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​CHAPTER 1:
BROKEN BOY
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THE BITING WIND WHIPPED across the Kattegat, spitting icy brine onto the deck of the longship. Huddled beneath a threadbare fur, a young Ivar shivered, a silent scream trapped in his throat. Unlike the other Viking boys, his limbs wouldn't obey. Born with a mysterious ailment that left him frail and brittle, he was a constant source of worry for his mother, Aslaug, and a source of scorn for his boisterous brothers.

"Useless," Ragnar Lothbrok, his legendary father, had once rumbled, his voice as deep as the sea. The words echoed in Ivar's mind, a constant reminder of his perceived shortcomings. Yet, a fierce fire burned within him, a fire hotter than any the hearth could provide. He wouldn't be bound by his weakness.

One crisp morning, as the sun bled orange across the horizon, Ivar announced, "I will train."

A collective snort erupted from his brothers, Björn Ironside, the eldest, the strongest, leading the jeers. "Train for what, little brother? To knit socks for the Valkyries?"

But Aslaug, her eyes filled with a fierce protectiveness, knelt beside him. "There are many ways to fight, Ivar. Your mind is your weapon. Study the sagas, learn the strategies of war. You will be a leader, even if not on the battlefield."

Her words were a balm to his wounded spirit. He devoured the tales of Odin and Thor, of cunning warriors and outwitted foes. He studied the intricate formations of the shield wall, the ebb and flow of battle. He may not be able to wield an axe, but he could learn to command those who could.

Years bled into one another. Ivar grew, not in stature, but in intellect. His mind became a steel trap, his plans intricate and ruthless. He became a strategist, a shadow whispering tactics in Ragnar's ear. Victories followed, each one a testament to Ivar's brilliance. The whispers started – "Ivar the Boneless," they called him, some with pity, others with a newfound respect.

One evening, as they basked in the afterglow of a hard-won battle, Ragnar turned to Ivar, a flicker of something akin to pride in his eyes. "We set sail for England soon, son. This time, we go not for plunder, but for a kingdom."

A slow smile spread across Ivar's face. This was his chance. England would be the canvas upon which he would paint his legend, the legend of Ivar the Boneless, the most formidable warrior the Viking world had ever known, even if he never set foot on the battlefield himself.
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​CHAPTER 2:
SERPENT'S WHISPER
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THE SALTY TANG OF THE North Sea filled Ivar's lungs as he stood on the prow of the longship, his gaze fixed on the distant gray smudge that was England. Unlike his brothers, their faces flushed with anticipation for the coming raid, Ivar felt a different kind of thrill. This was the chessboard, and the pieces were soon to be set in motion.

News had reached Kattegat of a fractured England, petty kings squabbling over scraps of power. Ragnar, ever the opportunist, saw fertile ground for conquest. But for Ivar, it was more. It was a chance to prove his worth, not through brute strength, but through cunning manipulation.

As the fleet neared the shore, a cacophony of shouts and clashing steel erupted. Ivar watched from afar, a detached observer, as his brothers led the charge, their berserker fury a fearsome sight. News soon trickled back – a minor victory, a sacked village. Disappointment gnawed at Ivar. This was child's play.

Later, in the flickering firelight of the captured village, a council was called. Ragnar, his face weathered by years of war, addressed his sons. "This land is ripe for the taking," he declared, "but we need allies. We need a king who will bend the knee to Viking might."

Bjorn, ever the diplomat, spoke of forging alliances through trade. Hvitserk, the youngest, championed brute force – conquer whoever opposed them. Ivar remained silent, his mind already weaving a plan.

Finally, Ragnar turned to him. "Ivar, what say you?"

Ivar rose, his voice surprisingly firm. "We seek not just plunder, but a throne. We need a king who is weak, but ambitious. A king we can control from the shadows."

He outlined his plan – to find a king desperate enough to accept Viking aid in exchange for a hefty tribute. This king would become their puppet, a shield to absorb the brunt of the coming English resistance, while Ragnar and his men carved out their kingdom.

A slow smile spread across Ragnar's face. "A cunning plan," he said, "worthy of a true warrior." The others, however, remained unconvinced. Bjorn voiced his concern, "How can we trust such a king?"

Ivar's smile deepened, a touch predatory. "Because, brother, we won't. We will have eyes and ears within his court, whispers in the dark. He will be a serpent, dancing to our tune, unaware of the venom he carries."

Intrigue flickered in Ragnar's eyes. Ivar knew he had him. This wasn't just about conquest, it was about power, and Ivar, the 'legless' one, was playing the game better than any warrior on the battlefield. The legend of the Boneless was just beginning to take shape.
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​CHAPTER 3: 
SERPENT’S DANCE
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DAYS BLED INTO WEEKS as the Viking fleet scoured the coastline of England. Ivar, ever the strategist, had devised a meticulous plan for identifying their puppet king. He focused on the smaller kingdoms, those teetering on the brink of collapse, where whispers of Viking might could be used to their advantage.

His keen intellect picked out a candidate – King Aethelred of Mercia. Beset by internal rebellions and facing incursions from neighboring Wessex, Aethelred was a desperate man clinging to a crumbling throne.

Ragnar, following Ivar's suggestion, sent a lone emissary, a weathered Viking named Ubbe, with a simple message: "Vikings offer aid. Mercia survives."

Days later, Ubbe returned, his face grim. "King Aethelred," he reported, "is eager for an audience. He believes he can use us to crush his enemies."

A council was called once more. Björn, ever cautious, expressed his reservations. "This king is weak, a snake shedding its skin. Will he turn on us after we secure his throne?"

Ivar, however, saw an opportunity. "He is a snake, yes, but one we can control with the right venom. We will demand a hefty tribute, a foothold within Mercia. We will become his shield, his fangs, but ultimately, he will be dancing to our tune."
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