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Author's Note




As a mythologist, I want to briefly acknowledge the source material for this story and some of the inspirations behind this retelling. The epic poem Beowulf has captured the attention of scholars, historians, and writers for centuries, and the sheer volume of content written on and about the epic is overwhelmingly massive. 

I suggest anyone with a love for history and myth who is not familiar with it, go and find a translation to enjoy (my favorites are those by Tolkien, Seamus Heaney, and Tom Shippey). 

The myth has long been one of my favorites, a passion that inspired this re-imagining, along with my desire to increase queer representation and women warriors in literature. With so many powerful women written out of history, I like to put a twist on classic myths that imagines how things might have been, if women had a more prominent role. 

That being said, I in no way intend the contents of this book as a re-write, an improvement, or anything that otherwise infringes on the original myth. 

This story is born out of a deep love of the source material that I do not wish to alter or attempt to ‘improve’. I simply wish to add to the vast store of literature inspired by this epic, and to those who find a female version of Beowulf—especially a queer one—offensive, this book isn’t for you. To everyone else, grab a seat by the fire, and we’ll begin our adventure. 
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Prologue




Hark! And listen well, to a tale of warriors and kings long past, and one among them you may know. 

This story is often told over flickering flames and in high halls, carried by words and hands and deeds. Into the tapestry of destiny it is woven, passing over seas and under the wheeling of the stars until what once was is now only memory. 

You may have heard of that warrior of old, monster hunter, dragon slayer; but each story is changed in the telling, and this is a path not yet taken, the whispers of which you have yet to hear.
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Part 1


The Coast of Denmark





















  
  

Chapter 1
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The icy spray of the sea filled the air as she grasped the side of their longship and swung herself over, into the frothing water. Waves surged nearly to her waist before her boots hit the sandy bottom, the cold seeping through her clothes and sending knives into her skin. Currents of foam swelled and tugged at her, roiling so close to shore, filling her helm with the smell of salt. 

She pressed her hand to the slick side of the boat, steadying herself as some of the other warriors jumped in beside her. The ruddy sail had been drawn up the moment they entered the small bay, and the oars pulled up as they reached shallow water. They would finish the rest by hand. She gritted her teeth against the chill, gripped the side of the boat, and helped heave it as far onto dry land as she and the other warriors could manage. As soon as the prow had been drawn up on the dark sand of the beach, the rest of their party climbed ashore.

The pants she wore were weighed down by water, heavy as the mail under her tunic, and she crossed the sand with heavy strides. They had made their way through the storm at least, and she took some comfort in that as she shivered slightly, shifting her weight to ease some of the warmth back into her legs. The wind still howled around them, whipping a flurry of froth into the waves and swirling the dark clouds that brooded overhead.

Out of habit, her hand found the hilt of her sword at her waist and gripped it tightly as she stalked further up the beach. The ground beneath her feet seemed unsteady, her legs used to the roll of the sea waves, but the cool air of the storm kept her head clear even if her footing was shaky. The thick bear hide draped around her shoulders kept some of the cold at bay, and the leather of her armor was a bulwark against the frigid wind. She could hear shouts among the other warriors as they unloaded what few supplies they carried, but her gaze had strayed to the cliffs that surrounded the small beach.

She had seen the watchman when they first entered the bay, his silhouette a small black dot on one of the cliffs. He had disappeared not long after they passed into the shallows, but she had a feeling they would see him again. 

It took only a few minutes to unload their items, and she had already shouldered her small pack and gathered up her shield in one hand when one of the other warriors gave a cry of warning.

Even at a distance, she could make out the hail of wet sand kicked up by the hooves of the watchman’s horse. He rode toward them at speed, just beyond the reach of the waves. She shook her shield, brushing sand off the image of the Fenris wolf painted across the front, before she slung it over her back and took a few steps forward. The other warriors gathered around her, well-armed and armored. There were fifteen of them, if she counted herself, and she couldn’t help but admire the bravery of the watchman as he rode so swiftly toward such an armed gathering.

Most of the warriors wore thick boots stained dark by seawater, and tunics of boiled leather or blackened mail. Swords and axes hung at belts or across backs, as did an occasional shield, the paint chipped from hard use. Spears stood out black against the white foam of the sea like a bare thicket. The cold seemed not to bother them any more than it did her, all of them wrapped as they were in cloaks, with fur sewn into tunics and the tops of boots or adorning their shoulders in the form of full hides like her own. Most had long hair, tied back in braids or plaits, and more than half their number had beards to match. Some, but not all, wore iron helms. Dark beaten metal covered their heads and noses, their features seeming more pronounced beneath the shadows cast over their eyes as they watched the newcomer approach.

The watchman pulled his horse to a halt not more than ten paces from them, his own face barely visible beneath his helm as he brandished his spear. She could feel a few of those around her tense, but his challenge was little more than a formality against so many. He cast his eyes across them, and she imagined he might be looking for a leader. It came as no surprise that his gaze didn’t settle on her. Though she was almost equal to her shield mates in height and possessed a strong build for a woman, she was not nearly so broad as some of the men among them. Still, she knew from the way the rider glanced past her that he had likely thought her a smaller, perhaps younger man. Most who saw her did.

The watchman kept his spear aloft as he shouted above the wind.

“Who are you that would disembark on these shores without asking the permission of the clans here? You who come armed and armored to the realm of my king, Hrothgar, in whose service I watch these coasts for any threat to our Danish lands. I ask your names and your purpose if you wish to pass.” He gripped his spear tightly, his gaze combing their ranks.

She took a deep breath and slowly stepped forward. Some of the warriors closest to her stood aside, making way as she walked to the front of their formation. The watchman looked down at her, at the shimmer of her sea-green eyes beneath her helm, as she stood before him and spoke.

“We come from Geatland.”

The watchman failed to keep his mouth from falling slightly open as her clear voice cut the air. She managed to keep a wry smile from her lips. It was not unheard of for a woman to wield a sword, but whether it was her helm or simply the way she carried herself, she had a knack for confusing the less observant. When the watchman failed to gather himself in time to respond, she carried on speaking.

“I am a thane of King Hygelac. My father spent time on these shores and was a friend to your king. There are likely many among your elders who would remember him.”

The watchman blinked several times and, seeming to regain his wits, lowered his spear.

“By what name are you known, thane of Hygelac?”

She tilted her head slightly, keeping her eyes on the watchman as she spoke.

“My name is Beowulf.”

There was a flicker of something in the watchman’s eyes, some strange mix of curiosity and suspicion, but it passed too quickly for her to know for certain. She continued, shifting her weight slightly and leaning an elbow on the pommel of the blade at her hip. “We come in good faith to the halls of your king, Hrothgar. Word has reached us of the misfortune that has befallen him and his people.”

“You would offer your service?”

“Indeed. We have heard of the beast that haunts his halls. There are few in these lands who have not heard the tale by now, I imagine; ill news spreads far and fast. I come with fourteen of my best fighters to aid your king.” Beowulf extended her hands slightly, gesturing to those around her who stood close, their eyes still on the watchman.

The man on horseback frowned slightly as he looked them over with new interest, before his gaze once more settled on her.

“And what have you to offer that my king has not already tried?” He tilted his head slightly as he spoke. “Even the finest of our warriors have long since been sent to the afterlife by this beast.”

A few of the newcomers on the beach exchanged glances, but their leader’s green-eyed gaze remained locked on the watchman. Her calm seemed to make him bristle slightly, and he failed to hide a small sneer from his lips.

“What makes you think your fates may fare better?” he asked coldly.

One warrior let out a muffled chuckle, and she shot him a sideways glance before turning back to the watchman and giving him a small nod.

“That is for your king to decide. We offer what aid we can. Whether our service is accepted is for your king to determine.”

The watchman chewed his lip for a moment before slowly nodding.

“You measure your speech wisely,” he said slowly, “and I believe your word, that you come in service to my king. It will be, as you say, his choice to grant you welcome.” He paused a moment, looking them over once more, before he glanced up to where the dragon prow of their ship rose from the sand toward the gray sky.

“I have men who will watch your boat while you are on these shores. They will ensure it is kept ready and waiting.” He dropped his tone so low even the keen ears of his horse could not have heard as he whispered into his collar, “Should you survive to have need of it.”

Beowulf turned back to the other warriors, their nods telling her they had gathered all they had brought with them. She adjusted her shield on her back, taking comfort in the weight of it, as the watchman turned his horse back down the beach at a slow walk. Her own boots traced over the hoofprints in the sand as the other warriors fell in behind her. One last glance over her shoulder was all she would chance, a last glimpse of the ship that had carried them across the raging sea, before she turned her gaze before her and followed the watchman.

Even as she settled into the rhythm of her strides, she felt the ground still seeming to sway unevenly beneath her. Despite sea legs, she and the others kept an even pace as they trudged behind the watchman in a line. They left a trail of tracks in the wet sand, the wind whipping at their backs as they went. The horse’s hooves clattered first on the rock of the narrow path leading down from the grassy heights above before finally finding turf, as the company made their way above the reach of the sea. Beyond the protection of the cove, the wind blew more fiercely, pulling at cloaks and hair as it sent waves rippling through the grass that lined the narrow track from the coast.

For all they carried, the warriors traveled at a swift pace, crossing the distance to the King’s Hall in only a few hours. The wind died down as they moved further inland, amid the low hills that rolled across the horizon. They passed within sight of hamlets as they went, clusters of buildings where smoke rose into the gray sky, lifted by wind now little more than a chill breeze that gently drifted through the fields. Before long the hills and forests gave way to the sight of Heorot, the great hall of King Hrothgar. It seemed to glow like a beacon despite the gloom of the storm, nestled atop a large hill that overlooked the land on all sides. A murmur rose from the warriors, they beheld the hall, its painted sides shining in the faint light of day as if made of beaten gold.

Surrounding the hall and the hill it stood upon was the village, larger than any they had yet seen on their journey, ringed by a high wooden wall and filled with numerous thatched buildings. Sheep grazed in some of the nearby fields, and the great gates stood open that herdsmen and travelers might enter. The sounds of life echoed out across fields to meet them, the distant clink of a blacksmith’s hammer and the bleating of sheep carried on the wind. From here, all seemed well and at peace.

Once they were within clear sight of the hall, the dirt of the path beneath their feet became hard-packed and firm, more of a proper road than a track. It was here that their guide halted his horse and turned to face them.

“As promised, the hall of my king. Go and find welcome there.” His gaze settled on Beowulf for a moment as he spoke. “I must return to my post, and see to your ship. All-father watch over you and favor your fortunes, thane.”

He nodded, which she returned along with a gesture of her palm as she brought it first to her chest before extending it slightly out toward him in thanks. The watchman urged his horse back the way they had come at speed, hooves thudding on the hard earth as he passed the line of armored warriors. They paused only a moment to watch him go, before they turned back toward the hall and fell into step once more.

Beowulf led the way, her mind on the warm fire that likely burned within the hall, and all else they might find within. The ocean storm had been the easy part, and she couldn’t help but feel unsettled by what awaited them. She did not doubt they would find welcome, but alliances were delicate things, and she would have happily preferred a raging storm over politics if given the choice.

They drew stares as they passed through the village gates, first from the guards who watched them warily, then from the villagers within. Hushed words trailed in their wake as they made their way between buildings and up the hill toward the hall.

The warriors behind Beowulf spoke little, most glancing about their surroundings in silence as they walked. She kept her thoughts to herself, eyes darkened and alert beneath a frown as she glanced at the buildings that flanked their path. Despite the sounds of life they could hear around them, the village seemed oddly empty, and many of the houses looked abandoned. A few doors hung open, with no signs of life within. The villagers that watched them huddled in small groups, as sheep do when frightened, exchanging words in quiet whispers. There was fear in the air. It was thick enough to smell under the wood smoke, and it set her teeth on edge. She could feel the hair on the back of her neck stand on end, but she kept her jaw set and her chin up as she led the way.

They made their way up the path that led to Heorot, and to the great door that stood ajar. The mighty hall was even more grand up close, and no small wonder it had become something of a legend, the pride of King Hrothgar’s ancestry. The rough-hewn wood seemed to glow a deep gold color, and the intricate carvings of the great door caught the shadows of the fading light as the cloud-covered sun sank lower in the sky. Here, the guards stopped them, and one of their number stepped forward. The dark red-brown hair that wreathed his face matched the color of the cloak he wore over his armor and was tied in a plait like his beard. 

“I am Hrothgar’s herald. It is my duty to ask your purpose here.” His voice rumbled like distant thunder as he spoke, appraising the band before him. “I can tell by your armor and weapons that you are no mere travelers. What does an armed host want with my king?”

Beowulf stepped forward slightly as she spoke. “We are loyal to King Hygelac of the Geats, who rules the lands across the northern sea. I am a thane under his command, and we offer services to your lord and king.”

The herald raised an eyebrow and looked her up and down. She continued in even tones. “I am here with those most loyal to me, some of the finest warriors in all of Geatland. We’ve heard of your misfortune, and that of your king, Hrothgar. I believe your liege will hear us out if we might bring our message before him.”

The herald nodded slowly, before raising his chin slightly as he spoke. “And who is it who comes to speak with King Hrothgar?”

She raised a hand up and removed her helm. Her fair hair tumbled free, a mix of loose strands and occasional bone-tied pleats that fell thick and wild just past her shoulders. Her face, no longer concealed, was fair but strong, her jaw sharp and gaze keen despite the softness of her cheeks. She could not have been much older than seven and twenty winters.

“I am Beowulf.” She tucked her helm beneath her arm. “Your king knew my father. I should like to speak with him, if he would see us.” Her bright eyes met those of the herald and her gaze did not waver. When he continued to stand in silence, she took a deep breath and continued.

“We heard of the monster that ransacked your hall, killed your king’s men, and left a bloody massacre in his wake.” The air seemed to grow still around her as she finally spoke to the shadow that had drawn them across the sea to those shores. “Such stories have made it to our lands, and being an ally to your king, my liege has sent me to lend aid.”

“I see.” The herald nodded, appraising her anew. “I will bring your message to my king and return with his reply.” He stared at her a moment longer, before turning on his heel and disappearing through the gap in the great doors, leaving the warriors to wait.

A few of them spoke quietly. Some shifted their weight on their feet or looked back at the village. Beowulf continued to stare at the door through which the herald had vanished, the wind playing with feathery flyaway hairs that ringed her face. She only turned away when one of the members of her band stepped up beside her and leaned close.

“I know that man. Wulfgar, I believe he’s called. I have heard he’s a fine warrior and wise advisor.” The warrior’s blue eyes flicked toward the door before settling back on Beowulf.

“Mmm,” she responded quietly, one hand absent-mindedly kneading the pommel of her sword, the only subtle betrayal of any nerves, kept carefully reserved behind a flat expression. The thinnest line creased between her brows, and a single muscle moved in her jaw. “I don’t doubt we’ll be given an audience.” She spoke firmly as she turned back to the door.

“Certainly not.” The other warrior almost chuckled. “He’d be a fool to turn away help.” He snorted derisively as he glanced to the guards at the door, both of whom seemed uneasy in the presence of so many armed visitors.

“Never mind the help, Braggi,” she muttered tightly. “There’s honor to be found too. This king paid my bloodline a kindness that I may yet return.”

“Oh, I know, I know,” he whispered back, pushing some of his loose brown locks out of his face as he did so. “But that shouldn’t be the only reason.”

Beowulf turned and caught the grin that curled on the edge Braggi’s mouth as he spoke. She let a small huff of air from her nose before releasing her sword and crossing her arms, regarding him with a raised eyebrow.

“I wish it were as simple as monster-hunting renown. There’s more delicate politics at play here, and it would be wise to keep and strengthen what allegiances we can.”

“Ever humble, eh?” He elbowed her lightly, though it earned him little more than a scowl. “Still,” he continued, “this isn’t like fighting giants. You sure you’re up for this?”

It was her turn to elbow him. “You have to ask?” she mumbled out of the corner of her mouth. “I’ve fought plenty of monsters before.”

He grinned. “And yet you say you don’t come seeking renown.”

“I don’t.” She finally turned back toward the door, before dropping her gaze to the stones at her feet. When she spoke again, it was too quiet for even Braggi to hear, shared only with herself and the wind that played through her hair. “I want to help these people.” She would not have told him then, or ever, that he was right. She of all people should appreciate the truth of legends, even when they seem to defy what is possible. Every story could be embellished, but the truth in the stories that had reached Geatland was bloody and brutal beyond compare.

Trolls and giants were danger enough, but this beast had slain even the finest warriors. Beowulf knew Hrothgar’s rule was weakening, and neither he nor his fighters had been able to keep the intruder at bay. It was a poor king who could not protect the people under his own roof. The empty houses in the village were proof enough, and the hall, despite its beauty, stood cold and quiet before them on the hill.

It was more than monster hunting, something in which she was already well-versed. This was political as well, and whether or not she could be of help would impact more than her own renown. She had slain trolls, even bested giants, but this was a new challenge. More importantly, it was a chance to help a kingdom whose foundations were crumbling thanks to this creature that made a slaughterhouse of the king’s own hall.

Braggi could tease all he wanted, she thought to herself as she looked back to where the great doors yawned ajar. He underestimated her desire to help others, but he always had. As she stood before that door thinking about the journey that brought her there, she knew he overestimated her ambition, but she would be lying if she said it was only a desire to help that had called her across the sea. This time she knew the stakes were much higher.

She was pulled from her thoughts by a slight rustle from within the doors. Wulfgar the herald re-emerged, looking slightly less stern. He measured his words less cautiously this time as he regarded Beowulf.

“My good thane.” As he addressed her, the murmurings from the warriors around her slowly faded. “My king says he knows of your ancestry, and indeed knew you when you were young. You may enter the hall and speak with him.”

Beowulf nodded and the warriors moved toward the door, but a raised hand from the herald stopped them before they could enter.

“Your shields and spears must be left just within the entrance to the hall, until your purpose is made clear.”

At that, every warrior among the band looked to Beowulf, who glanced once between the herald and her followers, before nodding in assent. They dropped their shields where they stood, unbuckled their blades from their belts, and set their spears against the wooden walls. They kept only their armor and what packs and provisions they carried, leaving their iron at the door.

The warriors slowly entered the hall, filing in as the door was pushed only a small portion wider, heavy on its hinges. Beowulf led the way behind the herald, blinking slightly in the dim light as the troop entered. The glow from outside still entered through the windows along the sides of the hall, casting long shafts filled with swirling smoke and dust. Sturdy pillars ran the entire length from the open doors to the back of the hall, some hundred feet long. The middle of the roof was open that the smoke from the long flume of a fireplace at its center might escape. Flames crackled there, set down deep into the stonework of the floor, and on either side large wooden tables ran the length of the hall.

A hundred warriors could have feasted there with enough room to stretch their legs. Now, even in preparation for the evening meal, the hall seemed eerily quiet for how thunderous the warriors’ footsteps sounded, echoing as they did. Some of King Hrothgar’s men lined the hall, interspersed amid the massive intricately carved wooden pillars that acted as the skeleton of that great wooden beast. Images of the tales of kings and gods were carved deep into the dark wood, and torches set in the brackets on each pillar sent shadows and light playing across the stories etched into wood.

The warriors were watched from the moment they stepped through the doors. In addition to the guards, there was a small number of Hrothgar’s soldiers within, many already seated at the low tables or near the fire. Others in service of the king walked about the hall, minding the fires, refilling mead horns, or turning the large boar that was roasting over the hot embers in the long firepit at the center of the hall. A pair of dogs, ruddy brown and dark gray in color, trotted toward the newcomers as those within the hall turned their attention to the warriors’ arrival.

Beowulf and her followers walked in silence until they had nearly reached the far end and stood before the stone steps at the back of the hall. Here the floor was raised slightly, away from the wooden tables, and a large wooden chair carved and painted in gold wrapped around the figure of a broad-shouldered man who bore a simple gilded crown. Hrothgar watched the warriors’ approach from beneath bushy eyebrows of chalk gray, his long hair of a matching color surrounding the stern and lined features of his face before seeming to blend with his beard.

The king stood before the warriors reached him, his eyes on Beowulf. His build reflected his strength as he assumed his full height, his long cloak tumbling free over his fine linen garments. He raised both hands, shimmering with rings, in a gesture of welcome as he addressed the newcomers.

“Welcome, Beowulf, daughter of Ecgtheow, thane of Lord Hygelac, hero of the Geats. Know that you and all who follow you are welcome in Denmark.” His voice was strong and clear, but there were deep shadows in the lines of his face, and a weariness that seemed to hang from him like a ghostly shroud.

Wulfgar offered his liege a small bow as he stood aside, and the warriors assembled before the king with Beowulf at their lead. She locked eyes with the king for the briefest moment, before dropping a single knee to the stone floor, braids falling forward as she bowed, and her warriors followed suit. She had barely stood again when Hrothgar spoke to the room at large.

“It is by the blessings of the gods themselves that you find yourself on these shores. Word of your deeds has reached us from across the sea, and we have heard the stories of your feats in battle.”

Beowulf’s jaw tightened slightly as she stood, her warriors again following suit, and it seemed that for the first time since entering the hall, she was aware of how many eyes were on her. Hrothgar continued, his voice echoing through the quiet.

“We have heard of battles with sea beasts, and the many giants you have defeated single-handedly. It is said you have the strength of thirty men in each arm, and if the tales are to be believed, I think it more akin to forty.” He smiled from where he stood, finally looking back down to Beowulf, his arms still slightly open. “Know that if you aid us here, not only will you be compensated with rich treasures from my coffer, but I do not doubt that songs and tales of your deed will spread thrice as fast as the tales of our woe.”

There was an excited murmur in the hall. A few of Hrothgar’s fighters had shifted to get a better look, some standing at their tables as they peered through the ranks of the Geats to glimpse the warrior at their lead.

“It is true.” Beowulf spoke in a voice slightly hollow and distant. She knew this part; she had done it before. It was easy enough to recount her deeds, and a warrior’s boast was as binding as a promise. It was tradition, and one that she was loath to uphold for how arrogant it had always seemed to her. She took a deep breath before she began. “I have slain many enemies of the Geats. In my youth I trained among the finest warriors and honed my skills. I battled with my kin against trolls. I have slain sea beasts in the deep and overcome many foes.”

There was talking in the hall now, quiet rumblings in the corners of the room, and the occasional scrape of a bench as yet another of Hrothgar’s warriors tried to get a better look. The only people in the hall that Beowulf acknowledged, besides the king himself, were the three female fighters she had seen among the ranks of the guards, to whom she gave a fleeting nod.

“We have heard of your plight, good king,” she continued, turning back to where he stood. “The elders of the court of Hygelac know of the sufferings of your people. We have heard of the beast that haunts the steps of your hall and reaps blood and grief in his wake.”

At her words she heard some of those who stood under that low roof shift uneasily. A few sidelong glances from the guards, or a sharp inhale from one of the warriors. It was as if they feared that to name the shadow would bring it down upon them. Even Hrothgar in all his majesty seemed to almost flinch, so small a movement it was that Beowulf doubted any others saw.

“My fellows and I made this journey with the hope we might lend our skills,” she pressed on, “knowing that we might have a chance to aid you, good king. And I for one might repay the debt of kindness you showed my family.”

Hrothgar nodded, a wide smile creasing the lines in his face. “I accept your aid, young hero.”

Now it was her turn to make her promise, as was customary. It would lay the foundation of the stories that might yet spread from whatever would transpire beneath that roof, for good or ill, as it would be for any allegiance between this king and her own.

“Good king, I ask only that myself and my men are allowed to do this in our own way, without the aid of your swords here.” She gestured to some of Hrothgar’s soldiers scattered throughout the hall.

“Of course.” The king nodded. “None of my warriors will intervene, if that is your request.”

“Further…” 

Beowulf paused only for a moment, half to gather a deep breath, and half to ensure that the hall was so quiet she could hear the rustle of the flames in the hearth as all within listened to her words. 

“I have heard that this beast, Grendel, as he is called, fights without the aid of weapons or armor. As such I will meet him in equal and single combat. My skill against his own. My warriors will only act if I should fall.” There was another murmur in the hall as she said, “I will fight him without armor, a shield, or a sword. Grendel fights with no weapons but his hands, so I shall meet him just the same, to the death.” At this there was a smattering of hushed chatter.

Braggi caught Beowulf’s eye briefly and grinned. Well played, she could almost hear him say. He had always been one to enjoy boasting, and the prowess they could wield as warriors. He had, after all, been the one to teach her how to boast when they had been foundlings, so many years ago. The rest of the warriors around her stood silent, some of them smirking slightly, as the tide of mutterings passed through the hall. Hrothgar’s brows had raised high enough to almost disappear beneath the rim of his crown, but he remained silent. Only once the hall had begun to quiet once more, did Beowulf speak again.

“If I should perish, good king, I know there will be no need for a funeral pyre.” She kept her voice steady and even, despite the tightness her own words knotted into her stomach. Death was no stranger to a warrior, but she had tried to keep from thinking of what kind of fate she might meet at Grendel’s hands. Being slain by a sword was one thing, having your limbs torn from your body and devoured was quite another.

She kept her expression stern and ignored the knots in her gut. “I hear Grendel takes his plunder for a meal, and if I die, I will doubtless be strewn across the moors where he keeps his den. I would ask only that my sword be returned to my lord Hygelac, that he might know of what transpired. The fates move as they will.”

“Indeed.” Hrothgar spoke solemnly. He had resumed a sterner expression, and nodded as Beowulf finished her request. “You may face this beast on whatever terms you so choose. I do not doubt your strength or skill, and I pledge to do as you have asked, should the battle go ill. But come”—he smiled again, gesturing once more to the hall at large—“you are our honored guests. Join us this night in feasting after your long journey, and may we recount the tales that have brought you here.”

A small cheer went up from the hall, shared by some of Beowulf’s warriors. The tension in the air drifted away as the hall resumed the pace of the evening. Warriors returned to their seats, mead was poured, and the newcomers found seats along the low tables. Beowulf watched Hrothgar return to his seat as servants drew a small table out before him.

She made her way slowly to the leftmost of the banquet benches, not far from the end of the hall where the king sat. Braggi and some of the others had found seats near a handful of Hrothgar’s warriors. Two of the women warriors in service to Hrothgar were there as well, and one raised her mead horn to Beowulf and gestured her over.

Beowulf removed her cloak and set it, bear hide up, on the seat before sitting, grateful to be off her feet. She ignored the sideways glances of some of Hrothgar’s fighters. Those who knew her well, her warriors, treated her as they would any other, and in that she now took comfort as she always had. Those who knew of her from story alone or from seeing her on the battlefield always watched her as one might a dangerous animal. Cautious, but curious. She was perceived in attitudes from reverence and disbelief to doubt and scorn, and even fear. She had long since learned to act as if she did not notice. She idly accepted the mead horn offered to her by one of Hrothgar’s servants before falling into chatter with Braggi and the others.

The meal in the hall was a customary welcome to guests, nothing overly grand on such short notice, but a welcome comfort after a journey being tossed about on an unyielding ocean. Beowulf breathed deep the warm, smoky air of the hall, wiggling her toes in her boots and savoring the taste of mead on her tongue. If what the night brought with it was as bad as the stories said, it may well be her last feast, and she was determined to enjoy it.








  
  

Chapter 2
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“It’s too quiet.” 

Braggi spoke gruffly to the mead in his cup. Subdued chatter echoed around them, the fire crackled in the long hearth, and outside the last light of day had begun to fade. 

Beowulf looked around the hall again, unsurprised to see no change from the other dozen times she had glanced around between bites of her meal. The warmth from the fire and the sweetness of the mead had smoothed away the rough edges the ocean had scoured on her mind and brought feeling back into her stiff fingers.

“Didn’t use to be.” It was one of Hrothgar’s men who had spoken, looking up from his seat across from Braggi, his shoulders hunched so that his eyes shone from just beneath his furrowed brows. “Used to be filled with laughter and song.”

Beowulf leaned forward and met the man’s gaze. “So I heard. A hall like no other. Some said fit to rival Valhalla itself.”

The man nodded darkly and sucked his teeth. “And now look at us. A dozen warriors perhaps, on our best days. A handful of servants along with whatever villagers are stubborn or stupid enough to stay. Everyone else has fled or been killed. We few loyal remain though…” His voice trailed off.

Beowulf raised an eyebrow, and the man, after gazing shiftily about, dropped his voice and leaned further forward. “Only a fool would stay after dark. I’m afraid you all will be on your own if you sleep beneath this roof.”

Braggi scoffed at that, and Beowulf shot him a sideways glance before turning back to the man. “I am sorry for those comrades you have lost. I don’t know which is worse, the death of your shield mates, or the betrayal of those who left.”

“I don’t blame them. I might not agree; we swore vows after all. But this thing is…” he trailed off again, shaking his head.

“We’ve come to help,” she answered flatly, “so under this roof we will stay.”

The man shrugged, and the woman at his elbow, the one who had called Beowulf to their table, spoke now to the visiting thane.

“A noble gesture, but even if you succeed, I don’t think this hall will ever again be what it was.” She looked up then, intently, past Beowulf, toward where Hrothgar sat. 

Beowulf turned that she might see the king more clearly. Hrothgar had finished his meal and was gazing into the bottom of the goblet in his hand. He seemed lost in thought, eyes glazed, and he looked suddenly old in a way that Beowulf had not yet fully appreciated. The lines carved into his face were deep and shadowed, and his shoulders hunched as though a mighty weight pressed upon them. Beowulf watched him as the woman across from her continued.

“He failed to keep his people safe. His best retainers were all cut down under his own roof. Some of the finest among us. We’ve all lost friends to this demon, but I fear our king has lost much more. Our people lose faith, and his power in this realm is but a whisper of what it once was.” She sighed heavily, and Beowulf finally turned back to meet her gaze. There was something deep in the warrior’s eyes then, something bright and cold as she looked directly at Beowulf and continued speaking.

“He’s invited warriors here before.” She spoke slowly, her tone sharper than before. “Warriors that promised to slay this beast. They shared our meat and mead and made their boasts of how they would kill the monster when he came in the night. And every time the dawn rose, the hall was slick with their blood.”

Whether it was a warning, or a challenge, Beowulf could not tell. She felt Braggi stiffen slightly at her elbow as she looked down into the amber mead in her horn and swirled it in thought before taking a sip. When she spoke, it was slow and measured.

“We’ve all heard the stories. I make my boast knowing that this ends in blood one way or another. I am prepared for whatever awaits me in the strands of fate.” She looked back at the woman, who gave her a small approving nod before turning her attention back to her drink.

Braggi gave Beowulf a knowing look, before glancing up to where Hrothgar sat. His small frown told her his thoughts. A king who could not guarantee the safety of his people was no king at all. Hrothgar’s reign had ended the moment the beast first spilled blood in his halls. Hrothgar himself likely knew it, worn and wearied as he was. Sorrow hung about the man like a shawl. What it would mean if Grendel was slain, Beowulf could only guess. Hrothgar had two sons. Perhaps they might rebuild some of the legacy of their house.

She was jarred suddenly from her thoughts by Braggi’s elbow in her ribs. She turned as he jerked his head toward the table across the hall from them. A group of Hrothgar’s men sat there, and from the rising sound of their voices they were thoroughly enjoying their king’s mead.

“That one,” Braggi muttered, glancing over his shoulder. “The one with the dark hair who looks like he’s got a dagger wedged up his arse.”

Beowulf slowly scanned the room, settling briefly on the gaggle of warriors. A few of them stood, most sat, and all of them were growing louder with each passing minute. The one in the center of the group chanced to meet eyes with Beowulf. His hair was a deep earthy brown, plaits plastering it to the sides of his head. His jaw was lined with a thin beard, and his mouth was turned down in a scowl as he glanced at the visitors.

“He looks a bit the worse for wear,” Beowulf grunted as she turned back to her drink. She saw something in his eyes, something she had seen many times before, not unlike the scorn she had found in the eyes of some of the warriors who first trained her, or the young boys she trained with as a foundling. There was something hateful in that look that sent a prickle of anger down her spine. She had turned away as soon as she saw it, but it was too late.

A voice broke above all the others at her back, silencing some of the idle conversation in the hall. “I heard a story about you, thane, and I wonder if it might be true.” 

There was something sour in his voice, almost jeering, and as Beowulf turned to face him, she saw several of her own warriors turn as well. The room slowly silenced, all those within looking to the two figures who now stared at each other. Beowulf shifted where she sat that she might face him more directly, whispering to the woman opposite her as she did.

“And who is this?” she asked under her breath.

“Unferth. Son of Ecglaf.” The woman let out a small grunt, almost a scoff. The king’s nephew. Beowulf had heard his name before. She placed her horn mug gently down on the table. Her free hand balled into a fist as she forced it to her lap and squared her shoulders with the man opposite the hall. She knew only a small amount about him, but more than enough that she felt she could hold her own should he have a drunken desire for a battle of words. 

Unferth glanced at the warriors near his elbows before turning back to Beowulf with a look of derision and disdain.

“It’s said that, when you were in training, you and your fellow warrior Breca had a challenge to see who was the better swimmer. Driven by vanity, the two of you waded into the wild sea in full armor and swam there, seeing who could make the crossing in quicker time.” He chuckled as he spoke, his gaze briefly drifting up to where Hrothgar sat.

Beowulf could see it as Unferth looked up toward his king, then back to her. Envy. Something small and festering behind those eyes, the same thing that turned the corners of his mouth into a sneer. Hrothgar, for his part, looked slightly pained, his brow deeply furrowed as his warrior carried on mocking his guest.

“It’s said that, after toil and struggle in the open waves, Breca out-swam you and made it to shore first.” Unferth grinned, and some of the warriors at around him snickered. “You finally floundered ashore having run afoul in your attempt to best him.” Unferth drained his mug then and crossed his arms with his chin slightly stuck out, daring any response.

Beowulf made a slow show of swinging her legs around to the other side of her bench that she could fully face him. Hands resting on her knees, she looked him up and down. He swayed slightly where he stood, and she could see the hazy fire in his eyes. She cleared her throat as she glanced over the many faces turned in silence toward her. She had the attention of the entire hall, and she was determined to make the most of it.

“An interesting recounting, Unferth,” she said idly, “though I think the mead may be doing most of the talking.” A few small chuckles echoed from the corners of the room, and Unferth flushed slightly where he stood, his mouth tightening as his smile turned back to a scowl.

“It’s true,” she continued, speaking more to the hall than to Unferth. “Breca and I have long been close friends and well matched in our skill. We trained together in the early days, and both of us have long had a love for the water. We made a habit of challenging each other to dangerous feats in the wild ocean.”

They were good memories mostly, and she allowed the joy they brought her to show freely on her face as she recounted the story. They had always competed as foundlings, doing reckless challenges to see who could outmatch the other. That day had been a boasting match that ended in dark water and armor, blood on foam, but it held a special place in her heart.

That day was the day that everything had changed for her, the day she became the warrior whose name was known far beyond the shores of her people. She had already been a skilled warrior among her kin, a title she had fought hard for and taken pride in. After that day in the sea, she had become something else. As the story went, and as she would say if asked, the gods had seen fit to gift her the strength that had now made her a legend, though she was not yet thirty.

“We swam out in armor.” She gathered her thoughts and pressed on, one hand mindlessly reaching up over her chest where a necklace of iron hung hidden beneath leather and mail. The hall was deathly quiet, and she took her time in telling the tale. “We carried our swords as well, as the deep sea has no shortage of monsters and only a fool would venture there unarmed. We swam for many hours, neither of us making it much further than the other. Back then we were always well matched, Breca and I. We had come within sight of shore when something grabbed me.”

She remembered it all too well, the feeling like a vice closing around her ankle, drawing her beneath the waves and down into the crushing black.

“A sea beast, akin to a whale, with sharp teeth and powerful jaws.” Someone near the back of the hall let out a small curse, and a few of the warriors exchanged glances. Beowulf’s comrades were the only ones not enthralled in the story, so many times they had heard it. They mostly watched the reactions of Hrothgar’s warriors as Beowulf continued her tale.

“It dragged me down, and in the dark swirling waters my blade struck its mark, and I slew it, but my freedom was not so easily won. The fiends often hunt in packs, and I killed seven more in that blood-strewn sea before I could make my way to shore.”

She remembered the taste of iron in the water, salt flooding her nose and mouth, being blinded by the darkness of the roaring ocean as she hacked and stabbed, struggling against the current. The last beast had pulled her further down, so deep she had lost sight of the light above her as she struggled in its grip. They had reached the bottom, dark rocks like teeth yawning out of the blackness, as she plunged her blade into it. Exhausted as she had been, lungs screaming for air, it had nearly been the end of her. The truth of what she found in that darkest abyss was one she kept to herself. The story continued only with what need be known, that she staggered to shore in torn and blood-soaked armor. Birthed from the wild sea and bathed in slaughter, her legacy had begun on that sandy shore.

“So, yes.” Beowulf gave a small nod of her head in Unferth’s direction. “I finished after Breca. He made his way to shore, and I slew eight monsters of the deep before following his path.”

Unferth looked slightly bewildered for a moment, the mead haze still heavy in his eyes. He seemed unsure as to whether he had succeeded in mocking her, though some of the more sober listeners had already begun to look at him in mild amusement. Beowulf could have left it at that, but the prickle of anger had not left her fingertips, so she stood and gestured toward Unferth.

“But tell me, Unferth, since you seem an expert on my feats, what have you accomplished that stands even close in renown?” She crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow. He had started this, and she was determined to finish it. 

He reddened slightly and sucked in air, puffing up his chest slightly as the two of them glared at each other across the hall. She still wasn’t done.

“If you are so mighty as you seem to think, why does Grendel still haunt the hall of your king, and why have you not butchered the monster yourself, if you are so confident?” 

Unferth blustered slightly at her words, and Beowulf caught sight of a few grins scattered throughout the hall.

Her anger still simmered, and every battle of words was best carried to the death unless her resolve be questioned. She unleashed her killing blow then, as she dropped her tone, her eyes growing cold and hard as she stared unwaveringly at the warrior who offered her insult.

“You’ve nothing to your name but the blood on your hands. You, a kin-killer, already thrice damned to the depths of Hel for what you have done.”

The hall went deathly quiet. Unferth had gone from beet red to white as a sheet in a span of seconds. Beowulf stood still as a statue, glaring at the warrior who seemed to suddenly sober as he dropped his gaze to the table before him. Only then did Beowulf look once more around the room, some of the tension dropping from her shoulders.

“To speak of deeds is one thing; to perform them is another.” Her voice was gentler now, and she watched out of the corner of her eye as she spoke to where Unferth slumped back into his seat. Her gaze flicked briefly up to where Hrothgar sat, now looking less distressed and more satisfied. He raised his goblet to her ever so slightly as she resumed her seat, and chatter once more trickled into the hall.

“Well.” Braggi snickered. “That was… something.”

“Was I too harsh?” Beowulf gave a semi-sincere grimace. 

It wasn’t Braggi, but the woman across from her who answered.

“Oh, certainly not. Unferth is an ass. Nice to see him put in his place for once. And by a woman, no less.” She grinned, a grin that Beowulf couldn’t help but return before she drained her mug.

The sound in the hall rose once more as the evening waned, and soon Hrothgar’s queen graced the visitors with her presence. She entered from the back of the hall, fine robes of pale brown swirling about her. She was younger than Hrothgar by a span of years, her light eyes bright and her auburn hair tied back, revealing a gilded necklace that hung about her throat. As was a customary welcome, she presented a goblet of mead first to her husband and king, before carrying goblets through the hall and meeting each of the visitors with words of welcome.

She swept through the warmth and idle chatter, offering the goblet to each warrior present. The queen reached Beowulf last, seated at the end of the table as she was, nearest to the king and at the end of the queen’s path. Beowulf offered a small bow as the woman held the goblet forward and spoke.

“My name is Wealtheow.” She smiled as Beowulf carefully accepted the goblet, the warrior’s rough hands only just brushing those of the queen. “I have heard of your feats in service to Lord Hygelac. You are a most welcome guest on these shores and in this hall. Truly, the gods have blessed us this day and brought you to our aid.”

It was a formality, spoken loudly enough for everyone in the hall to hear. As with boasting, there was a sour taste to the back of Beowulf’s mouth as she responded in kind. But her boast and her pledge were her word, and both blades and words could win allies and make enemies. Beowulf had long since learned to use both.

“My thanks, good queen. I cannot speak for the gods, but the plight of your people is not one we could suffer to leave unanswered. I have made my pledge, and I stand by it.” She spoke loudly, passing the goblet back as she did. Wealtheow beamed her approval before returning to sit at Hrothgar’s side as the feast was finished.

Braggi spoke from near Beowulf’s elbow. “She seems a kind soul. I know little about her, but she doubtless has the bearings of a fine queen.”

“She does,” the woman opposite Beowulf answered. “She has always looked after our people. Her sons will make fine rulers one day.”

Braggi glanced at Beowulf. The darkness in his eyes told her his thoughts as he looked up to where the queen sat. That lineage was not as secure as any in that hall would like to think. War came often and swiftly between clans, and Hrothgar’s failing kingship might welcome other dangers beyond Grendel into that hall. Treachery was never far behind a jealous fighter’s heart.

Beowulf looked back at Unferth, seated by the fire and scowling drunkenly into his mug. He was the king’s nephew, and should any ill befall the king’s sons, he was the next in line for the throne. Even if Beowulf succeeded in purging the monster from that hall, the legacy of Hrothgar’s bloodline was weakening, if not altogether spent.

Beowulf pushed the welfare of Wealtheow’s sons from her mind. That was for a future she did not plan to linger in those lands to see. She had a boast to carry through, and the night had already descended upon them. The feast had finished, and the chatter in the hall had faded. The long shadows cast across carved pillars and stone flooring had become suddenly ominous, and unlike the usual mead-heavy drowsiness that often descended on a hall after feasting, the air here became brittle with a gnawing fear.

Only once the guards and Hrothgar’s warriors within the hall had begun to shift where they stood or sat did the king rise. He made his way to where Beowulf was sitting as those of his house rose and gathered what belongings they had.

“Never have I left the care of this hall to another,” he said to Beowulf as she stood slowly amid the sound of movement in the hall. “I name you hall warden for the night. May the gods grant you victory.” His expression was stern, his brows knitted. He reached forward and the two clasped forearms briefly, before Wealtheow leaned forward and bestowed her favor in the form of a kiss on Beowulf’s forehead.

The king and queen slowly departed the hall, their retainers and warriors in tow, walking out into the moonless night beyond. Beowulf and her followers bid farewell to the warriors they had shared their meal with, exchanging nods as Hrothgar’s fighters trickled out into the dark until they were the only ones left in the hall. They gathered their weapons, and each cleared a space on the floor for sleeping. The great tables were pushed aside, opening the center of the hall and clearing space around the fire for whatever the night might bring.

Beowulf threw a hide down on which to sleep and began stripping her armor. The other warriors removed their heavier cloaks, though most chose to wear their mail to sleep, a caution against that prowler of the night that would soon be among them. They kept their weapons close and spoke little among each other as they doused the lights within the hall. Only the hearth fire remained, casting shadows across the floor.

Beowulf peeled off her boots and jerkin, pulled off her ring-mail shirt, and removed the light wool tunic she wore beneath. She had lived her life among warriors, and few things were kept secret when they took rest or tended to wounds. She stripped without shame until she stood topless and barefoot on the stone floor, wearing only a rough pair of leather trousers. Firelight played across the markings of scars on her skin that traced like ropes over her ribs and back, and across her arms.

Anyone who saw her would have guessed she was a warrior, if not for the memories of wounds across her body, then by her sturdy build. Like the others, she looked like one who could swing a sword as quickly and easily as downing a mug of ale, and while her body was not without its feminine curves, it showed an uncommon strength. She pushed her braids back, flicking her thick hair over her shoulders, and sat for a time, watching the others bed down for the night. Many set their shields behind them to lean against, but true to her word, Beowulf went without shield or sword. She handed both, along with her helmet, to Braggi.

“You’re certain?” he asked as he placed them by the wall.

Beowulf tilted her head as she regarded him. “Of course. I keep my word.”

Braggi glanced at some of the other warriors before lowering his voice. “You’re not frightened?” There was something almost mischievous in his eyes and teasing in his voice as he spoke, and Beowulf snorted and pushed his shoulder in response.

“My days of fearing death were over when I became a warrior. When you learn it is not an ending but a doorway, it does not grip you with the dread it once did.”

“Wisely said.” He chuckled and nodded. “Though even warriors are seldom above fear of dying. Myself included.” He shrugged. “Sometimes.”

Beowulf flashed a knowing smile. “There is an arrow coming for all of us, Braggi. It’s not something we can escape. All we can do is choose whether we take it in our back or in our chest.”

He laughed outright at that. “Indeed, but I for one would like to live to see the dawn. I’ve not yet had my fill of fighting and fucking, at least if I have any say in it.”

“Don’t forget the drinking,” she added with a wry glance.

“Ah, that too.”

She felt it then, the faint prickle of fear at the back of her mind. She flexed her fingers and breathed deep the warm air, smelling the smoke of the fire. The fates were not hers to understand, but she felt almost certain that this night would not be her last. It was still not enough to banish doubt completely from her mind. She quieted the small twitch of worry, reminding herself of the vow she had made the first time she ever touched a sword: win or lose, she would always give her all in the face of any odds.

Her hand wrapped unconsciously around the necklace that hung against the bare skin of her chest. The flat piece of iron was smoothed from touch, though the engraved icon of a downward-pointed sword was still visible at its center. She took a deep breath. Fear fled before her as she made her way back to where she had laid out the hide on which she would sleep.

The hall grew closer to silence with each moment, until the hushed air was slowly filled with the steady breathing of those who had already drifted off. She waited for a time, occasionally peering to where the great door of Heorot was left ajar. She could see the watchman’s torch, a tiny flickering spot of light in the shaft of night beyond.

Her fingers played with some of the bone beads that fastened the ends of the braids festooned through her hair as she waited for her mind to grow still. Sleep never came easily on the edge of a battle, but it would have been a lie to say she was afraid anymore. Terror might keep even the most stalwart warrior awake, but it was anticipation, not dread, that played through her mind and prickled down her spine each time she gazed to where that mighty door yawned open to the night.

She had brought only her most skilled warriors with her, those she trusted with her life and who she knew would finish the job if the night brought her death. They found sleep, even if it was light and fitful in the face of the night stalker that came for them. There was not a weak heart among them, and the travel-weary war band found rest under that seemingly doomed roof. Even Beowulf, after a time, allowed the weight of their journey to descend on her fully. Sleep pulled at her, drawing her under, and she curled by the fire and drifted into a dreamless slumber.
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