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        “Maybe some women aren’t meant to be tamed.

        Maybe they just need to run free

        till they find someone just as wild to run with them.”

        ~Sex and the City

      

      

      

      
        
        Dedicated to Vikings and their descendants

        (including me!)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. It may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including xerography, photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, is forbidden without the written permission of the author.

      All fictional characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the author and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the author and all incidents are pure invention.

      I would like to acknowledge the assistance of Ruth Digby, Karen Heinrichs, Nancy Burt and Heather Andrews in the preparation of this manuscript.
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      Anna is a USA Today bestseller who has authored more than sixty award-winning and much-loved Medieval, Viking, Highlander, Elizabethan and Regency historical romances. No matter the historical or geographic setting, many of her series recount the adventures of successive generations of one family, with emphasis on the importance of ancestry and honor. A detailed list with links can be found at https://www.annamarkland.com/

      She is  an independent author, so getting the word out about her book is vital to its success. If you enjoy this book, please consider writing a review. Reviews help other readers find books.

      "5 stars and two thumbs up to "Wild Viking Princess", the third book in The FitzRam Family Dynasty series. Rich, well developed characters including Ragna FitzRam, daughter of Caedmon. Anna writes an incredible story weaving plotlines and settings so real you feel as though you could be there. I just loved this book, I think you will too." Lois Lavrisa, bestselling author, LIQUID LIES.

      “The story line was great. I loved how the author brought the two different customs together and that they could adapt to each other’s ways. Also, she kept the passion going between them. I love that about Markland’s books.” Nancy Burt

      “A good interesting read...kept me reading and moved along quickly through the story.” Karen Heinrichs

      A note to my readers⁠—

      Wild Viking Princess is the third book in the series entitled The FitzRam Family Dynasty. These stories grew out of The Montbryce Legacy Series. If you have read the Legacy books you will be familiar with many of the characters in this book. If not, you will enjoy meeting them for the first time. This is the story of Ragna FitzRam, daughter of Caedmon and Agneta (Redemption), sister to Blythe (The Black Knight’s Captive), and Aidan (Love’s Sweet Sting).
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        Strand Island, Denmark,

        February, 1124 AD

      

      

       

      Prince Reider Torfinnsen swayed on unsteady legs, gaping in disbelief. He clutched a half-empty tankard, his innards twisted in knots as he watched his beloved father crumple to the planked floor without uttering a sound. Torfinn lay dead at his feet, Gorm’s dagger in his back. The simple gold circlet, symbol of his kingship, slipped from his head to clatter on the boards.

      Reider had imbibed too much ale, but this was supposed to be his betrothal feast—a man about to wed was expected to get drunk. Belatedly, he thought to save Margit from whatever further treachery his step-brother planned. He dropped the tankard, spilling its contents, and reached for his dagger. It was wrenched away and strong arms forced him to grovel before his father’s body. A knee pressed hard into his back.

      A voice dripping sarcasm penetrated his pounding head. “Now a real man will rule here, and I will be his consort.”

      Reider looked up, narrowing his bleary eyes. Margit? He blinked, not believing the sight before him. Why was his betrothed’s arm draped over Gorm’s shoulder, her breasts rubbing against him? Gorm sneered triumphantly, tightening his grip around Margit’s waist. They shared a brazen kiss, then the usurper bent to pull his dagger from his victim’s back. He turned Torfinn’s body over with his booted foot and picked up the crown, scowling when it proved to be too big for his head.

      Reider dared not look at his father’s beloved face, now contorted in a grimace of shock. He swallowed the bitter truth that the assassins had planned carefully. He wasn’t the only one well into his cups. His father’s entire royal guard lay dead around him. The stench of blood filled Reider’s nostrils. Armed thugs—he recognized them as his step-brother’s cronies—had herded the loyal subjects of Strand against the wall of the Great Hall. Few had brought weapons to the festivities and those who were armed had been quickly disarmed. Women sobbed quietly in the protective embrace of their husbands, men whose gaunt faces betrayed their outraged powerlessness.

      Sobering quickly, Reider struggled to be free of Gorm’s henchmen. Words stuck in his throat, so great was his heartbroken rage. “He was your father, Gorm. He loved you.”

      The crown of Strand perched askew atop his head, Gorm smirked and spat out a chewed fingernail. “He was my stepfather. You are the son he loved. Now, I will have what was to be yours. Get him out of my hall.”

      They dragged Reider out into the frigid night and along the beach. The crunch of boots on pebbles sounded his death knell. He felt the cold bite of a dagger at his throat and swallowed hard, waiting for the end. He would not cry out. For his father’s sake, he would die well.

      Suddenly, there was a scuffle. He vaguely heard voices barking urgent commands. His captors slumped to the ground beside him with a grunt. Strong arms hooked his armpits, and he was half carried, half dragged, unable to make his legs work. The wet warmth trickling down his thighs was strangely comforting. He must still be alive if he had pissed himself. Hurled into a longboat, he hit his head on the decking and succumbed to oblivion.
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        * * *

      

      Reider came to his senses at dawn, braced against the crosswale. A blanket covered him, but the wool smelled damp and the wind bit into his flesh like a whetted knife. He peered out over the waves. There was no sign of land.

      His friend and comrade, Kjartan Eldarsen, stood at the tiller, his tight jaw and tense stance confirming that the grizzly events of the night before had actually happened. Reider fingered the binding covering his throat, wrinkling his nose at the smell of urine and the sweat of fear. A thirst for revenge welled up in his parched throat. He quickly closed his eyes and leaned over the side to retch, pressing a hand to the binding.

      Kjartan beckoned another shipmate to take the tiller, then strode over to Reider, bracing his legs to the movement of the boat. He put his hand on Reider’s back. “Retching won’t help your wound. It’s not like a master mariner to be seasick.”

      Reider wiped his mouth and looked up at his friend. Kjartan’s gray eyes held a glimmer of amusement and Reider smiled ruefully. He opened his mouth to agree, but no sound came out. Kjartan frowned as Reider struggled to speak, his heart racing. His friend again put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry. They intended to cut your throat. Rest your voice. It will return.”

      Reider came to his feet on trembling legs, hugging the blanket around his shoulders against the biting wind. He touched his pounding head and winced when he discovered a goose egg over his eyebrow. As if the hangover wasn’t enough! Grief and anger clouded his thoughts and made him dizzy. He clutched the side of the boat. Though he stood right beside Kjartan, he would have been obliged to shout over the wind and the snap of the full sail—if he’d had a voice. His thoughts were in turmoil.

      Gorm’s treachery against a man who loved him like his own son cut deep, but Margit’s actions were unfathomable. Married to him, the rightful heir, she would have ruled anyway, in time. Resigned to obeying his father’s wishes, he’d agreed to the arranged marriage with the chieftain’s daughter from Heide. She had hidden her cunning nature well.

      Kjartan shrugged one shoulder, his face sour. It seemed he read his friend’s thoughts. “I’ve often said women are not to be trusted.”

      Reider shook his head, embarrassed to admit to his confirmed bachelor friend that he had fancied Margit in love with him. All the while, she had thirsted for Gorm.

      He would swear off women and ply the trade routes with Kjartan. Never marrying would mean no heirs, but what did it matter now Gorm had stolen the peaceful island principality off the Danish coast?

      Nej! He could not turn his back. He must avenge his father’s death and regain his birthright.

      Kjartan’s voice broke into his thoughts. “We head for Husembro. We can hide in the cove. It will give us time to plan.”

      Guilt swept over Reider.  He had lain in a stupor while his friend and ally effected their escape. He mouthed a question. “Pursuit?”

      Kjartan shook his head, a mischievous glint in his eye. “I made sure they couldn’t follow.”

      Reider put his hand on his comrade’s shoulder, and drew him into his embrace. He wanted Kjartan to know the depth of his gratitude.

      His friend only nodded, but a loud cheer erupted from the crew. Reider turned to look at the men who had helped save his life. He thrust his fist into the air, struggling to yell a battle cry. Blood rushed to his head. His feet felt like lead weights. His belly churned. He prayed he would not retch again.

      The men exchanged confused glances, then Kjartan led the rallying call. “For Strand,” he bellowed, raising his fist.

      “For Strand,” the men echoed.

      “For Torfinn!”

      “For Torfinn!”

      “For Prince Reider!”

      “For our prince!”

      Reider could only bow his head in acknowledgement, overwhelmed by their loyalty. Would he prove to be worthy of their trust and confidence? A future of dark uncertainty loomed. The daunting duty of ridding Strand of a cruel usurper rested on his shoulders, and he was poorly prepared. Why had he not taken his responsibilities more seriously? He had thought his father would live forever.

      He and Kjartan stood together for a long while in silence as the boat skimmed the waves. Reider swore under his breath never to trust a woman again. Were it not for Kjartan and his men, he would be aboard a stone ship sailing to Valhalla.
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      Ragna FitzRam brandished her sister’s letter under her brother’s nose. “I intend to go, Aidan, and you cannot stop me. Blythe thinks it’s a wonderful idea and is anxious for my visit. We haven’t seen each other since our parents drowned.”

      Aidan tried vainly to interrupt Ragna’s tirade but she carried on. “It is our duty to deliver to Blythe the ceremonial dagger our mother wanted her to inherit.”

      Aidan stopped pacing. It was a wonder he had not worn a groove in the floor of the gallery after years of fruitless arguments with his stubborn younger sister. He took a deep breath. “That’s an excuse, Ragna.”

      “No,” she growled.

      Aidan held up his hand, hoping to silence her, though it was unlikely. “It is out of the question for you to undertake such a journey without either myself or Edwin accompanying you.”

      Ragna snorted, her face red, blue eyes bulging. “But you will never go back to Saxony. You’re too busy administering the FitzRam estates—and making babies with Nolana.”

      Aidan considered himself a patient man, but he pointed a warning finger. “You go too far, sister. Don’t forget it was you who urged me to sire children when you were trying to convince me to leave the monastery.”

      Ragna ignored him, putting her hands on her hips. “Edwin is busy running Shelfhoc Hall. He won’t accompany me. I’ve equipped my own escort.”

      Perhaps he had misheard? “What? Mercenaries?”

      Ragna held up her hands, palms facing him, as if to ward off any further objections. “Everything is arranged. I don’t want to take protection away from Kirkthwaite. We will sail from Newcastle to Hamburg, and Dieter has arranged a Saxon escort from Hamburg to Wolfenberg.”

      Evidently, their brother-by-marriage was part of this scheme. Aidan took a step towards his sister, tempted to throttle her. “What?”

      For the first time, some of the defiance left Ragna’s face. “I will not cross the Narrow Sea.”

      Aidan held his tongue. Sailing from the south coast of England to Normandie was the fastest and easiest route, but he understood it would be too painful—an opening of the still-raw wound of their parents’ drowning four years before in the White Ship disaster. It was a painful truth that distance had denied the sisters a chance to grieve together. He took a deep breath and put his arm around her shoulder. She remained stiff, refusing to yield. “Ragna⁠—”

      She pulled away. “Aidan, you think of me as a little girl, but I am a woman of three and twenty. I do not intend to marry and I want to live my life my way. You and Nolana have little Ingram and Symon, and no doubt more children to come. I want to go to Blythe, give her the dagger. It’s what Mother would have wanted.”

      Aidan could not recall ever winning an argument with her, and wasn’t likely to win this one. “I’ll consider it—if I’m assured you have a well armed escort.”

      Ragna flew into his arms. “Thank you, Aidan. Don’t worry, I’ll return safely in a few months and resume my life as doting spinster aunt to your handsome children. And I’ll take Thor with me.”

      Aidan might have known she would want to take the hound. Thor had been her constant companion since their uncle, Baudoin de Montbryce, had given her the alaunt gentil puppy three years ago. As he stroked her back, he had to admit that life at Kirkthwaite Hall did not offer Ragna much excitement. He was usually immersed in the day to day workings of their successful mead-making endeavor, and their two infant sons took up most of Nolana’s time.

      Was it for his own peace of mind he wanted his sister to stay at Kirkthwaite? To keep her safe? To protect the FitzRam family from the possibility of another devastating loss?

      He had to allow her to go, but what a waste it would be if his beautiful, spirited hellion of a sister never married. He chuckled inwardly. It would take a patient man to tame their Wild Viking Princess. Ragna chafed at the nickname, but it had stuck since childhood and suited her well. No one in the family looked or acted more like a descendant of Danes than Ragna, and none of her siblings had Ragna’s fair hair. Their Danish grandmother had died before any of them were born, but Aidan suspected Ragna looked exactly like the woman for whom she had been named.
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      Reider and his loyal followers camped under the stars for a few days after reaching the hidden cove at Husembro. The frigid temperatures made it imperative they build a shelter quickly. Thanks to Kjartan’s foresight, they had the axes and tools necessary to hew down the stoutest of the plentiful oaks and, within a week, a crude lodge began to take shape. They trapped hares, hunted roe deer, and even managed to harpoon a seal. Fish were plentiful.

      Soon, they were sleeping out of the constant rain, warmed by a fire in the central hearth vented through the roof.

      It was a simple structure, oak wall posts held together with tie beams, but Reider’s and Kjartan’s status afforded them a privacy curtain made of hides for their sleeping alcove. It was a bare-bones existence, but it was warm and provided shelter from the elements, except when the thatched roof leaked.

      “Not fancy,” Kjartan remarked. “But it will suffice for now.”

      Reider nodded his agreement, gesturing to the forest.

      “You’re right. Barely visible from the sea in the unlikely event Gorm comes in pursuit.”

      The leaky structure was a far cry from the comfortable dwellings all of them were used to, but no one complained. Reider sometimes feared the howling wind might carry the shed off, but it stood firm.

      They fashioned strong moorings on the shore in preparation for the intense spring storms they knew would come. The longboats themselves always needed minor repairs.

      Kept busy during the day, Reider dreaded the endless nights. Sleep eluded him. He couldn’t get the image of Gorm’s knife in his father’s body out of his head, nor rid himself of the churning in his gut.

      It had been the regular custom in Strand for folks to gather around the communal fire in the evening and listen to tales of heroic Vikings from long ago. Now, weary men sought their beds as soon as darkness fell. He suspected they too dreamed of the life they’d lost, and thirsted for revenge.

      It was Kjartan’s unflagging good humor that kept despair at bay. He delighted everyone by surprising Reider with a gift of a sea chest he’d carved. “No self-respecting Viking should be without a sea chest,” he quipped. “And I noticed you don’t have one.”

      Loud laughter greeted his pronouncement. Close to tears, Reider could only embrace his comrade, having no voice to express his gratitude.
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      Aidan accompanied Ragna to the Newcastle docks with an escort from Kirkthwaite Hall. He intended to interrogate the leader of the mercenaries she had hired, hoping to find a flaw in their credentials. He squared his shoulders and approached the young warrior. “Who recommended you to my sister?”

      The man replied without hesitation. “The Earl of Ellesmere.”

      Aidan looked at him in disbelief, feeling the heat flooding his face. “My uncle Baudoin?”

      “Oui, milord.”

      Aidan stole a glance at his sister, who had a look of innocent satisfaction on her face. The vixen had laid a trap for him. Why had he not had the foresight to ask how she had known of the mercenaries before they left home? He had forgotten how manipulative she could be.

      He tried to find fault with the ship and its captain, but both garnered excellent references from anyone he consulted.

      Reluctantly, he agreed to allow Ragna’s trunks to be loaded onto the cog. “Are you absolutely sure you want to make this journey?” he asked her. “I have a bad feeling.”

      “You know I have to, Aidan. Don’t worry. Thor will protect me. You’re simply feeling protective. I will be back before you know I am gone. And Captain Philion’s men will see me safely to Hamburg. I will give Blythe your love.”

      She waved an imperious hand towards the vessel. “What can happen aboard such a fine ship?”

      He did not want to mention that the ship that had sunk four year before, taking their parents’ lives, had been a new, modern cog. In that instance, the captain’s drunkenness had been the main cause of the catastrophe. No reason to think the Nordique would meet the same fate as La Blanche Nef.

      He pointed to their mother’s dagger tucked into a scabbard on her hip. “Wouldn’t it be safer to pack that in one of your trunks?”

      She patted the weapon. “No, I want to keep it with me. It will be my lucky talisman.”

      He escorted her on board and inspected the tented area that had been set up for the passenger. He checked the food supplies with the ship’s victualler. He examined once again the weaponry and credentials of every one of the ten mercenaries. He went over the details of the voyage with Philion, though he understood nothing of charts and tides.

      Ragna became impatient. “Aidan, I am embarking on this voyage, no matter how much you try to delay it. I am the only passenger. Are you not yet reassured I will be safe?”

      Aidan could not shake his foreboding, though he had to agree his sister seemed to have thought of everything. She had even garbed herself as a young man for greater safety.

      He put his hands on her shoulders. “I will never forgive myself if something happens to you.”

      She covered his hands with hers. “Nothing will happen, Aidan. It’s only a three day voyage. You are being too cautious.”

      Aidan shrugged. “One of us in the family has to be. It’s a characteristic you have never been known for, sister. I see nothing will dissuade you. Kiss me goodbye. Send us a message once you arrive.”

      Ragna surprised him by hugging him tightly and kissing him on both cheeks. “Of course I will. Take good care of Nolana and your fine sons while I am away. Keep those babies away from your bees.”

      Despite his concerns, Aidan laughed. “I will. Believe me, I remember only too well the pain of bee stings.”

      The moment of shared laughter made him feel better. Ragna would be perfectly safe. He wished her Godspeed, then disembarked.

      He sat atop his horse, watching from the dock as the Nordique pulled away with its precious cargo. He raised his hand in a farewell salute, perturbed by the uncharacteristic look of fearful apprehension on his sister’s face.
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