exploding lava tubes fed by a gigantic expanding sinkhole of lava. 
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	THE VIKING and Saxon armies were in mid battle.  The earth rumbled with the pounding feet of ten thousand men, but there was something else stirring below their feet.

	Beyond the din, Blakey still held his axe above King Harold’s catapult ready to strike. “I can’t do it Spud. I just can’t, I know it’s him, the missus would kill me if she found out. Go on let ‘em go. I’m more frightened of her than anything Wessex could bring.”

	Spud began to untie Gorn’s wrists. “You’re taking the blame, right?”

	Blakey’s arms ached from holding the heavy axe anyway. He looked down at King Harold and shook his head. “Sorry about that yer Majesty, Maureen has one of them commemorative plates from the royal wedding --” but just then, the ground shook violently as another earthquake from the exploding lair reached the surface. Blakey stumbled and tripped and his axe came swinging down, and accidentally sliced King Harold’s rope.

	The rope split - but hung together by a single thread. “Shoot, shoot, shoot!” Blakey hopped about then grabbed both ends to stop it releasing. “Help! Help!” 

	Cracks appeared all over the battlefield and steam from the exploding lair burst through the ground, shaking and twisting the earth. Spud battled the swaying as he untied Gorn’s ropes, then Gorn sprang from his bucket and clambered to help Blakey just as King Harold’s rope snapped.

	Quick as a flash, Gorn snatched both ends and with all of his strength fought to hold the catapult from launching. But he couldn’t last long.

	Blakey rolled on the ground blowing on his palms to relieve the searing rope burns.

	Another huge aftershock rolled beneath them, this time strong enough to cause Anders’ catapult to topple over. It crashed into Helga’s catapult, smashing the wooden frame to smithereens.

	Anders ducked for cover as the highly sprung ropes uncoiled and whipped past him. A nail sized splinter shot into Gorn’s bicep. He ground his teeth against the pain, but he held on to the ropes like no other man could.

	Anders slammed into the dirt. His leg was crushed by a massive beam but at least he was free. He crawled over to Helga still tangled in her bucket. He pulled her from the rigging and smiled, she was still in once piece. He untied her feet in a frenzy. “Get to the king.”

	Helga didn’t wait for him to untie her hands or gag, she was off like lightning for King Harold’s catapult.

	She leaped into the air and tucked her large body into a ball. Harold closed his eyes as she smashed into the wooden struts like a human wrecking ball. The bucket exploded and Helga and King Harold plowed into the turf, landing in a sprawling heap unharmed.

	With the king now safe, Gorn let go of the ropes and the catapult went off like a rocket and the bucket sailed above the teaming battlefield empty. Gorn howled in relief.

	Bruised, battered and cheek to cheek with Helga, King Harold panted through his gag. He brushed aside her blonde pigtails and smiled at the Danish heavyweight. He looked at her with a new respect, and a twinkle in his eye.

	On the battlefield, steam and fire sprang from the twisted earth. The rampaging Viking and Saxon armies slowed down as the earthquake rattled both sides. They all stared at the beach; the boiling ocean was tumbling into a huge sinkhole. Jets of lava blasted into the air and were quenched by the ocean waves turning them into fingers of rock like giant statues of ancient gods.

	 

	- - -

	 

	LASSA AND ANN raced down the tunnel leading to the prison chased by the tsunami of steam and volcanic gravel from the expanding sinkhole.

	Torches lining the tunnels were blown out by the clouds of steam but they could see the light from the prison ahead. Lassa’s pace quickened, soon they would cross the prison and head back to the caves of Beacon Hill, but as they burst through the iron gates Lassa’s hopes were dashed. The prison was a sea of bubbling volcanic mud. He watched the last of the lower walkways sink beneath the deadly tar leaving only a ghost outline of flames. Some second level walkway gantries hung from the roof, but they were on the other side of the chamber with no way to reach them.

	Lassa looked back in panic, the burning wall of steam from the tunnel was rushing towards them. They were trapped.

	Another aftershock rocked the lair and more huge boulders rained down from the cave roof. A giant stalactite splashed into the mud. The giant slab sank slowly into the steaming lake of mud but Lassa saw his chance. “Ann, stepping stones, use the rocks! Go!” He watched concerned as Ann jumped on top of the fresh stalactite. She wobbled as it started to sink into the mud but it was slow enough for her to cross to another rock.

	Ann reached for Lassa and pulled him onto the rock. They balanced on the stalactite and scanned the prison for another way to cross.

	Steam and rising lava hissed outside the gates. The prison lurched again and more rocks landed in the hellish sludge. Lassa spotted another slab large enough to take their weight and they dove onto it. The slab started to lean and Ann and Lassa slipped towards the spitting waves of tar.

	Just then a scorching wind blew past them and the volcanic wall of pumice and steam burst into the caves. Lassa nearly fell into the bubbling death. Ann grabbed him. “This way.”

	Ann spotted the remnants of a hanging walkway swinging ten feet away. With her gymnastic dexterity she made a running jump and leaped towards it. She latched onto the bars and called to Lassa, “Come on.”

	Lassa was about to leap. “I can’t make it, I’ll never reach.”

	“Aim for my legs!”

	“I’m too heavy, I’ll pull you in!”

	Mud and tar started to crawl over the lip of Lassa’s stalactite. Ann shouted at him, “Just do it! You have to!”

	He stepped back as far as he could, then made a running leap and vaulted up to Ann. He flailed towards her and, with just inches to spare, he managed to snag her legs. Ann clenched her jaw and gripped the gantry like a vice. Lassa’s legs were splattered with the boiling mud and his shoes smoked from the heat.

	He climbed up her body. Her dress tore as his hands pulled on the delicate cloth. “Sorry, sorry.” 

	He reached above and his hands found the gantry. He hung on to the bars.

	Ann let go and they dangled in the air.

	“Come on!” Ann and Lassa monkey barred along the hanging gantry and reached the exit to the prison. Lassa landed as the tide of lava rolled into the cave. The lava chewed through the walls, and the prison gates melted in the heat. Ann grabbed Lassa’s hand and pulled him from the mesmerizing scene to the relative safety of the exit tunnel. They watched the roof finally collapse, and rock and earth buried the prison.

	Further up the tunnel, beyond the thunderous sound of the hissing lava were the distant calls of the Viking and Saxon prisoners. The lair violently shook again and cracks spidered along the roof above them.

	Nearing exhaustion, Ann and Lassa limped their way towards the cries of the dragons and Vikings. Molten lava spewed from the prison and growled along the slabs, hissing and leaping like giant spitting cobras.

	The rising lava was causing more aftershocks which grew more violent with every second. Sweat poured from Lassa. The air was thick with soot, ash and choking sulfur. Lassa yearned to breathe in the clean crisp air just one more time. But it wasn’t to be.

	Just then, the ceiling exploded and a million tons of gravel and rocks came crashing down. A boulder the size of a house fell from the roof directly above Ann! With all of his strength Lassa pushed her out of the way and she was thrown to safety up the tunnel -- but Lassa tumbled in the opposite direction back towards the rising lava.

	Ann screamed as Lassa disappeared behind a wall of granite. The gaping rock-face slammed down, entombing Lassa inside the tunnel.

	Ann beat the slab with her fists. “Lassa, Lassa!” Tears streamed down her face. “LASSA!”

	But beyond the wall of death the only sound she heard was the bubbling lava, almost laughing at her despair.   
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	IN THE lair’s stables, fifty battle-ready dragons tore at their chains desperate to escape the growing devastation. The Earl of Lichfield tried to calm the beasts but even he felt their panic as the lair shuddered around him and cracks started to appear in the roof. “Hold fast!”

	The three hundred druid knights under his command stood waiting for the Dragon King’s orders. Lichfield looked back at the tunnels leading to the temple, dust and ash swirled by the gates. Then the sound of the witches and druids escaping from the prison slaughter rang from the lair and the horde burst into the stables.  A high priest druid pleaded with Lichfield. “The temple’s gone, the prison’s gone, Vikings are in the lair!”

	“We must protect the king?” said Lichfield with a look of horror.

	“He’s dead! The lair is collapsing, we must flee!” blurted the priest. 

	“Retreat to Beacon Hill! We will attack from the flanks in the last hour. Release the hordes.”

	Druid knights hammered out the steel spikes which locked their dragon’s leg cuffs, then mounted the crazed giants.

	“Avenge the lord of fire!” shouted Lichfield.

	The combined army of witches, druids and dragons poured out of the stables in a frenzy.

	In a flurry of wings and talons the dragons stampeded through the main den. The druid riders steered them past the huge tunnel which led to the center of the battlefield and drove them along the route where Lassa and the Vikings first entered the caves. But as they charged towards their escape at Beacon Hill, the dragons suddenly howled in a rage. The tunnels were blocked by a giant cave in. A dragon clawed at the underground cliff, sparks rained from its iron nails.

	The Earl of Lichfield knew there was now only one way out of the lair, and that was back through the tunnel under the middle of the battlefield. They’d be far too early but the element of surprise could still win them the war. He rallied the troops. “To the battlefield! We attack now!”

	Lichfield turned the army back along the main tunnel which climbed towards the center of the battlefield. The caves shuddered as the feet of three hundred men and fifty dragons bounded up the path. The dragons could sense they were nearing the surface and pushed on even faster.

	Behind them, the sound of destruction from the collapsing lair roared, but mingled with the chaos was another sound -- the screams and jeers of the Viking and Saxon prisoners, who were charging up the tunnel at their heels.

	Leif was leading the enraged men onward and upward, their swords twirling, their beards waving in the ashen breeze. “United we stand! United they fall! CHARGE!”

	Spears and arrows tore into the Dragon King’s army, but the evil troops carried on in a blind panic.

	Quakes rocked the caves as if the lair was trying to protect her own, but Leif and the prisoners dodged the falling rocks and surged towards the druids and witches with a new spirit of revenge burning in their hearts.

	Bodies fell and were trampled underfoot as King Magnus and his army hacked through the stragglers with a huge grin greedy for more.

	The hordes of dragons bounded up the tunnel. The walls were slowly changing from bedrock to earth and giant wooden props held up the ceiling, a sure sign they were nearing the surface.

	Up ahead a pair of dragons were harnessed to giant winches. Lichfield ordered them to, “Open the gates! Open the gates!” And the ancient crusty beasts lumbered to their feet. Their chains snapped tight and the gigantic winches began to turn. Above them enormous trapdoors the size of houses groaned and creaked apart. The doors slowly lowered like a massive upside down drawbridge and tons of earth and grass poured into the tunnel. Blinding light flooded the chasm and the druids and witches shielded their eyes from the searing sun.

	Lichfield could see the blue sky of the battlefield up ahead. His heart filled with hope and he whipped his dragon out of the lair. “Avenge the lord of fire.”

	The druids, witches and dragons stormed out of the lair onto the battlefield with a monstrous cheer.

	But their cheers were cut dead - thousands of Saxon and Viking warriors surrounded the exit.

	These once sworn enemies were now united against their common foe.

	King Harold and the Karlsson twins stood shoulder to shoulder with Gorn and the Duke of Wessex, their weapons primed and itching for war. Wessex raised his battle-worn sword, each nick in the blade a story unto itself. “For justice!” 

	Lichfield and the army looked around in desperation. Rows of catapults and chariots circled them. Meghan and Sven now freed, aimed a giant crossbow right at Lichfield’s heart. Lichfield stared back into the collapsing lair, his only hope for escape, but then he saw Leif and King Magnus roaring up the tunnel leading the rows of enraged Viking and Saxon prisoners. The Dragon King’s army was trapped. With no other choice but to die, Lichfield gave the order to, “Attack!!!”

	But his charge was met with a thousand Viking and Saxon arrows. Lichfield’s body was struck with so many that he looked like a pin cushion as he fell from his saddle.

	The rest of the witches and druids dove to escape the onslaught, some were caught by the hail of steel but others were protected by the scales of the dragons. They leaped over the crowds and into the teaming mass of warriors, hand to hand combat their only hope for survival.

	Facing the brunt of the metal barrage, the dragons spat back tongues of fire at the sprawling mass of enemy humans, then they took to the air, shaking off their riders to lighten their load. They swooped at the enemy from above and rained down fire.

	Helga looked like an operatic Valkyrie with cape, helmet and broadsword as she sliced through a squall of witches. Her steel divided their bones and they shattered into dust. A very large dominant dragon circled overhead. Its golden eyes narrowed on Helga and it dove in for the kill, scales whistling in the breeze.

	But Sven had the beast trained in the sights of his giant crossbow. Meghan fed another giant arrow into its massive jaws. “Loaded.”

	The terrifying serpent was just feet from Helga when Sven locked on the beast and pulled the trigger. Just feet before impact, the arrow pierced the dragon’s heart. Fire and brimstone exploded above the crowd and its carcass tumbled to the field.

	Helga was safe, she thanked Sven with a nod.

	Sven jumped for joy at his crack shot. “Roast dragon for tea, me favorite. Whoa --” The battlefield lurched again and Sven and Meghan held on to each other as more crevasses spread over the coastal downs.

	 

	- - -

	 

	DEEP BELOW the raging battle, heat distorted the outline of Lassa’s body, half buried in rocks and ash. Lava bubbled towards Lassa’s lifeless foot, the thousand degree rock singeing his leather soles.

	At that moment, Lassa was having a vivid dream about Sven laughing with Meghan. Sven had an enormous wooden spoon and was ladling Swedish lingonberry jam over a giant turkey the size of a haystack. Sven raised a tankard and toasted the tasty bird. Milk spilled down his tunic as he greedily quaffed down the drink, typical Sven. Lassa’s heart ached at the memory of his dear departed brother. Sven curled his upper lip as a smell of burning leather rose from the bird, the stink was unbearable. Sven called to Lassa, “Wake up ya idiot! Your foot’s on fire!”

	Lassa was torn from the cruel dream and thrown back into reality. His shoe really was on fire.

	Lassa hopped on one foot and stamped out the flames. As he clutched his toes he took in the scale of his predicament. One end of the tunnel was sealed by the rock-slide and the other end was filling with deadly lava. Trapped between a molten rock... and a hard place.

	Lassa choked on the fumes. All of a sudden, the caves shook with an earthquake and more stalactites tumbled into the churning fire. Lassa scrambled on top of the pile of rocks to avoid the creeping lava. The molten rock ate through the cave walls and chunks of rocks splashed in the deadly inferno. Lassa could hardly breathe. “Looks like I’ll be joining you Sven.”

	Then he heard a muffled voice, like music to his ears --

	“Lassa? Lassa?” It was Ann. But it was coming from behind the giant boulder that blocked his exit.

	“Ann! Ann!”

	“Lassa! Lassa!” she cried overjoyed. “I couldn’t go, I had to know you were alive. Are you okay, can you get through?” she said through the rocks. “I’ve been trying this side but I can’t find a way.” 

	The caves rumbled and stones trickled down from the ceiling.

	“I’m good! Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine,” he lied. There was no way out of there. “Ann you have to leave! Get out of here now, please. This place is collapsing. Just GO. NOW.”

	“There are some side tunnels, I might be able to get around?”

	“GO! I’ll see you on the outside. Keep heading up the tunnel it leads to the battle ground. I can see light from here, I’m good, I’ll make my own way out.”

	The only light Lassa really could see was from the rising lava. “I’m going now Ann. Thanks for staying, but I’m going too. Okay, go!”

	Ann called back, “Lassa? Lassa…?”

	Lassa deliberately stayed silent.

	After what felt like an hour he finally heard Ann start running up the tunnel away from him. The sound of her footsteps fading into the distance filled him with joy. At least she’d make it out of here.

	He watched the rising lava eating through the cave walls then resumed panicking. Chunks of rocks and pebbles splashed into the molten rock.

	Then Lassa’s eyes bulged. Ann’s words had given him an idea - “Side tunnels!” Lassa dug into his pockets and pulled out the map of the caves he’d drawn earlier. He excitedly made some calculations then stared at the wall to his left. “That’s a load bearing wall!” His diagram showed that the wall was directly under the tunnel to the battlefield.

	Lassa shot to his feet. Using his sword as a shovel, Gorn would forgive him, he frantically dug a trench at the base of the load bearing wall.

	Sweat poured from him and volcanic fumes stung his eyes but he carried on scrapping away at the dirt. He expanded the trench and made a channel towards the rising lava. 

	The lava breached the channel and flowed down it to the trench. It hissed and bubbled then began burning through the rock of the load bearing wall. 

	The cave shuddered.

	Then CRACK! The wall collapsed and the ceiling caved in.

	Lassa shielded his face from the dirt and soil that rained down then looked up and saw dim torch light overhead! “Cartography rules!”

	He clambered over the soil and rubble and climbed through the ceiling into the empty mining tunnel above. It led directly to the center of the battlefield in the distance.

	Sunlight cast eerie shadows of war on the smoke and ash lingering in the opening to the tunnel.

	Beyond the mine he could hear the roar of battle. He was only a three minute run from the exit. Lassa dragged himself from his earlier tomb just as gushing lava filled it up and a fountain of burning ash exploded from it.

	He limped away from the rapidly approaching lava as it tore the caves apart from below. His only hope now was that Ann had made it out of there too, though in his heart he was sure she had.

	Streaks of sulfur ignited in the heat and flames raced along the walls. Through the scalding steam Lassa pushed on and could see the massive wooden exit winches on fire, he was just a minute away from the giant open trapdoor and freedom.

	Lassa almost blacked out from the noxious fumes, but the distant roar from the Vikings on the battlefield outside filled him with strength. He clawed along and narrowly dodged beams that crashed down around him. Sparks filled the cave. Up ahead was the literal light at the end of the tunnel. Lassa’s pace quickened. The shadows of the battle cut through the fog like a demented puppet show.

	But within the light he saw a lone shape coming closer...

	There was a blurry outline of a huge man only feet away, just inside the tunnel.

	The fog parted and the black silhouette spread out his huge bat-like wings.

	Lassa skidded to a stop, standing before him with torn wings, battered armor and covered in burns, was the Dragon King.

	The Dragon King slowly drew his sword and pointed it at Lassa. “Time to die, boy!”

	Lassa looked behind to the rising lava which blocked him in. He was trapped. Fight or flight. Lassa rolled up his sleeves. “I’m not a boy.” He raised his sword. “I’m a Viking.”

	They ran at each other at lightning speed. Sparks exploded as their swords clashed. The cave shuddered, its violence a mirror of the hatred in both their hearts.
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	THE SKIES above Ashby were alive with explosions and dragon fire, like a spectacular firework display, but this was no celebration. Giant burning arrows and huge rocks thrown from the massive catapults slammed into the airborne dragons. Their twisting bodies crashed into the swarming mass of soldiers underneath. The dragon’s numbers were dwindling by the second.

	On the ground, the witches tore through the wall of Viking and Saxon flesh like rabid wolves, foam spitting from their mouths. They weren’t going out without a fight, but they couldn’t last long against the overwhelming numbers of soldiers. Mini lightning storms erupted in the ranks as one by one, the witches were silenced by Saxon and Viking blades.

	Alone, Gorn pelted through the woods chased by a huge bull dragon who skimmed above the trees. It shot fire at Gorn who zigzagged through the trunks and avoided the deadly bolts.

	Up ahead was a thicket of trees. He raced for cover but the enraged beast landed with a thunderous clomp before him. The ground shook from its weight. The mighty dragon pushed through the thick branches, snapping tree limbs like matchsticks.

	Gorn scrambled deeper into the gully on his hands and knees. He faced the creature’s saber toothed smile. “Come on, kill me, kill me now!”

	The dragon scrunched up its face ready to breathe fire -- but from around the trees, hundreds of warriors sprang from hiding. King Magnus gave the order to, “Fire!” and hundreds of arrows, spears and crossbow bolts bombarded the formidable animal.

	King Magnus ran up the dragon’s spine and stood on its back. He aimed for the space in the ribs behind its heart, then plunged his sword deep into its chest. Lava gushed from its veins and encrusted King Magnus’s sword with rock.

	Back on the battlefield, Helga wielded her sixty pound warhammer like it was made of paper. In awe King Harold watched her wallop druids into the ground like bowling pins as he fought back to back with the blood spattered Danish shieldmaiden. “I’d give my right eye for you on my arm.” He smiled.

	 

	- - -

	 

	LASSA AND the Dragon King’s clashing blades strobed golden sparks along the walls of the lair. The ground pitched and yawed like a rolling sea and a constant rain of debris fell from the ceiling.

	Lassa gripped his sword with what little strength he had left. He parried as best he could but he was outmatched by the king’s blade.

	Lassa tried to run past him but the half man, half dragon flew to block his escape. He landed in front of Lassa and curled his wings behind him then swiveled his sword towards Lassa’s head.

	Lassa dove out of the way, missing the razor’s edge by an inch, but he saw an opportunity, and Lassa slashed at the king’s ribs. The blade sliced the Dragon King’s shoulder just inches from the patch of skin behind his dragon amulet. That patch of neck was the only part of his body not corrupted by occult and magic.

	The king jumped back in shock, his claws tightened around his sword and he barreled at Lassa.

	Lassa’s sword bent with the force of the blow. The clash boomed through the caves. Lassa hacked back, but the king’s sword found Lassa’s cheek and blood gushed from a three inch gash. Lassa stumbled.

	The king beat down on him again and again, every blow sapping Lassa’s strength. “Don’t die on me yet, I’m just starting,” taunted the king.

	Lassa was almost on his knees, his energy gone.

	The king’s chest rumbled as he ignited the fire deep within his belly, ready to finish off Lassa for good. The king raised his arm and pointed at Lassa’s face. A bolt of blue lightning shot from his claw. It slammed into Lassa’s temple and he flew into the air in agony. Lassa’s sword spun off and landed in the rising lava, where it melted and dissolved into flames.

	Lassa writhed on the floor in pain, his vision blurring, his lungs burning. The Dragon King pushed forward. “My kingdom can never be destroyed because it is a kingdom of the mind.”

	A sickening magic pulsed through Lassa’s body, a feeling of numbness and despair. He crawled backwards away from the king, his hands scolding the closer he got to the lava behind him. The king’s blisters popped and puss oozed out of his broken smile. “I will rise again.”

	Lassa grabbed a handful of dirt and threw it at the king’s eyes, but like a lizard, his inner eyelid wiped away the grit. “Nice try.” He stamped on Lassa’s neck and pressed his head hard against the rocky floor. Lava was just inches from his scalp, it crept towards him and his hair started to burn. Lassa screamed, but his pitiful cries only brought a smirk to the Dragon King’s face.

	Lassa tried to call out for mercy but the king’s boot was chocking his throat. The king drove the end of his sword into the oozing magma next to Lassa’s head and the point became white hot.

	The last thing Lassa saw before he closed his eyes was the glowing tip of the king’s sword inching towards his pupil.

	Then out of nowhere he heard a girl scream.

	Lassa looked up to see the king spin round to the source of the noise - it was Ann.

	Lassa’s heart nearly exploded, he couldn’t believe his eyes.

	Bathed in rays of golden sunlight Ann drew back her bow, her flaming red hair almost matching the firelight that twinkled on the steel tip of her arrow. 

	“Ann! You came back?” cried Lassa.

	“Of course. I didn’t believe you'd left for a minute. You’re a terrible liar Lassa!”

  “Oh how ironic,” roared the Dragon King. “The damsel, come to save the prince in dis --”

	“I’m a girl, get over it.” Ann released the arrow. It sailed through the embers and found its mark dead in the center of the king’s neck. It penetrated the last patch of human skin under his amulet and bore deep into his throat. The only place an arrow could pierce.

	The king clutched at the arrow. Blood and black smoke poured from the hole in his neck. In the distraction Lassa grabbed him and kicked him into the lava. The red hot molten rock covered his body. For a moment the Dragon King looked like a living statue, but then his limbs burst into flames. They turned to charcoal in the intense heat and the charred body crumbled in the magma. The lava vibrated with the power of dark magic then exploded in a massive ball of blue lightning.

	Lassa and Ann dove for cover. The magic slammed into the ceiling and huge cracks began to crawl along the walls. Ann grabbed Lassa’s hand and they ran through the smoke, through the fire and through the crumbling walls into the white fog at the end of the tunnel.

	Sunlight blasted them as they burst from the lair.

	They landed in the fresh mud of the battlefield and covered their heads against the wave of volcanic ash and steam that surged from the collapsing lair.

	Billions of tons of rock crashed down until all that was left of the lair was a massive sink hole.

	The ground stopped shaking.

	And the explosions came to an end.

	The dust settled, and through it they could see the thousands of Viking and Saxon warriors united in victory.

	The air swam with smoke, sweat and the dust from dead witches but the fresh air was the best Lassa had ever breathed.

	Headless druids were stacked into piles, and warriors pried scales off the dead dragons as souvenirs, proof of their unbelievable story. 

	Lassa looked across to Ann as they lay in the dirt.

	Ann brushed his singed hair away from his eyes.

	Lassa’s heart pounded with his lips so close to hers. 

	“Eww, you’re not going to kiss are you?” Sven stood over them beaming. Standing beside him was Meghan, tears of joy rolled down both of their cheeks. 

	Sven pulled Lassa to his feet. “Got something in me eye that’s all.” He wiped away a tear.

	The brothers and sisters hugged. A mass of boundless joy and relief. 

	Sven looked at Lassa, the image of a Viking warrior: battle-scarred, bloody and looking like he’d just been through hell. “You make one heck of a lousy coward brother, have I taught you nothing?”

	Lassa sighed. “It’s over Sven, it’s over.”

	“Ah, sorry about this Lassa... But it’s not over, until...” He called over to Helga who was piling another corpse on the stack of dead druids. “Helga, do the honors?”

	Helga cleared her throat then started to sing an operatic high note.

	“It’s not over... 'til the lovely lady sings!” 

	The Viking and Saxon armies cheered at the rousing sound as Helga broke into the classic Nordic poem, The Song of the Valkyries;

	 

	“Wind we, wind we, the web-of-darts

	where float the flags of unflinching men!

	Let not the liege’s life be taken:

	valkyries award the weird of battle.”

	 

	It was over.

	Ann let go of Meghan’s hand and called to Lassa. “Oi, husband. Come here.” Ann pulled Lassa close to her with a smile. 

	Lassa hugged her and lifted Ann off her feet.

	Ann stared at him. “Is that how you treat a lady?”

	Lassa was flustered, “Sorry, sorry... not many ladies on a farm. Mostly pigs, umm, I didn’t mean that in a --”

	Ann slapped her lips on his and gave him a good long kiss. Lassa smiled inanely.

	“Pigs not such good kissers eh?” said Ann.

	Lassa laughed then blushed.

	Ann inspected the fresh scar on his cheek, his cut lip and his missing tooth. The last few days hadn’t been kind to Lassa. Ann looked deep into his bloodshot eyes and nodded with a grin. “Now you look like a real Viking.”
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	UNDER A stunning golden sunset the Karlsson twins, King Magnus, Leif and the Duke of Wessex pushed a lone Viking boat into the gentle rolling waves off Ashby’s shoreline. The beautiful boat glided into the calm sea. On its deck, surrounded by flowers, wine and poems, were the linen wrapped bodies of the fallen warriors.

	Along the beach thousands of Vikings and Saxons held flaming torches. They watched as Gorn threw his torch like a javelin. It sailed through the diamond sky like a comet and landed on the deck. A river of stars joined it as the thousands of soldiers threw their burning torches too. The boat filled with flames. The smoke rose into the heavens along with the souls of the departed. A glorious Viking funeral held only for the most heroic of warriors.

	Gorn, who wore full Viking regalia, with polished shield and sword with his combed bearskin coat looked formidable. He quoted the Viking poem Havamal;

	 

	“The coward believes he will live forever

	if he holds back in the battle,

	But in old age he shall have no peace

	though spears have spared his limbs.

	 

	Silence becomes the Son of a prince,

	To be silent but brave in battle:

	It befits a man to be merry and glad

	Until the day of his death.”

	 

	Gorn turned from the ship and addressed the multitude of warriors. “As we bid farewell to our brothers and write the book of their lives in the sagas, let us start a fresh page for a new beginning. From darkness to the light as we celebrate with our new allies. Let the party begin!” 

	A band of Nordic musicians started playing rousing songs. Bonfires were lit. Food and drink was passed out between the crowds.

	Ann smiled at Lassa who stared out over the multitude. Lassa Erikson was happy, completely and utterly happy because he was standing in the middle of an English battlefield surrounded by an ocean of the fiercest, nastiest, toughest, meanest, ugliest warriors the world had ever seen, and now they felt like they were his family.
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[image: A note from Sven]

  	Hello dear person who stares at them foldy things when they should be outside milking cows or doing something useful, well, I need your help. If I could be bothered reading this 'book', which I can't, there's probably loads of rubbish about me being lazy or not putting me in me best light because Lassa always wants to take the credit and can't stand it when I shine. So, this is why we need to get the author fella to write another 'book', one that gets it right and tells all the truth, proper.

	And this is where you come in, as you absolutely have the power to make this happen, how? By rating and reviewing this story! Seriously, reviews are the magic bean that makes sequels grow. Especially for first time storytellers with no track record. And I know the writer’s got a stack of old stories from the olden days that he actually found in a barn and all he really does is translate them from Danish into foreign.

		Loved it or hated it, please give Lassa the Viking and the Dragon's Inferno an honest rating and a thoughtful review as it really helps other readers find the right story for them (one with more of me in it I reckon) and then tell all your friends about me Sven Erikson, the true unsung hero of these sagas.

	 

		 

		
				May your harvest be bountiful,

					

										Sven

										 


           

          	 
							
				     Follow the author on Amazon

  www.amazon.com/author/dean 

   

          Follow the author on Goodreads

  www.goodreads.com/deanyurke 

     

  Get exclusive content

  www.LassaTheViking.com 

   

  Become a Facebook fan

  www.facebook.com/LassaTheViking 
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