

    
        
          Strands of the North

        

        
        
          Marion S Greenwood

        

        
          Published by Marion S Greenwood, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      STRANDS OF THE NORTH

    

    
      First edition. June 7, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Marion S Greenwood.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235147522

    

    
    
      Written by Marion S Greenwood.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Gormghael Chronicles

The Four Estates: The Sovereign of the West

1. The Post-Roman Diaspora

2. The Mobility of the Early Church

3. DNA


BOOK 1 - Chapter 1: Geirmund’s Father 

The salt-stung wind off the North Sea whipped across the high, grey promontory of Hordaland as Hjörr Halfsson stood square against the gale, his broad-shouldered, powerfully muscled frame rooted to the ancient stone. Wrapped in a heavy, sumptuous cloak of dark wolfskin—the thick guard hairs expertly preserved to shed the freezing spray, a testament to meticulous curing—his clean-shaven, hard-boned jaw was set tight. He did not yet possess the vast fleets or legendary wealth that would one day make him a Great King of the West, but his deep-set, ruthlessly calculating eyes swept over his father’s coastal stead with the hungry, precise gaze of a predator measuring a territory ripe for harvest.

Behind him, thin ribbons of greasy woodsmoke drifted from the massive timber beams of the great hall into a leaden sky. Inside, the elders still muttered over their ale about the Great Shadow—the cataclysmic volcanic winter of 536 AD. More than two centuries had passed since the sky grew dark, yet the profound ecological trauma of that disaster remained stitched into the very fabric of their songs and laws. To the Norsemen, the Long Ghost-Fog was a living ghost. Skalds by the roaring hearths still chanted of the three unbroken years without a summer, the onset of Fimbulwinter, and the terrible century of ice that followed, a sudden climate shift that had fundamentally forced human adaptation.

Out of that ash, a harder culture had been forged in iron. To survive a permanently damaged ecosystem, Hjörr’s lineage had turned to weapon-smithing, the specialized harvesting of seasonal herring, and perilous hunting expeditions deep into the Arctic Circle. For generations, his ancestors had pushed past the indigenous tribes of Bjarmaland to hold a strict trade monopoly over the Siberian coastal areas. They returned with chests of ultimate northern luxury: dense sables, silver foxes, precious walrus ivory, and the thick, unbreakable walrus-hide ropes essential for rigging ocean-going sails. By controlling Avaldsnes just to the south, astride the narrow, treacherous gut of the Karmsundet Strait, his family held the gateway to this wealth, taxing every longship passing through the sheltered coastal highway.

Yet, as Hjörr adjusted the heavy wolfskin against his chest, his keen survival instincts told him the bitter truth: you could not eat walrus ivory, and you could not build a life out of fox pelts. Since the sun had returned to its full strength, bringing warmer summers and richer soil, it had sparked a massive population boom. That abundance had brought a volatile crisis to the fjords: suffocating overpopulation and an insatiable, systemic hunger for status.

"The lads are sharpening their iron, Hjörr," a voice growled.

Hjörr turned to see Torstein picking his way through the wet heather. The lean young warrior stopped beside him, his eyes tracking the same grey horizon. "Your father has called another council. The hall is packed tighter than a herring barrel, and men are sweating out their tempers."

Hjörr nodded grimly. The domestic pressure cooker was reaching its limit. The powerful chieftains practiced polygamy, keeping throngs of concubines and captive women as displays of wealth. This hoarding of reproductive resources at the top created a demographic nightmare; the oldest, wealthiest warlords monopolized the available women, leaving an entire generation of younger, disenfranchised alpha males with no hope of finding a bride or passing on their lineage. Worse still was the law of the soil. The rigid rule of primogeniture dictated that the eldest son inherited everything. Dozens of younger brothers were left with nothing but their weapons, their fierce pride, and their desperation.

"I heard the clash of blades near the lower paddocks at dawn," Hjörr said, his voice dropping to a low, gravelly rasp. "Who was it?"

Torstein spat into the wind, his expression hardening. "Gunnar’s youngest boys. Over a strip of marshland no wider than a longship's beam. If we don't give these men a shield wall to break, they will turn on each other until the fjord runs red with our own blood." A raw, primitive vulnerability broke through his fierce exterior. "My own brother talks of taking to the woods and becoming an outlaw just to steal a livelihood. There is nothing for us here."

Hjörr clapped a heavy, calloused hand onto Torstein’s shoulder, feeling the coiled tension in his friend's frame. "Tell him to hold his blade. We are fools to keep spilling our own blood in these narrow waters. Our northern routes give us ivory and hide, but the south holds what we truly need to survive. Our traders speak of rich lands to the west. Green, fertile shores. Christian lands where kings are soft and gold sits unguarded in stone houses right by the surf. We have the longships, Torstein. We just need to steer them into the unknown."

Inside the Great Hall, the heat hit like a physical blow, thick with the smell of roasting meat and spilled mead. At the high seat sat Halfsson the Elder, his beard greyed like old snow but his massive frame still imposing, his eyes clouded with the weariness of a ruler holding back a flood of violence.

"The boundaries of the valley cannot be redrawn!" the Elder’s voice boomed over the din, responding to a shouting match that had erupted between two rival landholders. "The laws of the Thing are clear. The land remains with the eldest. We cannot carve the soil into smaller pieces until it feeds no one."

"Then what would you have us eat, my King?" a young, scarred warrior shouted from the floor, stepping into the warmth of the roaring hearth. "Should we graze like sheep on the rocks? Your barns are full, your hearths are warm but our bellies are sticking to our ribs and our names carry no honour!"

A fierce roar of assent rippled through the lower benches. Axe-butts slammed into the dirt; swords rattled against shields. The tension was a living thing, ready to snap into bloodshed. Sigurd, the old lawspeaker, leaned forward from the shadows of the high seat, his voice cracking with age but carrying the immense weight of generational memory.

"You forget yourselves, young wolves," Sigurd chided, his ancient gaze sweeping over the restless crowd. "You demand and you fight as if tomorrow is guaranteed. Have you forgotten the songs of the Long Ghost-Fog? When the sun died and Fimbulwinter took the earth, our grandfathers believed the twilight of the gods had arrived. They believed it was Ragnarök—the end of days."

The hall grew quieter, the ancient, primal terror still holding power over them.

"When men believe the world is ending, the old laws crumble," Sigurd continued, his eyes wide with the remembered horror of human desperation. "Kin turned on kin. Fathers abandoned sons and brothers butchered brothers over frozen scraps of meat. That madness—that desperate, lawless hunger to survive at any cost—is what forged us. If you draw your blades against your neighbours now over a strip of marsh, you are walking back into that same old madness...acting as if the world is ending again."

Hjörr strode forward, his heavy cloak swirling behind him as he stepped into the centre of the hall, directly between his father's high seat and the angry crowd. The room fell utterly silent. The young men leaned forward, eager to see where the predator's son would strike.

"Sigurd speaks the truth!" Hjörr shouted, his voice cutting through the murmurs like an iron blade. "The ash of the old days broke our world, and the warmth of the new times has crowded it. But we are no longer trapped in the freezing shadows, waiting to die! If we stay here and fight for scraps of rock and marsh, we destroy ourselves with the same panic that gripped our ancestors. We create our own doom!"

He turned, facing his father with deep respect, yet his words were a masterclass in persuasion aimed at every ambitious, landless man in the room.

"I will not look to our neighbours’ boundaries for wealth. I look to the western horizon. I have readied the longships, secured the sea-stores, and bound the alliance of the northern archers."

He turned back to the crowd of younger brothers and landless men, raising a powerful fist, his eyes blazing in the firelight..

"I offer you an inheritance not written in the sour soil of Hordaland, but in the silver and fertile green lands across the sea! Who will row with me? Who will cease spilling the blood of our own kin and instead carve out a future where every man shall have a hall, a name, and women of his own?"

A deafening roar filled the timber hall as the young warriors slammed their axes against the tables, their minds ignited with a new, desperate hope. The dynamic future of the Northmen had just shifted irrevocably, their eyes turned away from the crowded valley and fixed squarely on the western sea.

Chapter 2: The Changeling Princes of Avaldsnes

King Hjör Halfsson stood at the prow of his longship, his beard a stiff mask of salt-crust and frozen spit. Behind him, the thirty-six men of the Wave-Treader pulled at the oars with the rhythmic, agonized grunt of men who had long since ceased to feel their fingers. They had left the fractured fjords of Rogaland weeks ago, pushing past the brutal, wind-scoured gash of the North Cape into a blankness the skalds called Gandvik—the Bay of Serpents. The White Sea.

To a Norseman of the ninth century, this was a realm of ghosts, a place where the sun refused to die in summer and forgot to rise in winter. But they had come for the currency that made the terrifying voyage worthwhile: the white gold of the northern ice. Walrus ivory.

For nearly eighty years now, since the first desperate Norse voyagers had crept past the Arctic Circle in the late eighth century, they had known of the riches hidden in this frozen wasteland. It was a brutal, transactional frontier. The Norse brought iron blades that didn't shatter in the deep freeze, woven wool, and strong southern mead; the local clans offered access to what could not be found anywhere else on earth. Chief amongst these treasures were the rookeries—the massive, chaotic breeding grounds where thousands of walruses dragged their multi-ton bulks onto the rocky shelves to mate and molt. These beaches were a sensory assault of deafening, guttural roars and the thick, suffocating stench of ammonia and rotting blubber. To the Norse, a rookery was a literal goldmine. They hunted the beasts not just for meat, but for their impenetrable hides—which, when sliced into strips, made the strongest rigging ropes known to seafaring men—and, above all, for their dense, ivory tusks. In the trading hubs of Hedeby and Dublin, a single pristine pair of walrus tusks could buy a man a farmstead.

But Hjörr was not here to raid a beach and flee. He was looking for the people who held the keys to the richest rookeries on the coast. He was looking for the Bjarmians.

The shoreline materialized out of the freezing mist not as rock, but as an endless expanse of dark tundra, punctuated by low, turf-covered dwellings built half-buried in the permafrost to cheat the wind.

The people who emerged to meet the ship did not resemble the tall, fair-haired folk of the southern sagas. They were short, dark, broad-shouldered, and moved across the treacherous, slick ice with a terrifying, heavy grace. These were the Bjarmians, a northern Uralic people whose roots sank deeper into the Siberian soil than any Norse memory could reach. Thousands of years before the first Germanic tribes split the stones of Scandinavia, their ancestors had migrated across the Ural Mountains, perfectly adapting to the brutal sub-arctic coasts. 

Generations later, modern geneticists extracting ancient DNA from the permafrost would find in their marrow the distinct signatures of deep East Asian and Siberian lineages—haplogroups completely untouched by the migrations of Western Europe, carrying the biological blueprints for dark, thick hair, high cheekbones, and dense melanin to withstand the blinding glare of the arctic sun.

At the head of the shore party stood a woman. She wore a heavy, grease-darkened parka of sea-mammal hide, its edges stitched with intricate, mathematically precise patterns of pale fox fur. Her skin was a rich, dark copper, a stark, arresting contrast against the pale grey ice. Her eyes, tilted and obsidian, held the fierce, unblinking stare of a predator accustomed to looking down the length of a harpoon line.

This was Ljúfvina. To her people, she was a princess of the coast, the daughter of a powerful chieftain whose word governed the walrus hunts from the Pechora River to the Kanin Peninsula. To the Norsemen, her name would eventually be recorded as "the friendly lady"—currently a piece of grim, dry Norse irony, because there was absolutely nothing yielding about the way she held her iron-tipped lance.

Hjörr stepped from the prow, his boots sinking into the knee-deep, freezing slush. He was a king in Rogaland, but on this beach, he was just another desperate trader standing at the gates of a cold empire.

The interaction between their peoples was already an established, tense dance. It was a relationship built on mutual necessity and armed truce. The Norse possessed the metallurgy of the south; the Bjarmians possessed the mastery of the absolute cold. One wrong move, one perceived insult, and the snow would simply swallow the bodies.

The negotiation did not happen in a grand timber hall, but around a roaring, smoky fire of driftwood and whale blubber inside a thick hide tent. The smoke stung the eyes and coated the throat. Ljúfvina sat directly opposite Hjörr, serving as both translator and arbiter. She spoke the guttural, rhythmic tongue of the Uralic north, but she had learned enough of the rough Old Norse trade-cant to drive a brutal bargain.

Hjörr watched her through the grease-smoke as the hours bled into days. He saw a woman who could skin a seal in minutes, whose lineage carried the genetic survival kit of the deep north, and who commanded the absolute respect of hardened, scarred hunters. He didn't see a stranger; he saw a sovereign. In a world where alliances were forged in blood and bed, Hjörr saw the ultimate prize: a permanent monopoly on the northern ivory trade, secured by the ultimate bond.

The alliance was struck not with gold, but with a treaty of marriage. Ljúfvina’s father granted Hjörr’s kin exclusive, unhindered access to the most lucrative walrus rookeries on the peninsula. In return, Ljúfvina would sail south to become the Queen of Avaldsnes.

The chronicles record that three winters passed before King Hjörr saw his home again. For three long years, his longships harried the southern seas, securing the trade veins that kept Rogaland rich.

He left behind a hall rich with the spoils of a shifting world. Beside the traditional wool-hangings of Norway hung heavy, patterned pelts of silver fox and sable—the skreðfinnen tribute brought from the deep, silent forests of the far northeast.

In the birthing chamber, Queen Ljúfvina lay amidst these northern luxuries. She was no daughter of the fjords. Her blood ran with the ancient lineage of Bjarmaland, that mysterious, wealthy realm sprawling along the frozen shores of the White Sea. For generations, the Norse sea-kings and the Bjarmian merchant-princes had done more than trade silver and walrus ivory; they had shared hearths, intermarrying along the northern coasts until the lines between Norse iron and eastern cunning blurred. Yet, the old superstitions of the Rogalanders remained as rigid as the winter ice.

When the midwives drew the twin boys one by one from the wet dark, the singing in the hall died a sudden death. By the guttering light of seal-oil lamps, the babes did not show the pale, milk-and-honey flesh of the southern clans. They were born with skin the colour of oiled walnut, rich and swarthy, and their eyes were tilted like the foxes of the tundra. Their hair, thick even at birth, was as black and glossy as a raven’s wing soaked in storm-rain. The head midwife stumbled backward into the rushes.

Ljúfvina raised herself from the blood-flecked furs. Her Bjarmian features—sharp cheekbones and eyes that had seen the midnight sun—hardened into granite. She knew the narrow minds of her husband’s thegns. She knew that if these boys remained, the gossip of the thralls could poison Hjörr's mind until he ordered them cast into the snow for the wolves to pick clean.

"Bring me Hallgerd," the Queen commanded, her voice cutting through the midwives' panic like an iron sax through fat.

Hallgerd was a bondwoman of the outer garth, a fair-skinned captive from the Danish marches. Only a few hours ago, she had given birth to a boy-child—a pale, heavy-limbed babe with hair like bleached flax and eyes as dull as stagnant water.

Before the morning mist could lift from the fjord, the terrible deceit was woven. The slave’s blonde son was wrapped in fine Frisian linen and laid beneath the carved dragon-canopy of the royal cradle. The true princes, Geirmund and Hámund, were carried out in a coarse wool sack to the smoke-blackened hovel of the thralls. They were stripped of their names, their silver amulets, and their birthright, hidden beneath the soot of a slave's hearth to save them from the axe.

For three winters, the sons of the Sea-King grew up in the dirt. They wore nothing but stiff, unwashed wadmal and slept among the hounds for warmth. Yet, the blood of Bjarmaland and Rogaland could not be suppressed by poverty. While the blonde changeling in the hall grew frail, weeping at the slam of a door and staring blankly into the fire, the twins grew with terrifying speed. By their second year, their shoulders were already broad, their limbs packed with dense, hard muscle, and their dark faces were alert to every shift in the wind.

The day of reckoning came after the ice broke in the fjord and King Hjörr arrived home from his tribute taking. He sat in his high seat, surrounded by his chieftains, his brow furrowed as he watched the pale boy stumble over a hound and dissolve into tears. The thegns muttered into their horns; they saw no kingly spirit in the child. 

Bragi Boddason—a poet whose eyes excelled at seeing the truths men tried hardest to hide—was sitting in the hall. 

Bragi watched as the three-year-old blonde boy, the supposed prince Leif, sat idly playing in the dust, looking soft and listless. Then, Bragi's eyes drifted to the dark, soot-stained corners of the hall. There, emerging from the shadows of the thrall-quarters, were two small, dark-skinned toddlers. They walked with a heavy, precocious grace. Their skin was the hue of copper, their eyes as sharp as obsidian.

Bragi watched them closely. They did not behave like thralls. They carried themselves with an innate, fierce intensity. When they approached the high seat, they looked at Leif not with deference, but with the cold, measuring gaze of natural rulers.

The poet’s mind clicked. The rhythm of the bloodline suddenly became clear to him. He saw the striking similarity between these dark twins and the Bjarmian queen, Ljúfvina. He saw the absolute lack of royal mettle in the blonde boy. The poet realized, with a sudden jolt, that a massive deceit had been woven right under the king's nose.

Bragi rose from his bench. He did not go to the chieftains, nor did he whisper it to the guards. When King Hjör returned to the hall, Bragi stood before him, took up his harp, and delivered his verse—a spoken riddle that would shatter Ljúfvina’s illusion forever:

"Two are inside, I trust well both, Hámund and Geirmund, born of Hjör. But Leif the third, the slave-born boy, He has no right to rule this hall."

The words hung in the smoky air like an axe blade.

Hjörr froze. He demanded the truth, and Ljúfvina, knowing the game was up, finally acknowledged her true sons in the brilliant, unforgiving glare of the firelight.

The huscarls held their breath, expecting a bloodbath. They expected the king to roar in betrayal, to execute the dark-skinned twins who looked so foreign to the rock of Rogaland.

Instead, a slow, terrifying grin split Hjörr’s bearded face. He burst into a laughter that shook the soot from the rafters. He descended from the high seat, dropping to one knee before the two boys. He reached out, his rough, scarred hands cupping their dark faces. He did not see a curse; he saw a mirror. He saw the fierce, indomitable spirit of the White Sea princess who had captured his imagination. He saw the bloodline of the master hunters who controlled the white gold of the arctic.

Hjörr’s voice boomed across the silent hall, dripping with immense, defiant pride as he looked up at his whispering chieftains. "They are Hell-skinned. And they carry the dark power of the northern sky!"

With that single, fierce proclamation, Hjörr took the physical marker of their otherness and turned it into an armour of royalty. He claimed the name Heljarskinn for Geirmund and Hámund right then and there—not as a brand of shame, but as a title of absolute, terrifying distinction.

Ljúfvina stepped from the shadows of the high seat, her silver neck-torcs catching the firelight. "They are indeed your own blood, My Lord. Three winters ago I saw the fear in your servants' eyes and knew they might murder the true heirs of Rogaland for the colour of their skin. So I gave you a changeling to test your hall. 

"The blood does not lie!" the King bellowed. "Let the thrall take her pale whelp back to the fields. These two shall drink the prince’s mead and be named Heljarskinn from now on, for they wear the dark iron of the underworld upon their flesh."

​​Chapter 3: The Stone of the Sun

Though the King had claimed them, the world outside the hall remained a cold and suspicious place. Hámund grew fierce and volatile under this isolation, his fingers always twitching near the hilt of his belt-knife. But Geirmund turned his eyes outward, toward the grey horizon where the sea met the sky.

On the eve of his ninth winter, the sky above Avaldsnes was smothered by a hafrót—a colossal, blind sea-fog that rolled in from the North Atlantic, thick as curdled tallow. It swallowed the islands, the cliffs, and the masts of the longships, locking the kingdom in a freezing, featureless white.

Ljúfvina called Geirmund to her bower. The room was warm, thick with the scent of burning birch-bark and the musk of beaver skins brought from the eastern river-routes. She reached into a pouch of cured sealskin and drew forth a heavy, geometric block of crystal. It was Iceland Spar, clear as mountain ice, its polished faces catching the dim lantern light.

"Your father’s men were blind before we gave them this," she said softly, pressing the heavy cold of the stone into his swarthy palm. "They thought the world ended where the fog began. They steered by the old songs and the smell of the seaweed then the grey mist took them and the waves swallowed them."

"What can a rock do against the sea Mother?" Geirmund asked, turning the crystal in his dark fingers.

"This is the sólsteinn," she whispered, her eyes reflecting the crystal’s clean lines. "Our people in the East use it when the winter night swallows the sun. Look through it, Geirmund. Look past the smoke of this room and into the cloud."

Geirmund stepped to the smoke-hole in the roof, where the thick, blind fog was drifting down through the opening. He raised the crystal to his eye. At first, he saw only the grey obscurity. But as he slowly rotated the stone, a strange magic occurred: the light split within the crystal, creating two distinct paths of illumination. Where the two beams grew perfectly equal and bright, a sharp, yellow pinpoint of light pierced through the stone, bright as a falcon’s eye.

"The sun," Geirmund breathed, his heart hammering against his ribs. "It is hiding behind the shoulder of the mountain. I can see it through the fog."

"Some Norsemen may look at you and see an outsider," his mother said, her hand resting on his broad shoulder. "But with this stone, you will see what they cannot. While their fleets sit rotted and frozen in the fjords, terrified of the grey wastes, you shall hunt across the sea with open eyes."

King Hjörr Halvsson stood on the cliffs overlooking the Karmsund strait, the wind biting at his thick beard. Below him, the longships rocked against the stone piers like tethered beasts waiting to be unleashed. He ruled Rogaland with a heavy hand, a man whose appetites were as legendary as his iron-willed leadership. They said his father had named him Hjörr—the Sword—because from the moment he could walk, he possessed a sharp, cutting edge that could not be blunted. Others, whispering by the hearth fires after the horns of mead had gone round, claimed the name belonged to his notorious virility. He was a man of excess, fiercely passionate, a king who took what he wanted from life, whether it was land, silver, or the company of women. He lived by the edge, and his court was never short of life, laughter, or heirs. Beside him stood Geirmund and Hámund. They were still mere boys, twelve winters old now, but already proud of their bloodline and more capable than a lot of the men around them.

"Look at the water, Geirmund," Hjörr commanded, his voice booming over the crashing surf. "What does it tell you?"

Geirmund, the broader of the twins, squinted against the salt spray. "It tells me the ice is breaking in the north, Father. The lanes to the White Sea are opening."

Hjörr chuckled, a rich, earthy sound, and clapped a heavy hand onto his son’s shoulder. "Spoken like a true trader of the blood. Your brother looks for battles to win, but you see the silver flowing through the ice. The Finnskat—the tribute—waits for no man. Tomorrow, we sail!"

For a twelve-year-old boy, the annual voyage into the deep, frozen north was no mere journey; it was the anvil upon which a chieftain was forged. Geirmund and Hámund were learning the ropes of a dragon-ship on the deadliest hunting route in the world. Ever since turning nine they had accompanied this annual tribute taking. Geirmund
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​​Chapter 14: The Longphorts
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Chapter 15: The Ultimate Sea-King
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