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| ntroduction

Sometimes | think of tories as animas. Some common, some rare, some endangered. There are stories
thet are old, like sharks, and stories as new on this earth as people or cats.

Cinderdla, for example, is a gory which, in its variants, has spread across the world as
successfully as rats or crows. You'll find it in every culture. Then there are dtories like the Iliad, which
remind me more of giraffes—uncommon, but indantly recognized whenever they appear or are retold.
There are—there must be—stories that have become extinct, like the mastodon or the sabre-toothed
tiger, leaving not even bones behind; stories that died when the people who told them died and could tdl
them no longer or Stories that, long forgotten, have Ieft only fossl fragments of themsalves in other tales.
We have a handful of chapters of the Satyricon, no more.

Beowulf could, so easily, have been one of those.

Because once upon atime, wel over athousand years ago, people told the story of Beowulf. And
then time passed and it was forgotten. It was like an animd that no one had noticed had gone extinct, or
amog extinct. Forgotten in ord lore, it was preserved by only one manuscript. Manuscripts are fragile
and easlly destroyed by time or by fire. The Beowulf manuscript has scorch marks onit.

But it survived...

And when it was rediscovered it dowly began to breed, like an endangered species being nurtured
back to life

My firg exposure to the story three hundred years after the only manuscript was acquired by the
British Museum came from an English magazine article pinned to a classroom wadl. That was where | firg
read about them, Beowulf and Grendd and Grendel’ s even more terrible mother.

My second encounter was probably in the short-lived Beowulf from DC Comics. He wore a
meta jockstrap and a hdmet, with horns so big he could not have made it through a door, and he fought
enormous snakes and suchlike. It didn't do much for me, dthough it sent me in search of the origind in
the shape of a Penguin Classics edition, which | re-read years later when Roger Avary and | came to
retd| the story in movie form.

The whed keeps turning. Beowulf has long since left the endangered species lig and begun to
breed its many variants. There have been numerous accounts of Beowulf on the screen aready, ranging
from a science fiction verson to a retdling in which Grendd is a tribe of surviving Neanderthals. It's dl
good: different retdlings, recombining story DNA. The ones that work will be remembered and retold,
the others will be forgotten.

When Roger Avary and | were fird asked if we thought there should be a novd inspired by the
filmwe had written, we said no and suggested that people smply read the origind poem instead. I'm glad
that the powers that be ignored us, and just as glad that they found Caitlin R. Kiernan to retdl this verson
of the story.

Because she did. She took the tae of Beowulf and the script to the film and she told a tde that
poundsin your head, a mead and blood-scented saga that should be chanted a midnight in swamps and
on londy hilltops.

Shetdlsatde of heroism and firdight and gold, punctuated with love and secrets and moments of
extreme violence. It's an old tale, one that deserves to be retold as long as people care about heroes and
mongers and the dark. It's astory for each of us.

We dl have our demons.

Beowulf thought hiswas Grendd!. ..

Neal Gaman
2007
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Prologue

There was a time before men, a time before even the world existed, when dl the cosmos was only the
black void of Ginnunga gap. To the farthest north lay the frozen wastes of Niflheim, and to the farthest
south, the lands of bright, sparking furnaces beonging to the giant Muspél and so named Muspellsheim.
In the great emptiness of Ginnunga, the cold northern winds met the warm breezes blown out from the
south, and the whirling gales of deet and snow melted and dripped down into the nothingness to form
Y mir, father of dl the Frost Giants. The giants caled him Aurgemir, the grave-ydler. Also formed from
these drips of rime was the firg cow, Audhumla. With her milk she fed Ymir, and with her tongue she
licked the firg of the gods, Buri, from a block of sdt. In later times, BUri’s son, Bur, had three sons by
the giantess Bestla. They were Odin, Vili, and Vé, and it was they who dew great Ymir and then carried
his corpse to the dead heart of Ginnunga gap. From his blood they fashioned the lakes and rivers and
seas, and from his bones they carved mountains. From his massve teeth they made dl the stones and
gravel, from his brain the clouds, and from his skull they constructed the sky and lad it high above the
land. And 0 it was thet the sons of Buri built the world, which would be the home of the sons of men.
Last of dl, they used Ymir's eyebrows to build an enormous wall, which they named Midgard, which
was raised up beyond the seas, dl around the edges of the world's disk, that it might always protect men
from the enmity of the giants who had not been drowned in the terrible dduge of Ymir's blood.

And here, under the sanctuary of Midgard, would dl the innumerable lives of men be lived. Here
would they rise and sruggle and fdl. Here would they be born and die. Here would the greatest among
them find glory in mighty deeds and, having died the deaths of heroes, be escorted by the Vakyries
through the gates of Odin’s hdl, Vdhdla, where they feast and drink and await Ragnarok, the find battle
between the gods and the giants, where they will fight at Odin All-Father’s side. The great wolf, Fenrir,
will be at last st loose upon the world, and in the oceans, the Midgard serpent will be unbound.
Y ggdrasl, the world tree, will shudder, its foundations weakened by the gnawing jaws of the dragon
Nidhtgg. An ax age, an age of dashing swords and broken shields, when brothers will fight and murder
one ancther; awind age, awolf age, there a the twilight of the gods when dl the cosmos will dissolve,
findly, into chaos.

But before the coming of that end, which not even the gods may forestal, there would be dl the
generations of men and women. All the countless wars and treacheries, loves and triumphs and sacrifices.
And the greatest of these might be remembered and repeated in the songs and poetry of skads, for a
time

There, under Midgard, would be an age of heroes.
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PART ONE

Grendd
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1

A Prowler in the Dark

The land of the Danes ends here, a this great wedge of granite diffs jutting out high above the freezing
sea. The foam of icy waves lashes the crud shingle narrow beaches of ragged bedrock and fdlen
boulders, polished cobbles and the gingy strands of ice-and snow-scabbed sand. This is no fit place for
men, these barren, wind-scoured shores in this hungry, sun-shunned time of the year. By day, there are
few enough wild things—only sedls and warus and the beached and rotting carcass of a whale, only the
qulls and eagles soaring againgt the mottled, leaden sky. During the long nights, the shore becomes an
even more forsaken and forbidding realm, unlit but for the furtive glimpses of the moon’s sngle pae eye
asit dipsin and out of the clouds and fog.

But even here thereisrefuge. Perched like a beacon shining out to al those lost and wandering in
the cold stands the tower of the Scylding king Hrothgar, son of Hedfdene, grandson of Beow,
great-grandson of Shield Sheafson. The tower throws specks of warm ydlow agang the gloom, and
tonight, in the shadow of the tower, there is a celebration, revelry even on an evening so blesk as this.

Within the sturdy walls of the king's new mead hal, which he has named Heorot, the hdl of harts,
his thanes and their ladies have assembled. The fires burn bright benegth thatch and timber, driving back
the chill and filling the air with ddicious cooking amells and the comforting aroma of woodsmoke. Here,
high above the reach of the angry sea, the king has a last made good his promise, the gift of this mighty
hdl to hisloyd subjects. In dl the lands of the Northmen, thereis no other to equd its 9ze and grandevr,
and on thisnight it is awash with drunken laughter and the clatter of plates and knives, the rise and fdl of
a hundred voices spesking dl a once, not so very different from the rise and fdl of the sea outside,
except thereisno ice to be found here anywhere, and one might only drown in the endless cups of mead.
Above the wide fire pits, pigs and deer, rabbit and geese roast on iron spits, and the flames legp and
dance, throwing dizzying shadows across the wadls and laughing faces and the massve oak timbers
carved with scenes of warfare and the hunt, with the graven images of gods and mongters.

“Have | not kept my oath?’ howls fat King Hrothgar from the acove st into the farther end of the
long hdl. Heisan old man, and his battle days are behind him now, his long beard and the braids in his
har gone white as the winter snow. Wrapped only in a bedsheet, he rises dowly from the cradle of his
throne, moving as quickly as age and his considerable girth will permit. “One year ago...l, Hrothgar, your
king, swore that we would soon celebrate our victories in a new hdl, a hdl both mighty and beautiful.
Now, you tdl me, have | not kept my oath?’

Momentarily distracted from their drink, from their feesting and happy debaucheries, the king's
men raise thar cups and raise ther voices, too, drunkenly cheering on old Hrothgar, and never mind that
only a handful among them are sober enough to know why they are cheering. At the sound of their
voices, Hrothgar grins drunkenly and rubs at his belly, then turns to gaze down at his queen, the beautiful
lady Wedthow. Though hardly more than a child, this violet-eyed gifl adorned in gold and furs and
glittering jewds, Wedthow is nather burdened with nor blinded by childish illusons about her husband's
fiddity. She knows, for example, of the two giggling maidens whom he bedded this very night, farm girls
or perhaps daughters of his own warriors, with whom the king was ill occupied when four thanes came
to bear him from his bedchamber out into the crowded hall. Hrothgar has never made the leest effort to
hide his whores and mistresses, so she has never seen the point in pretending not to see them.

“Ah, mead!” he grunts, and grabs the gilded drinking horn from the queen’s hands. “Thank you,
my lovely Wedthow!” She glares up at him, though Hrothgar has dready turned away, rasng the horn to
hislips, soilling mead down his chin and into the tangle of his beard.

The drinking horn is a bresthtaking thing, and she has often spoken aoud of her wonder of it.
Surdly, it was made ether in remote and elder days, when such fine craftsmanship was not uncommon to
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this land, or it was fashioned in some distant kingdom by a people who' d not yet forgotten that artistry. It
isamygery and a marvelous sght, this relic rescued from a dragon’s hoard; even clutched in the meaty
hands of a man so crude as her husband, the drinking horn does not cease to please her eyes. The finest
gold etched with strange runes the likes of which she's never seen before, and there are two clawed feet
mounted on one side o that the horn may be set down without tipping over and Foilling. For the handle,
there's a winged dragon, aso of wrought gold, with a Sngle perfect ruby set into its throat. Horns and
fangs and the jagged trace of its Shuous, razor spine, a terrible worm summoned from some forgotten
tae, or perhaps the artisan meant this dragon to recall the serpent Nidhtgg Rootnibbler, who lies coiled
inthe darkness & the base of the World Ash.

Hrothgar belches, wipes a his mouth, then raises the empty horn as though to toast dl those
assembled before him. “And in thishall,” he bellows, “we shdl divide the spoils of our conquests, dl the
gold and the treasure. Thisshdl ever be a place of merrymaking and of joy and fornication...from now
until the end of time. | name thishdl Heorot!”

And again the thanes and ther women and everyone dse in the hdl cheer, and Hrothgar turns
once more to face Wedthow. Droplets of mead ding to his mustache and beard like some strange amber
dew.

“Let’s hand out some treasure, shdl we, my beauty?’

Wedthow shrugs and keeps her set, as the king dips one hand into a wooden chest that has been
placed on the dais between ther thrones. It isfilled dmos to overflowing with gold and Slver, with coins
minted in a dozen foreign lands and jewel-encrusted brooches. The king tosses a handful out into the
wating crowd. Some of it is snaiched directly from the ar, and other pieces ran down naisly upon
tabletops and dirt floors, prompting a greedy, reckless scramble.

Now the king selects a sngle gold torque from the chest and holds it above his head, and again the
crowd cheers. But thistime the king shakes his head and holds the torque Hill higher.

“No, no, thisoneisnot for you lot. Thisisfor Unferth, my wisest man, unrivaed violaor of virgins
and boldest of dl brave brawlers—where the fuck are you, Unferth, you weasdl-faced bastard! Unferth

Across the long hdll, at the edge of a deep pit dug directly into the floor, so that men will not have
to brave the cold wind and risk frosthite just to take a piss, Unferth is busy rdieving hmsdf and arguing
with another of the king's advisors, Aesher. Unferth hasn't yet heard Hrothgar cdling out his name, the
old man’'s voice diminished by the endless clatter and din of the hdl, and he stares into the dark pit, a
great soggy mouth opening wide to drink its own share of mead, once the thanes have done with it. There
is a hardness about this man, something grim and bitter in his gaunt face and braids as black as raven
feathers, something cdculating in the dull glint of his green eyes.

“Do not be so quick to laugh,” he says to Aesher. “I'm tdling you, we have to start taking this
matter serioudy. I've heard the believers now extend from Rome dl the way north to the land of the
Franks.”

Aesher scowls and stares down at the yelow stream of his own urine. “Wal, then answer me this.
Who do you think would win a knife fight, Odin or this Chrigt Jesus?’

“ Unferth!” Hrothgar roars again, and thistime Unferth does hear him. “Oh, what now?’ he sghs
“Can | not even be léft in peace long enough to piss?”’

Aesher shakes his head and snickers. “Best hurry it up,” he says, laughing. “You'll not want to
keep him waiting. What is a man’'sfull bladder when placed dongside the will of hisking?”

“Unferth, bastard son of that bastard Ecglaf! Where are you, you ungrateful lout!?’

Unferth hadtily tucks himsdlf back into his breeches, then turns reluctantly to push his way through
the drunken mob. Some of them step aside to let him pass, while others do not even seem to notice him.
But soon Unferth has reached the edge of the king's dais, and he forces a amile onto his face and raises
his hand so that Hrothgar will see him standing there.

“I'm here, my king!” he says, and Hrothgar, catching sght of him, grins even wider and leans
down, placing the golden torque about Unferth’s thin neck.

“You are too kind, my liege. Y our generosty—"



“No, no, no. It's nothing less than you deserve, nothing less, good and faithful Unferth,” and then
Hrothgar gazes out upon his subjects once again. And once again an enthudadtic cheer rises from the
crowd. The king's herdd, Wulfgar, steps forward from the shadows of the throne to lead the drunken
thanes and their women in a familiar chant, and soon enough most of the hdl has joined him. Warriors
bang their fists and cups againg tabletops or legp onto the tables and scomp their feet as Heorot rings out
with song:

Hrothgar, Hrothgar!
Hrothgar, Hrothgar!

He faced the demon dragon
When other men would freeze.
And then my lords,

He took his sword

And brought it to its knees!

Now Hrothgar's musdans have dl joined in, taking up the song with ther harps and flutes and
drums. Even Unfath sings, but the king's gift lies cold and heavy about his throat, and there is
consderably less enthusasm and sncerity in hisvoice.

Hrothgar, Hrothgar!

The greatest of our kings.
Hrothgar, Hrothgar!

He broke the dragon’s wings!

But the torrents of joyous noise sailling forth from Heorot—the laughter and the fervent songs, the
jangle of gold and siver coins—these are not a welcome sound to dl things that dwell in this land by the
sea. There are creatures in the night that are neither man nor beast, ancient beings descended from
giantkind, the tralls and worse things ll, who keep themsdlves dways to the watches, to dank fens and
forbidding marshlands. Past the mighty walls and pikes of Hrothgar's fortifications, beyond gate and
bridge and chasm, where farmland and pasture turn suddenly to wilderness, there stands a forest older
then the memory of man, awood that has stood since before the coming of the Danes. And in the vaes
thet lie on the far Sde of these gnarled trees, are frozen bogs and bottomless lakes leading back down to
the sea, and there are rocky hillocks riddied with caves, tunnels bored deep into the stone even as
meaggots bore into the flesh of the dead.

And in one of these caverns something huge and, to the eyes of man, ghadtly crouches in the muck
and gravd and a bright pool of moonlight lesking in through the cave's entrance. It moans pitifully and
clutches at its diseased and maformed skull, covering misshapen earsin an effort to shut out the torturous
sounds of revelry drifting down like a thunderous, hammering show from Heorot. For even though the
meed hdl and the tower on the sea diff are only a distant glow, there is a peculiar magic to the walls and
spaces of this cave, a sngular qudity that magnifies those far-off noises and makes of them a desfening
clamor. And so the troll thing's ears ring and ache, battered mercilesdy by the song of Hrothgar's men
even as the shore is battered into sand by the waves.

He offered us protection

When monsters roamed the land!
And one by one

He took them on—

They perished at his hand!

The creature wails—a keening cry that is a once sorrow and anger, fear and pain—as the ache
ingde its head becomes dmogt unbearable. It claws medly at its own face, then snatches in vain a the
darkness and moonlight, as if its claws might somehow pluck the noise from out of the ar and crush it
flat, making of it something slent and broken and dead. Surely, its ears must soon burst, and this agony
findly end. But its ears do not burst, and the pain does not end, and the thanes song swels and
redoubles, becoming even louder than before.

Hrothgar, Hrothgar!
We honor with this feast,



Hrothgar, Hrothgar!
Hekilled the fiery beast!

“No more, Mother,” the creature groans, raling its eyes and grinding its teeth againg the song.
“Mother, | can't bear this. Only so much, and | can bear no more!”

Tonight we sing his praises,

The bravest of the thanes.
SO raise you spears!

WE 'l have no fears,

As long as Hrothgar reigng

The creature clenches its great figs together and gazes up into the frigid night sky from the
entrance of the cave, wordlessdy begging Mani, the white moon, son of the giant Mundilfagi, to end the
anvful noise once and for dl. “1 cannot do it mysdf,” the creature explains to the sky. “I am forbidden.
My mother...she has told me that they are too dangerous.” And then it imagines a hal of stone and
slver flame cast down by the moon giant, faling from the sky to obliterate the hateful, taunting voices of
the men forever. But the snging continues, and the unresponsive moon seems only to mock the creature’ s
torment.

“No more” it says again, knowing now wha must be done, what he must do for himself, since
none other will ever end this racket—not the giants, not his mother. If there is to be peace agan, then he
mugt make it for himsdf. And gathering dl his anger and suffering like a shidd, battening it close about
him, the mongter steps quickly from the safety of shadows, dipping from the cave and out into the
shimmering, unhdpful moonlight.

From his place behind the king's throne, Unferth watches as the mead hdl snks ever deeper into
drunken pandemonium. His own cup is empty and has been empty now for some time, and he glances
about in van for the dave who should have long snce come to refill it. There is no dgn of the boy
anywhere, only the faces of the Snging, laughing, oblivious thanes. There does not seem to be a angle
thought remaining anywhere among them, but for the drink and their women, the feagting and the baying
of old Hrothgar’s praises.

Hrothgar, Hrothgar!

As every demon fell—

Hrothgar, Hrothgar!

He dragged them back to Hel!

Wulfgar Sits nearby on the edge of the dais, a red-haired maiden camped upon his lap. He lifts his
cup to her lips and dribbles mead between her breasts, then she giggles and squedls as he licks it off her
chest. Unferth frowns and goes back to scanning the crowd for his dave, that lazy, crippled whelp named
Cain. At lagt he spots the boy limping through the crowd, dutching a large goblet in both hands.

“ Boy!” shouts Unferth. “Where' s my mead?”

“Here, my lord, | haveit right here,” the dave replies, then dipsin a smear of cooling vomit on the
dais steps, and mead daoshes over the rim of the cup and spatters on the floor.

“You're spilling it!” Unferth growls, and he grabs a waking stick from Aesher, a sturdy, knotted
length of birch wood, and strikes Cain hard across the forehead. The boy reds from the blow, dmost
fdls and soills more mead on the dais steps.

“You dumsy idiot,” sneers Unferth and hits Cain again. “How dare you waste the king's meed!”

The boy opens his mouth to reply, to apologize, but Unferth continues to beat him vicdioudy with
the stick. Some of the thanes have turned to watch, and they chuckle at the dave's predicament. At lagt,
Cain gives up and drops the goblet, which is empty now, anyway, and he runs away as quickly as his
crooked leg will dlow, taking shelter beneath one of the long tables.

“Usdessworm,” Unferth calls out after him. “1 should feed you to the pigs and be done with it!”

Hrothgar has been looking on from his throne, and he leans to one sde and farts loudly, earning a
amattering of applause from the thanes. “I fear you'd only poison the poor swine” he says to Unferth,
and farts again. “Doesn't this damned song have an end?” And asif to answer his question, the crowd



begins yet another verse.
Herose up like a savior,
When hope was almost gone.
The beast was gored

And peace restored!

His legend will live on!

Hrothgar grunts a very satisfied sort of grunt and smiles, surveying the glorious, wild confuson of
Heorot Hal.

“l ask you, are we not now the most powerful men in dl the world?” he mumbles, turning toward
Aesher. “Are we not the richest? Do we not merrymake with the best of them? Can we not do as we
damn well please?

“We can,” Aesher replies.

“Unferth?’ asks King Hrothgar, but Unferth is gill peering angrily at the spot where his dave
vanished benegth the table, and doesn't answer.

“Have you gone deaf now, Unferth?’

Unferth Sghs and hands the birch walking stick back to Aesher. “We do,” he says hafheartedly.
“We do.”

“Damn draight we do,” mutters Hrothgar, as perfectly and completdy content in this moment as
he has ever dared hope to be, as pleased with himsdf and with his deeds as he can imagine any living
men has ever been. He garts to ask Wedthow—who is seated nearby with her handmaidens—to refill
his golden horn, but then his eydids flutter and close, and only afew seconds later the King of the Danes
isfast adeep and snoring loudly.

Through the winter night, the creature comes driding toward Heorot Hal, and dl things flee before him,
dl birds and beasts, dl fish and serpents, dl other phantoms and the lesser haunters of the darkness. He
clambers up from the mire and tangle of the icy bogs, easly hauling his twisted bulk from the peat mud
out into the deep shadows of the ancient forest. And though his skull dill rings and echoes with the song
of the thanes, he's rdieved to be free for a time of the moon's ceasdess stare, shaded now by those
thick, hoary limbs and branches that are dmost as good as the roof of his cave.

“I will show them the meaning of slence!” he roars, and with one gigantic fig shatters the trunk of
atree, reducing it in an ingant to no more than splinters and sap. How much eadier it will be to crush
the bones of men, to spill ther blood, he thinks. And so another tree fals, and then another, and yet
another after that, the violence of each blow only fuding his rage and driving him nearer the true object of
his spite. The creature' s long strides carry him quickly through the forest and back out again into the
moonlight. Now he races across the moorlands, grinding bracken and shrub underfoot, trampling
whatever cannot move quickly enough to get out of hisway, flushing grouse and rabbit from their desping
places. Soon, he has reached the rocky chasm dividing Hrothgar' s battlements from the hinterlands. He
pauses here, but only a moment or two, hardly long enough to catch his breeth, before soying a lone
sentry keeping watch upon the wall. The man sees him, as wel, and a once the creature recognizes and
relishes the horror and disbdief in the sentry’s eyes.

He does not believe me real, the mongter thinks, and yet neither can he doubt the truth of me.
And then, before the man can cry out or raise an darm, the thing from the cave has vaulted across the
ravine...

“Did you hear that?” Unferth asks Aesher.

“Did | hear what?’

“Like thunder, dmog,” Unferth tells him, and glances down &t the fat hound lying on the dais near
Hrothgar's feet. The dog has pricked its ears and is Saring intently across the hdl at the grest wooden
door. Itslips curl back to show its teeth, and alow snarl issues from its throat.

“Truth be told, | can’'t hear hit but for these damn fools 9nging,” says Aesher. “Ah, and the
snoring of our brave king here”



Unferth reaches for the hilt of his sword.

“You are serious?’ asks Aesher, and his hand goes to his own wegpon.

“Listen,” hisses Unferth.

“Ligen for what?’

The dog gets up dowly, hackles raised, and begins to back away, putting more distance between
itsdf and the entrance to the hdll. Between the throne and the door to Heorot, the thanes and ther
women continue their drunken revelries—

Hrothgar, Hrothgar!

Let every cup be raised!
Hrothgar, Hrothgar!

NOW AND FOREVER PRAISED!

“Whatever’s gotten into him?’ Queen Wedthow asks, pointing to the snarling, retreating dog, its
tal tucked between itslegs. Unferth only spares her a quick glance before turning back toward the door.
Heredizes that it isn't barred.

“Aesher,” he says. “See to the door—"

But then something throws itsdf againgt the outside of the mead-hdl door, hitting with enough
force that the frame groans and splinters with a deafening crack. The huge iron hinges bow and buckle
inward, and the door is rent by numerous long splits—but for now it holds.

On his throne, King Hrothgar girs, and in an indant more he's stting up, wide-awake and
bewildered. The thanes have stopped singing, and dl eyes have turned toward the door. Women and
children and some of the daves begin to move away, backing toward the throne and the far end of the
hdll, and most of the warriors are reaching for their swords and daggers, ther axes and spears. Unferth
draws his blade, and Aesher follows suit. And then a terrible, breathless quiet settles over Heorot Hall,
like the stunned, hollow space Ieft after lightning Strikes a tree.

“Unferth,” whispers Hrothgar. “Are we being attacked?’

And then, before his advisor can reply, the door is assaulted a second time. It holds for barely
even another moment, then gives way dl a once, thrown free of its hinges, sundered into a thousand
razor shards that rain down like deadly arrows across the floor and tabletops and bury themsdves in the
faces and bodies of those sanding closest to the entrance. Some men are crushed to degth or lie dying
benesth the larger fragments of the broken door as a concussion rolls aong the length of the hdl, a wave
of sound that seems solid as an avaanche, and the air blown out before it snuffs out the cooking fires and
every candle burning in Heorot, plunging al into darkness.

Wedthow stands, ordering her handmaidens to seek shelter, then she looks to the doorway and
the mongtrous thing danding there, slhouetted in slver moonlight. Its chest heaves, and its breath
wheezes like steam from its black lips and flaring nodrils. Surely, this must be some ancient terror, she
thinks, some elder evil come down from olden times, from the days before the gods bound Loki
Skywaker and dl hisfoul children.

“My dre” she says, but then the cregture leans its head back, opens its jaws wide, and screams.
And never before has Queen Wedthow or any of Hrothgar's thanes heard such a foul utterance. The
world' s ruin sewn up in that dreadful cry, the fdl of kingdoms, degth rattles and pain and the very earth
opening wide on the lagt day of dl.

The very wdls of Heorot shudder from the force and fury of that cry, and the extinguished cooking
fires flare suddenly, vidently back to life Risng to the rafters, they have become whirling pillars of
white-hot flame, showering bright cindersin dl directions. From the throne dais, neither the doorway nor
the mongter ganding there remains visble, the view obscured by the blaze. The hdl, which but moments
before was filled with song and laughter and the sounds of joyous celebration, erupts with the screams of
the terrified and the maimed, with the angry shouts and curses of inebriated warriors as they scramble for
thar weapons. Behind the wal of fire, the creasture advances, roaming fredy now beneath the roof of
Heorot.

The four thanes nearest to the door charge the beast, and it immediatdy saizes one of them and
uses the man as a living cudgd with which to pummd the other three, sending two of them crashing



backward into chairs and tables. The third is flung high, helpless as a doll, and sails the full length of the
hdll, through the swirling tower of flame and over the heads of those dill seated or huddled on the dais
before his body smashes limply againgt the wall behind Hrothgar’ s and Wedthow' s thrones.

“My sword!” the king shouts, tottering to his feet. “Bring me my sword!”

Sill gripping the fourth warrior by a broken ankle, the mongter pauses only long enough to gaze
down at his haf-conscious, blood-dicked face, only long enough that the man may, in turn, look up into
its face and fully comprehend his doom and the grave consequences of his bravery. Then, having no
further use of the man, the creature tosses him into the inferno of the fire pit. And the flames shine even
brighter than before, sseming grateful as they devour the screaming warrior. Again the mongter cries o,
assaulting the ar and the ears of everyone trapped in Heorot Hall with that booming, doomsday voice.

Aesher takes Queen Wedthow's hand and leads her quickly from the dais. When they come to an
overturned table, he pushes her onto the floor behind it.

“Stay down, my lady,” he says. “Hide here and do not move. Do not look.”

But she does ook, as she has never been one to cower or shy away from the countenance of
terrible things. As soon as Aesher releases his grip on her, Weathow peers over the edge of the table,
squinting painfully through the glare from the pit. But she cannot see the beast or the thanes sruggling
agand it, only their distorted shadows stretched across the firdit wals. Their forms move to and fro like
some gridy parody of the bedtime shadow plays her mother once performed for her. She watches in
horror as men are thrown aside and broken like playthings, their bodies ripped apart, skewered, impaed
on thelr own weapons.

“What evil...” she whispers. “What misfortune has brought this upon our house?’

“ Say down,” Aesher says again, but at that moment another body is hurled through the roaring
flames, igniting and passing mere inches above the queen’s head. She ducks as the dead and burning man
lands in the midst of a group of women crouched together againg the wall. The fire legps eagerly from the
corpse to the clothes and har of the screaming women, and before Aesher can move to stop her,
Wedthow grabs a pitcher of mead and hurries over to them, dousng the flames Aesher curses and
shouts her name, but as she turns back toward the sheltering table, a battle-ax dices the ar between
them, so close she can fed the wind off the blade. The empty pitcher dips from the queen’s fingers and
ghatters upon the floor. Then Aesher has her by the wrists and is pulling her roughly down, shoving her
into the lee of the overturned table.

“Did you see that?” she says. “The ax...”

“Yes, my lady, the ax. | saw that it dmost took your damned head off.”

“No, not that. Did you seeit hit the monster ? It judt...it bounced off. How can that be?’

But now the creature has turned toward the table where she and Aesher are hiding, and toward
the throne, as well, distracted from its attacks upon the thanes by the hurled ax. In one long dride it steps
past the hdo of the fire pit, and findly Wedthow can see it clearly, the thing itsdf and not merdy its
shadow or slhouette. The mongter stops to ingpect the unscathed patch of skin where the sted blade
gruck it, then narrows its furious blue-gray eyes and bares fangs grown amog as long as the tusks of a
full-grown bull warus. It moves with a speed Wedthow would never have thought possible for anything
S0 large, rushing forward and sazing Aesher inits talons, raisng him high above its head.

“Run, my lady. Run,” he cries out, but she cannot move, much less run. She can only watch
heplesdy as the creature Snks its claws deep into Aesher’s body and tears himin two as easlly as a child
might tear apart a bundle of twigs His blood fals around her like rain, drenching the head and shoulders
of the beast and spattering Queen Wealthow’s upturned face, Szzing and hissing as it Saills into the fire
pit.

“My sword!” Hrothgar bellows, and & that the mongter hurls Aesher’s legs and lower torso at the
king. The gruesome missle misses its target and strikes Unferth, ingtead, knocking him sprawling to the
floor. Disappointed, the beast drops the rest of Aesher’s body onto the overturned table, and the lifdess
thane' s eyes stare up a Wesdthow.

Now | will scream, she thinks. Now | won’'t ever be able to stop screaming. But she covers her
mouth with both hands, forcing back the dill voice of her own fear, certain enough that shell be the



creature’ s next victim without screaming and attracting its atention.

And then she sees her husband, sumbling down from his throne, his body wrapped in no more
armor than what a bedsheet might offer, his broadsword clenched tightly in his fists and gleaming dully in
the firdight. She also sees Unferth, who does not rise to come to the ad of his king, but scrambles awvay
on his hands and knees, fleaing into the shadows beyond the dais.

“No!” Wedthow shouts a her husband, and the monger turns toward her, snaiching away the
protective barrier of the table with one enormous, knobby hand. The same claws that ripped Aesher
gpart ank into solid oak as though it were no more subgtantid then flesh and blood. It lifts the table
above her, widding it like a club.

“Hght mel” howls King Hrothgar, trembling violently and waving his sword at the invader’s back.
“Leave her alone, damn you! Fght me!”

And dl around them, the hal seems to grow dill, no fight Ieft in the surviving thanes, more terror
gathered in this hdl now than heroes. The beast bares its teeth agan and glares triumphantly down a
Queen Weslthow, but Hill she cannot move. Still she can only stand, watching her husband and waiting
for the blow that will crush her and release her from this world where such demons may fredy roam the
night.

“l sad fight me, you son of a bitch,” Hrothgar yells, and strikes the creature, but his blade glances
harmlesdy off and does not even break its skin. “Surdly, you did not come dl thisway to murder women
. Fight me!”

And now Wedthow can see that there are tears streaming down Hrothgar's cheeks, and the
mongter turns dowly away from her and toward the king. Suddenly, facing Hrothgar, the thing begins to
wal and moan, shrieking in pain as its whole body is wracked by some strange convulson. Its muscles
twitch and spasm, and itsjoints pop loud as the limbs of great trees caught in a fierce Mérsugur gae.

“Yes,” roars Hrothgar. “That’sit. Fght me.”

The creature takes two fdtering steps backward, retreating from the king of Heorot Hdl, from a
fat old man, drunk and tangled in his bedclothes. Now it stands directly over Wedthow, its legs forming
an archway high above her head. 1t whimpers, and drool the color of pus drips from its lips and forms a
puddle at her feet. Again the mongter roars, but thistime there is more hurt and dismay than anything else
inthat gppaling sound.

“Me” Hrothgar says, brandishing his sword, and he closes hdf the distance between himsdf and
the mongter, between himsdf and Lady Wedthow.

“NNNNAAAAaasasaaaaay!” the beast cries out, its foul breath hurling that one word with
enough force that Hrothgar is pushed backward and fals, lasng his sheet and landing naked on his ass,
his sword dlattering to the floor. And then with its right hand, the creature seizes two of the fadlen thanes
and leagps into the air, vanishing up the chimney above the fire pit. In its wake, there is a terrific gust of
wind, and for an indant, the fire flares yet more brightly—a blinding, bligering flash of heat and
light—and then the wind snuffs it out, and the hal goes dark, the winter night rushing in to fill the
emptiness left behind.

The darkness brings with it a shocked silence, broken only by frightened sobs and the sounds that
dying men make. Someone lights a torch, and then another. Soon, the night is broken by flickering pools
of yelow light, and Wedthow sees that the mead hal liesin ruin around her. Unferth emerges from the
gloom, dutching his sword like someone who is not a coward. The glow of the torches is reflected fantly
inthe golden torque about his neck. Wedlthow goes to her shivering, weeping husband and knedls at his
sde, gathering up the sheet and covering him with it. She cannot yet quite bdieve she is dill dive and
bresthing.

“What was that?’ she asks Hrothgar, and he shakes his head and stares up at the black hole of
the chimney.

“Grendd,” he replies. “That was Grendd.”



2

Alien Spirits

Sick with the drying blood of murdered thanes and grimy with the soot of Heorot’s chimney, Grendd
returns to his cave beyond the forest. Standing in the entrance, he feds the moon’s eye watching him, has
fdt its gaze pricking at his skin since the moment he emerged from the mead hdll. It watched him dl the
way home, following his dow trek back across the moors and through the degping forest and over the
bogs. He glances over his shoulder and up into the sky. Already, Mani has started snking toward the
western horizon and soon will be logt in the tops of the old trees.

“Did you think | could not do it for mysdf?” Grende asks the moon. “Did you think | wouldn’t?’

But the moon doesn’t answer him. Grendd did not expect that it would. For dl he knows, the son
of Mundilfaai is a mute and has never spoken a sngle word in dl his long life, hanging there in the night
sky. Grendd sghs and looks down at the two corpses he's carried dl the way back from Heorot, then
he dips out of the moonlight and into the comforting darkness of the cave.

He cannot recdl atime before this cave was his home. Sometimes he thinks he must have been
born here. Not far from its entrance, there is a pool of Hill, clear water, framed in drooping, dripstone
ddactites and sharp staagmites jutting up from the cave's floor. They have dways seemed to him like
teeth, and so the poal is the cave' s throat—maybe the throat of dl the earth—and so perhaps he is only
something that the world coughed up, some indigedtible bit of a bad med, perhaps.

Grende drops the dead thanes onto a great mound of bones heaped high in a corner of the cave,
not far from the pool’s edge. Here, the bleached bones of men lie jJumbled together with the remains of
other animas—the antlered skulls of mighty harts, the crumbling skeletons of bears and seals, wolves and
wild boar. Whatever he can catch and kill, and in dl hislife Grendd has not yet encountered anything that
he cannot kill. Relieved of his burden, he turns back to the pool and gazes down a his reflection there in
the dill water. In the darkness, his eyes glitter fantly, hisirises flecked with gold.

“Grendd?’ his mother asks. “Hwad oa him weas?’

Surprised and gartled by her voice, the mdodic crysd musc of her words, he turns quickly
about, spinning around much too suddenly and dmost losing his balance.

“What have you done? Grendd ?’

“Mother?” he asks, searching the gloom of the cavern for some evidence of her beyond her voice.
“Where are you?' He glances up a the cdling, thinking her voice might have come from somewhere
overhead.

“Men? Grendd .| thought we had an agreement concerning men.”

Y es, she must be on the caling, watching from some secret, shadowed spot amogt directly above
him. But then ther€’ s a loud splash from the pool, and Grendd is drenched with freezing water.

“Hdh, Grendel. Fish, and wolves, and bear. Sometimes a sheep or two. But not men.”

He turns dowly back to the pool, and she's there, waiting for him.

“You like men,” hetdlsher. “Here...” and he retrieves one of the dead thanes, the least gnawed
of the two, and offersit to her.

“No,” she says gernly. “Not these fragile things, my darling. Remember, they will hurt us. They
have killed so many of us...of our kind...the giants, the dragonkind. They have hunted us until there are
amaogt none of usleft to hunt. They will hunt you, too, if you make a habit of killing them.”

“But they were meking so much noise. They were making so much merry...and it hurt me. It hurt
my head. | couldn’t even think for the noise and the pain.” And Grendd holds the dead thane out to her
agan. “Here, Mother, this one is sweet. | have peded away dl the hard metd parts.”

“Jud put it down, Grendd.”

And so he does, dropping it into the pool, where it snks for a moment, then bobs back to the
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surface. Immediatdy, blood begins to gain the clear water. Grendd has started crying now, and he wants
to turn away, wants to run back out into the night where only the moon can see him.

“Was Hrothgar there?” his mother asks, and now there’ s an edgein her voice.

“l did not touch him.”

“You saw him? He saw you?’

“Yes but | didn't hurt him.”

His mother blinks her wide, brilliant eyes, then stares & him a few seconds more, and Grendd
knows that she's looking for any ggn that he's lied to her. When she finds none, she dides gracefully up
from the pool, moving as easlly as water flowing across stone, or as blood soilling over the blade of an
ax. She reaches out, her scaly flesh damp and strong and even more soothing than the dark haven of his
cave. She wipes away some of the gore and grime from his cheeks and forehead.

“l did not touch him, Mother,” Grendd tdlls her athird time.

“I know,” she replies. “You're a good boy.”

“l couldn’'t stand it any longer.”

“My poor, sendtive boy,” she purrs. “Promise me you will not go there again,” but Grende only
closes his eyes and tries not to think about shattered trees or the broken bodies, tries not to let his mind
linger on the noise of men or his hatred or the beautiful, golden-haired woman he would have killed, there
a the last, had Hrothgar not stayed his hand.



3

Raidsin the Night

Grendd’s attacks did not end after the firg assault upon Heorot. Some hatreds are too old and run far
too deep to be satidfied by a sngle night of bloodshed and terror. Night after night he returned, his hatred
and loathing for the Danes driving him from his cave again and again, intent that the noise of Hrothgar's
hall would be slenced once and for dl. There would be no more deafening, panful nights. There would
be no more merrymaking. And as winter closed ever tighter about the land, until the snow had gone to an
icy crust and the warm sun was only adim memory of summers that might never come again, Hrothgar’ s
great gift to his people became a haunted, fearful place. But Grendd did not redtrict his attacks to the hdl
aone, taking young and old dike, men and women and children, the weak and the strong, wherever he
might come upon them. He held Heorot, coming and going as pleased him and meaking it the most prized
trophy in his londy war, but he aso roamed the old woods and the moors, the faams and homesteads,
and took al those who crossed his path.

And word spread, in the songs of skalds, in the whispered tdes told by travelers and traders, of
the lurking doom that had fdlen upon Hrothgar’ s kingdom.

On a freezing morning when the frost might as well be sted and the sun has not yet seen fit to
show itsdlf, the king lies with his queen on soft pdlets of straw bound with woolen cloth and deer hide.
Hrothgar opens his eyes, uncertain a fird what has awakened him, but then he sees Unferth standing
beside the bed.

“My lord?” Unfeth asks, whispering so as not to disurb Lady Wedthow. “My lord, it has
happened again.”

And Hrothgar would shut his eyes and fight his way back down to deep, back to dreams of warm
aunlight and nights without mongters, but Unferth would ill be there when he opened them again. He
dresses quickly and as quietly as he might, managing not to wake hiswife, and then he follows Unferth to
Heorot. Soon, he is ganding in the cold with Unferth and Wulfgar and a number of thanes outside the
meed-hdl doors, the hdl’s new doors, reinforced with wide iron bands and eeslly twice as thick as those
that Grendel burst asunder.

“How many thistime?’ asks Hrothgar, his breath fogging like smoke.

Unferth takes a deep breath and swalows before he replies. “In truth, | could not say. The bodies
were not whole. Five. Ten, perhaps. It was Nykvest’ s daughter’ s wedding feest.”

“Grendd’s coming more frequently,” Hrothgar 9ghs and tugs at his beard. “Why does not this
demon smply make my hdl his home and save himsdf the trouble of stalking back and forth each night
across the moorlands?’

Hrothgar looks down and sees the red-pink stain lesking from beneath the door.

“The new door hasn't even been touched,” he says, and angrily smacks the wood hard with one
open pam.

“Nay,” Unferth replies. “The Grendd devil obvioudy came and went through the skorsten.” And
he points up at the chimney vent in the roof of Heorot Hall. Hrothgar sees the blood right away, spattered
across the thatched roof, then on the snow beow the eaves, dgppling the monster’s splayed footprints.
Thetral leads away across the compound grounds and vanishesin the mig.

Hrothgar takes a deep breath and puffs out more steam, then rubs at his bleary eyes. “When | was
young | killed a dragon, in the Northern Moors,” he says, and Unferth hears ahint of sadness or regret in
the king's voice. “But now | am an old man, Unferth. Too old for demon daying. We need a hero, a
cunning young hero, to rid us of this curse upon our hdl.”

“l wish you had a son, my lord,” Wulfgar says, and takes a step back from the door and the
spreading bloodstain on the threshold. His boots crunch loudly on the frozen ground.
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Hrothgar grunts and glares & him. “You can wish in one hand, Wulfgar, and shit into the
other—see which fillsup first.”

Hrothgar turns his back on the door, on Heorot and this latest butchery, and faces the amdl group
of people that has gathered outside the hall.

“Men,” he says, “build another pyre. There's dry wood behind the stables. Burn the dead. And
then close thishdl. Sedl the doors and windows. And by the king's order, there shdl be no further music,
snging, or merrymaking of any kind.” He takes another gulp of the frigid ar and turns away. “This place
reeks of death,” he murmurs, then shuffles off through the snow, heading back toward his bed and
degping Wedthow. After a moment, Unferth and Wulfgar follow him and have soon caught up.

“The scops are 9nging the shame of Heorot,” Hrothgar says, Spesking softly and keeping his eyes
on the snow at hisfeet. “Asfar south as the middle seg, as far north as the ice-lands. Our cows no longer
cdf, our fiddsliefdlow, and the very fish flee from our nets, knowing that we are cursed. | have let it be
known that | will give hdf the gold in my kingdom to any man who can rid us of Grenddl.”

Unferth glances a Wulfgar, then back to Hrothgar.

“My king,” he says. “For ddliverance our people sacrifice goats and sheep to Odin and Hemdall.
With your permission, might we aso pray to the new Roman god, Chrigt Jesus? Maybe...maybe he can
lift this affliction.”

“You may pray asit best pleases you, son of Ecglaf. But know you this. The gods will not do for
usthat wewill not do for ourselves. No, Unferth. We need a man to do thisthing, a hero.”

“But surdy,” pergsts Unferth, “praying cannot hurt.”

“Yes, wdl, that which cannot hurt dso cannot help us. Where was Odin Hel-binder—or this
Chrigt Jesus of the Romans—when the demon took poor Nykvest's daughter? Answer that question or
bother me no more with this pointless talk of prayers and sacrifices and new gods.”

“Yes my liege” Unferth replies, then follows Hrothgar and his herald across the snow.



4

The Coming of Beowulf

The storm-lashed Jotlandshaf heaves and rages around the tiny, dragon-prowed ship as though dl the
nine daughters of the sea giant Axgir have been given the task this day of building a new range of
mountains from mere sat water. Towering waves lift the vessdl until its mast might amost scrape the
low-dung bely of the sky, only to let go and send it plunging down, down, down into troughs so deep the
coils of the World Serpent cannot possbly lie very far below the hull. Overhead are banks of clouds as
black as pitch, spilling blinding sheets of rain and lightning, and desfening thunder to rend a man's soul
wide. There are fourteen thanes a the oars, their backs aching as they drain and sruggle againg the
gorm, their hands cold and bloodied and pierced with splinters,

A fifteenth man stands braced againg the oaken mast, and the wild wind tugs a his cape of heavy
black wool and animd skins, and the icy rain gings his face. The ship lurches forward, then back,
teetering on the crest of awave, and he dmost loses his footing. He squints into the sheeting rain, ungble
to turn loose of the magt to shidd his eyes, searching the gray blur where the horizon ought to be. But the
gorm has solen it away, has sewn sea to sky and sky to sea. The ship lurches vidently forward once
more and begins racing down the face of the wave. When it's findly levd again, one of the thanes leaves
his place at the oars and makes his way dowly dong the dippery deck to stand with the man leaning
agand the madt.

“Can you see the coast?’ he asks, shouting to be heard above the din of the sorm. “Do you see
the Danes guidefire?’

The ship ralls suddenly to port, but rightsitsaf before the sea can rush in and swamp the craft.

“l see nothing, Wigla! Unless you count the wind and rain!”

“No fire? No sun or stars by which to navigate? We're lost, Beowulf! Given to the sea, gifts to
the Urdined”

Beowulf laughs, getting a mouthful of rain and sea spray in the bargain. He spits and wipes his lips,
orinning back at Wiglaf. He takes hisright hand from the mast beam and thumps his chest hard, pounding
a theiron-studded legther armor he wesars.

“The seaismy mother! She spat me up years ago and will never take me back into her murky
womb!”

Wiga scowls and blinks againg the rain. “Wel,” he says, “that’s fine for you. But my mother’s a
fidwifein Uppland, and | was rather hoping to diein battle, as awarrior should—"

The boat ralls again, this time liding sharply to port, and Wiglaf curses and clutches a Beowulf’'s
cape to keep from fdling.

“Beowulf, the men are worried this sorm has no end!”

Beowulf nods and wraps his right arm tightly about Wiglaf’s shoulders, hdping him to steady
himsdf as the ship begins to dimb the next greet wave.

“Thisis no earthly storm! That much we can be sure. But this demon’s tempest won't hold us out!
No, Wiglaf, not if we really want inl Thereis no power under Midgard that will turn me back!”

“But the gods—" Wiglaf begins.

“The gods be damned and drowned!” Beowulf howls into the storm, sneering up & the low black
clouds. “If they have yet to learn | cannot be frightened away with a little wind and water, then they are
foolish beings, indeed!”

Wigla wants to ask Beowulf if he's findly lost his mind, a question he's dmost asked a hundred
times before. But he knows that the answer hardly matters. He will follow wherever Beowulf leads, even
through this storm, and whether heis mad or not. He shrugs free of his captain and kinsmen and turns to
face his nervous, exhausted companions, sill seated wrestling with the oars.
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“Who wants to live?" he shouts, and not one among them replies that he does not. “A good thing,
then! For we do not die this day!”

And then he glances back a Beowulf, who is il grinning defiantly up at the sorm.

“Pull your oarsl” Wiglaf commands. “Pull for Beowulf! Pull for gold! Rull for glory! Heave!”

From his post dong the sheer granite sea diffs the Scylding king's watch gSts adone, save for the
company of his horse, tending to his guttering campfire. He has speared a fidd mouse on a gick and is
now busy trying to keep the rain away until dinner’s cooked to hisliking.

“What | want to know,” he says, frowning up at the dripping, unhappy-looking horse, “is just who
or what old Hrothgar has got himsdf thinking is going to be about in this foul weather? Have you even
stopped to think on that, horse?’

The fire hisses and spits, and the watch goes back to fanning it. But thereé's much more smoke
than flame, and the mouse isamog as pink as when he skinned it. HE' s just about to give up and eat the
thing cold and bloody when the gloom is parted by a paticularly bright flash of lightning and, glancing
down at the beach, he catches sgns of movement and the unexpected glint of meta dong the shore.

“Did you see that? he asks the horse, which snorts, but otherwise doesn't bother to reply.
Ancther flagh of lightning follows dmaost immediatdly on the heds of the fird, and this time there can be
no mistake about what he sees on the shore. A tiny ship with bright shieds hung dong its Sides, its carved
prow like a Snuous golden serpent rigng gracefully from the crashing surf.

Thewatch curses and reaches for his spear, and afew moments later—the fire and his empty bdly
forgotten—the horse is carrying him dong the steep path leading down to the beach.

When Beowulf and his thanes have findly hauled their ship out of the sea and onto the sand, when the
whal€e s-road is safe behind them, Wiglef Sghs a rdlieved 9gh and spits into the water lapping at his
ankles.

“I'll wager old Agir’ s gnashing his teeth over that one” he laughs, and then to Beowulf, “You are
aure thisis Denmark?’

“Denmark or Hdl,” Beowulf replies. “1 expect we'll know which soon enough.”

The rain is dill fdling hard, and lightning dill crackles and jabs at the world, but the worst of the
gorm seems to have passed them by.

“Wha's that then?” Wiglaf asks Beowulf and points down the length of the rocky beach. A man
on horseback is gdloping swiftly toward them, his mount throwing up a spray of sand and smal pebbles
as they come. The man holds along spear gripped at the ready, as though he means to impde them one
and dl.

“Wdl, I'm guessing it's Hdl, then,” Wiglaf sighs, and Beowulf nods his head and steps away from
Wiglaf and his men, moving out to meet the rider.

“If you get yoursdlf skewered,” Wigla shouts after him, “can | have your boots?’

“Aye” Beowulf cdls back. “Take the boat, as well.”

“You know, | think he means it,” Wiglaf says, pointing once more at the approaching rider, but
Beowulf only nods and stands his ground. Wiglaf reaches for his sword, but at the last possble moment,
the horseman pulls back on the reins. When he stops, the point of his spear is mere inches from
Beowulf's face.

“Who are you?’ the rider demands. “By your dress, you are warriors.”

“Yes, as amatter of fact,” Wiglef replies. “We—"

“ Joeak!” the rider growls at Beowulf. “Tdl mewhy | should not run you through right now. Who
are you? Where do come from?’

“We are Geats,” Beowulf replies camly, ignoring the spearpoint aimed at the space between his
eyes. “| am Beowulf, son of Ecgtheow. We have come seeking your prince, Hrothgar, in friendship. They
sy you have amongter here. They say your land is cursed.”

The man on the horse narrows his eyes and glances a Wiglaf and the others, but doesn't lower his

spear.



“Is that what they say?’ he asks.

“That and worse,” Wigledf answers. “Bards ang of Hrothgar’s shame from the frozen north to the
shores of Vinland.”

The watch dts up alittle sraighter on his horse and glares defiantly back a Wiglaf. “It is no shame
to be accursed by demons,” he says.

Wigla takes a step nearer to Beowulf. “And nether is it a shame to accept ad that is fredy
gven”

Beowulf glances quickly at Wiglaf, then back to the watch and his horse. “I am Beowulf,” he says

agan. “I have come here to kill your mongter.”

“Unless you'd rather we not,” adds Wiglaf, earning a scowl from Beowulf.

“You should ignore him,” Beowulf says. “He was very seasick this morning, and | fear he might
have puked his wits overboard.”

The watch lowers his spear, garing past Beowulf and Wiglef to the other men standing beside the
beached ship.

“You'll need horses” he says.

The dorm has gone, and the terrible, driving wind has died away—the wrath of Hrasvelg
Corpse-swallower, the giant eagle whose wings send dl winds blowing across the world, choosng some
other target for atime. But the ky ishardly any lighter then before, dill crowded with portentous clouds
that hide the sun and hold the land in perpetua twilight. Beowulf and his men follow close behind the
Scylding watch, riding the sturdy, shaggy ponies that have been provided for them. They have |eft the sea
diffs and the shore and move now aong a narrow road paved with dark shale cobbles. The road is lined
on either sde by tdl, craggy standing stones, menhirs engraved with runes and erected to mark the ashes
of the dead. Whenever the fog shifts, the thanes catch flegting glimpses of King Hrothgar's tower in the
distance. When they reach a wooden bridge spanning a deep ravine, the watch reins his horse and turns
to Beowulf.

“Thisisasfar as| go,” he says. “| mud return to the diffs. The sea cannot be left unguarded. This
gone path isthe king's road.” He amilesthen, and adds, “It was built in better times. Follow it to Heorot,
where my lord awaits”

Beowulf nods. “I thank you for your ad,” he says.

“Gest, you should know that our mongter isfast and strong.”

“l, too, am fast and strong,” Beowulf tdlshim.

“Yes, wel, so were the others who came to fight it. And they’re dl dead. All of them. | thought
no more heroes remained who were foolhardy enough to come here and die for our gold.”

Beowulf looks over his shoulder a Wiglaf, then back to the watch. “If we die, then it shdl be for
glory, not for gold.”

With that, the watch gives his horse a kick and gdlops quickly past the Geets, heading back the
way they've just come, toward his dreary camp above the sea. But then he stops, and cdls out to
Beowulf, “The creature took my brother. Kill the bastard for me.”

“Your brother will be avenged,” Beowulf cals back. “I swear it.”

And then the Scylding watch turns and rides away, his horse's iron-shod hooves clopping loudly
agang the cobblestones, and Beowulf leads his men across the bridge.

This day is the color of the grave, King Hrothgar thinks, gazing miserably out at the angry sea and
imegining Hel’s gray robes, the fla gray gleam of her eyes tha awaits every man who does not die in
battle or by some other brave deed, every man who dlows himsdf to grow weak and waste away in
gone towers. For even brave men who day dragons in their youth may yet die old men and so find
themselves guedts in Eljudnir, Hel’s rain-damp hall. Behind him, Unferth sits at a table, absorbed in the
task of counting gold coins and other pieces of treasure. And Hrothgar wonders which shadowy corner
of Niflhem has been prepared for both of them. He has begun to see He's gates in his dreams,
nightmaresin which he hunts down and faces the mongter Grendd time again and time again, but dways



the fiend refuses to fight him, refusng him even the kindness of a hero’s death.

These cheerless thoughts are interrupted by footsteps and the sound of Wulfgar's voice, and the
king turns away from the window.

“My lord,” Wulfgar says. “There are warriors outdde. Geats. For certan, they are no
beggars—and their leader, Beowulf, isa—"

“ Beowulf?" Hrothgar asks, interrupting his herald. “Ecgtheow’ s little boy?”

At the sound of Beowulf’s name, Unferth stops counting the gold coins and glances up a Wulfgar.

“Well, surely not a boy any longer,” Hrothgar continues, hardly bdieving what he's heard. “But |
knew him when he was a boy. Already strong as a grown man he was, back then. Yes! Beowulf is here!
Send him to me! Bring im in, Wulfgar!”

Beowulf and his men wait together, only allittle distance indde the gates of Hrothgar’s stockade. None of
them have yet dismounted, as Beowulf has not yet bidden them to do so, and their ponies restlesdy
gamp their hooves in agummy mire of mud and hay, manure and human filth. The thanes are @ least as
restless as their mounts, and they watch uneesily as villagers begin to gather around and whisper to one
another and gawk at these strange men from the east, these warriors come among them from Gestland
far across the sea.

“It may be, Beowulf,” says Wigldf, “thet they redly don’t want us to kill their mongter.”

The thane to Wigla's Ieft is named Hondshew, an ugly brute of a man dmog as imposng as
Beowulf himsdf. Hondshew wears an enormous broadsword sheathed and dung across his wide
back—a wegpon he's damed, in less sober moments, to have solen from a giant whom he found
degping in the Tivenden woods. Only, sometimes he says it was a giant, and other times it was merdy a
troll, and ill other times, it was only a drunken Swede.

“Or,” says Hondshew, “perhaps thisis what serves as hospitdity among these Danes” Then he
notices a beautiful young woman standing close by, esting a piece of ripe red fruit. She's watching him,
too, and when next she bites through the skin of the fruit, purplish nectar runs down her chin and
disappears between her ample breasts. The woman, whose nameis Yrsa, amiles up a Hondshew.

“Then again,” he says, returning Yrsa's amile and showing off hiswide, uneven teeth, “possbly we
should find our own hospitdity among these poor, beleaguered people.” Hondshew licks his lips, and
Y'rsa takes another bite of the fruit, Soilling sill more juice.

And then the king's herdd arives, riding up on a large gray mare, accompanied by two of
Hrothgar’ s guard who have followed behind on foot. The herdd slently eyes Beowulf and the thanes for
amoment, then clears his throat, and says “Hrothgar, Master of Battles, Lord of the North Danes, bids
me say that he knows you, Beowulf, son of Ecgtheow. He knows your ancestry and bids you welcome.
You, and your men, will follow me. You may keep your hemets and your armor, but your shidds and
weapons will remain here until further notice.”

Wigd glances agpprenensively a Beowullf.

“| assure you, they won't be disturbed,” says Wulfgar.

Beowulf turns and surveys his fourteen men, catching the wariness in their tired faces, their many
hands hovering uncertainly above the hilts of their swords. Then he tosses his own spear to one of the
guards ganding dongside Wulfgar's gray mare.

“We are here as guests of King Hrothgar,” he says, saring now directly into the herdd's eyes.
“He is our host, even as we seek to serve him, and we will not be disagressble guests”™ And then
Beowulf pulls a dagger from his belt and handsit over to Wulfgar, and then his sword, aswell. “Let it not
be said by the Danes that there is no trust to be found among the warriors of Lord Hygelac.”

Reductantly, Beowulf’ s thanes fallow suit, turning their many weapons over to the two royd guards
who have accompanied Wulfgar to the gate. Last of dl, Hondshew draws his enormous broadsword and
dropsit to the ground, where the blade buriesitsaf deeply in the muck.

“My, that’s a big one you've got there, outlander,” Yrsa amiles and takes another bite of fruit.

“That little thing?’ replies Hondshew. “That's only my spare. Maybe later, when we ve sorted
out our business with this fiend of yours—"



“Hondshew,” Beowulf says firmly, dill watching Wulfgar. “Have you aready forgotten why we're
here?’

“Didn't | say after the fiend isdan?

Yrsa watches and says not another word to Beowulf’s thane. But with a pinkie finger, she wipes a
smear of nectar from her left breast and dowly licksit from her finger.

“Woman!” Wiglaf snaps at Yrsa. “Have you naught else to be doing this day but teesng men
who've not seen womanflesh for many trying days and nights?’

“Come, Wiglaf,” says Beowulf, and together they follow Wulfgar through the narrow, smoky
streets and up to Hrothgar’s mead hall.

By the time they reach the steps of Heorot Hal, most of King Hrothgar's court has gathered there.
Overhead, there are a few ragged gaps in the clouds and cold sunlight lesks down and fals upon the
queen and her maids, on the assembly of guards and courtiers. The stone steps are dark and damp from
the rain, and there are amdl puddles here and there, twinkling weskly in the day. Beowulf and his thanes
have |eft their ponies behind and stand at the foot of the steps, garing up at the barred and shuttered
meed hdll that has brought them here.

“Beowulf!” bellows King Hrothgar, as he staggers and weaves his way down the steps to
embrace the Geat. “How is your father? How is Ecgtheow?’

“He died in battle with sea-raiders,” Beowulf replies. “Two winters back.”

“Ahhhh, but he was a brave man. He sts now at Odin's table. Need | ask why you've come to
U7’

Beowulf nods toward the shuttered hdl above them. “I’ve come to kill your mongter,” he replies.

A murmur passes through the crowd on the steps, equa parts surprise and incredulity, and even
Hrothgar seems uncomfortable at hearing Beowulf’ s boast.

“They dl think you're daft,” whispers Wiglaf, and, indeed, Beowulf sees the many shades of
chagrin and doubt douding the faces of the king's court. He takes a deep breath and amiles, flashing the
warmest amile he can muster sanding so near the scene of such bloody horrors as he's heard told of
Heorot Hal.

“And, of course,” he says to Hrothgar, “to taste that famous mead of yours, my lord.”

Hrothgar grins, visbly relieved, then laughs a laugh that is dmogt a roar, laughing the way a bear
might laugh. “And indeed you shall tagte it, my boy, and soon!” And the crowd on the steps stops
murmuring amongst themselves, reassured now by the hearty thunder of Hrothgar’'s laughter, and aready
Beowulf can fed their tenson draining away.

But then Queen Wedthow steps forward, descending the gtairs, the weak sunlight catching in her
honey hair.

“There have been many brave men who have come here)” she says, “and they have dl drunk
deeply of my lord’'s mead, and sworn to rid hishdl of our nightmare.”

Hrothgar frowns and glances from hiswife to Beowulf, but doesn’t speak.

“And the next morning,” Queen Wedthow continues, “there was nothing left of any of them but
blood and gore to be mopped from the floor...and from the benches...and wdls”

For along, lingering moment, Beowulf and Wedthow gaze into one another’s eyes. He sees a
gorm there in her, a orm no less dangerous, perhaps, than the one he has so recently navigated. And he
sees fear and grief, as well, and bitterness.

“My lady, | have drunk nothing,” Beowulf tells her, at last. “Not yet. But | will kill your mongter.”

And again Hrothgar laughs, but thistime it seems hollow, forced, somehow insncere. “Hear that?
He will kill the mongter!” Hrothgar roars. “The demon Grendd will die and at this brave young man's
handdl”

“Grendd?’ Beowulf asks, dill watching the queen.

“What? Did you not know our monster has aname?’ asks Wedthow. “The scops who sing of our
shame and defeat, have they left that part out?’

“Yes, the mongter is caled Grendel,” Hrothgar says, spesking much more quigtlly now, and he



begins wringing his hands together. “Yes, yes. It is cdled Grendd.”

“Then | Sdl kill your Grendel,” says Beowulf, goeaking directly to Wedthow. “It does not seem
S0 vay daunting a task. | dew a tribe of giantsin the Orkneys. | have crushed the skulls of mighty sea
serpents. So what's one troll”? Soon, my lady, he shdl trouble you no longer.”

The queen sarts to reply, opens her mouth, and Beowulf can fed the awful weight of the words
lying there on her tongue. But Hrothgar is aready spesking again, addressing his court, filled once more
with false bravado.

“A hero!” shouts the king. “I knew that the seawould bring to us a hero! Unferth, have | not said
to look ever to the sea for our sdvaion?’

There' s a hdfhearted cheer from the people on the steps, then, but Wedthow does not join in,
and Unferth glares suspicioudy at Beowulf and does not answer hisking.

Then Hrothgar leans near to Beowulf and cocks an eyebrow. “Will you go up to the moors, then,
and through the forest to the cave by the dark mere?’ he asks Beowulf. “Will you fight the mongter there
inits den?’

Beowulf nods toward Wiglah and Hondshew and his other thanes. “1 have fourteen brave men
withme” he says. “But we have been long a sea. | think, my lord, that it ishigh time to break open your
golden mead—famed across the world—and to feast together in your legendary hall”

At this, Unferth steps forward, past Lady Wealthow, to stand before Beowulf.

“Do you not know, grest Beowulf, Geat lord and son of Ecgtheow? The hdl has been sealed
...by order of the king. Merrymaking in the hal dways brings the devil Grendel down upon us.”

“And has dosng the hdl stopped the daughter?” Beowulf asks him.

“Nay,” Hrothgar replies. “It has not. The demon-murderer killed three horses and a dave in the
stables, not afortnight past.”

Beowulf glances beyond Unferth and Wedthow, looking to the high, barred doors of Heorot.
“Wdl then,” he says, and amiles a Hrothgar, who nods and grins back at him.

“If dosing the hdl has not so profited my lord,” Beowulf continues, “and if, regardless of this wise
precaution, the beast Hill comes to do his wicked murder, it seems a pity to waste such a megnificent hall,
doesit not?’

“Oh, it does, indeed,” Hrothgar agrees. “It seems amogt terrible waste. It seems a pity.”

Unferth exchanges glances with Wedlthow, then, turning to Hrothgar, says, “But, my liege...by
your own command—"

“Exactly,” Hrothgar interrupts. “By my own command. A command which | do hereby rescind,
loyd Unferth. So, open the mead hdl. Open it now.”

By dusk—which seems hardly more than a gentle degpening of the gloom that loitered above the land in
the wake of the ssorm—Heorot Hal has been reopened. The doors and windows have dl been thrown
wide to draw in fresh, clean ar. New hay covers the floors, and the feasting tables have dl been
scrubbed clean. Old women clear away cobwebs and tend to embers that will soon enough become
cooking fires to roast venison and fowl and fat hogs. And in the midgt of dl this Beowulf’s men gt
together a around tablein one corner of the hal. Wulfgar, true to his word, has returned their weapons
to them, and now they are busy sharpening sted blades, tightening straps and harnesses, ailing leather
sheaths and scabbards. Beowulf wanders through the hdl, examining its architecture with a warrior’s
keen eye, Szing up its drengths and weaknesses. Here and there are dgns of the monger's
handiwork—deep gouges in the wooden beams, daw marks in tabletops, a patich of wood so
bloodstained that water cannot ever wipe it clean again. Beowulf pauses before the huge door, inspecting
itsmassive bar and the wide reinforcing bands of iron.

Hondshew glances up from the blade of his broadsword and sees Yrsa, the girl from the gate,
who's busy scrubbing a table not too far from where the thanes are seated.

“Ah, now there’s a beast I'd love to day this very night,” he snickers, then stands and jabs his
sword in her direction. “Not with this blade, mind you. I’ ve another, better suited to that pricking.”

Wigla kicks himin the rump, and Hondshew stumbles and amodt fdls



“Ligen to me” Wiglaf says, addressing dl the thanes. “We don’'t want any trouble with the locds,
you hear. So, just for tonight, no fighting, and no swifan. Do you understand me?’

Hondshew rubs a his backside but hasv't stopped saing a Yrsa, who looks up, sees him
watching her, and sticks out her tongue a him. Another of the thanes, Olaf, alean but muscle-bound man
with a wide white scar across hisleft cheek, draws his dagger and brandishesit at dl the shadows lurking
indl the corners of Heorot Hal.

“l wa...wa...wasn't p...p...planning on doing any Swi...Swi...swi...swifan,” he Sutters.

Hondshew sits down again and goes back to sharpening his sword. “Well, | wa...wa...was!” he
declares, mocking Olaf.

Wigld frowns and tries not to notice the way that Yrsa's breasts drain the fabric of her dress
when she bends over the table she's deaning. “Hondshew,” he says. “Jug this once, make me fed like
you're pretending to lisen to me. It's only been five days since you waved your wife good-bye.”

“Hve dayd” exdams Hondshew. “By Odin's swollen tedticles...no wonder my loins are
burning!”

The thanes laugh loudly, and Yrsa pauses in her work to ligen to them. To her ears, the bawdy
laughter of men is a welcome sound, here beneath the roof timbers of Heorot Hal, and it gives her
grength and cause to hope. She stedls a quick look a Beowulf, who's il ingpecting the door, and Yrsa
prays that even half the bold, fantagtic stories she's heard told about him are true and that, soon now,
Grendd’ s grip upon the night will be a an end.



9

Misbegotten

And far across the moorlands, shrouded now with evening migt, out behind the forest’s ancient palisade,
the creature Grendd crouches at the edge of the black pool ingde his cave. The rotting corpse of one of
Hrothgar’ s daughtered thanes lies nearby, and Grendd carefully picks choice scraps of flesh from the
body and drops them into the water. There are many strange things that dwell within the lightless depths
of the pool, and sometimes when Grendd islondy, he lures hungry mouths to the surface with bits of his
kills Tonight, the water teems with a school of blind dhino edls, each of them easly as long as a grown
men is tal—or longer dill—and big around as fence posts. Ther long jaws are lined with needle-sharp
teeth, and they greedily devour the morsels Grende has given up to the pool and fight among themsdves
for the largest pieces. Grendd watches the foaming water and the snow-colored eds, comforted by ther
company, amused a their ferocity. He rocks backward and forward, absently humming a dow, sad,
tundless sort of song to himsdf, something he either made up or has heard men Snging on some night or
another. He can't remember which.

In his left hand, the creature clutches a broken lance, and impaed upon its spiked tip is the
decomposing head of yet another fdlen thane. The eyes have been eaten away by such worms and
maggots as thrive in dung and decay and the muddy earth of the cave. The jaw bone hangs crookedly
from the thane' s skull, and most of hisfront teeth are broken out. Grendd leans the decapitated head out
over the frathing pool and pitches his voice high, imitating the speech of men.

“Dadee-dal” he cries out. “Da-dee-dal Oh, such horrible, horrible thingd They'll eat me dl up,
they will!”

And then Grendd chuckles to himsdf and leans close to the dead thane's right ear. “Who's
laughing now?’” he asks to head. “Eh? Just who' s laughing now? Me—Grende—that’ s who.”

Suddenly, one of the huge edls legps free of the pool; hissng like a serpent, it strikes at the head,
tearing away the crooked jaw and much of what was left of the thane's face before fdling back into the
water with aloud plop. Grendd cackles with ddight and shakes the mutilated head back and forth above
the pool. The cave echoes with the creature' s laughter.

“Ohme, oh my!” hewalls “It has eaten my poor, pretty face all up! What ever shdl | do now?
The beautiful women will not love me now!”

Ancther of the eds legps for the head, but thistime Grendel yanksit quickly away before the figh's
jaws can latch on.

“No more,” he scolds the edls. “No more tonight. You'll get fat. Fat fish snk dl the way down to
the bottom and get eaten by other fish. More tomorrow.”

Abruptly, the dark water seethes with some new and far more terrible presence, and dl the eds
dither away quietly into their holes. There is awheezing, wet sound, like spray blown out from the spout
of awhae, and the water bubbles.

Startled, Grendd jumpsto hisfeet, and in his panic, his body begins to change—his nalls suddenly
becoming long and curving claws, claws to shame the mighties bear. The bones and muscles of his
twigted, deformed frame begin to shift and expand, and his round, rheumy eyes start to narrow, sparking
now with a predatory glint. Where only a moment before the edls fought vidoudy over mouthfuls of
putrid flesh, now Grendel’ s mother watches him from the surface of the pool. Her full, wet lips shimmer,
their golden scales gleaming with some secret, inner fire that isdl her own.,

“Grrrrenddlllll,” she purls.

Recognizing her voice, Grendd grows cadmer. Tdons become only ragged fingemails again. His
expanding, hifting skeleton begins to reverse its violent metamorphos's so that he seems to draw back
into himsdf. He looks into his mother’s bright reptilian eyes and sees himsdf reflected there.
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“Modor?” he asks 0oftly, faling back upon the old tongue. “1s something wrong?’

She rises dowly from the pool, then, her long, webbed fingers gripping the travertine edges and
pulling hersdf nearer to her son.

“l had an evil dream, my child,” she says, and the beauty of her voice soothes Grendd, and he
wishes she would never leave him. “You were hurt,” she continues. “I dreamed you were cdling out for
me, and | could not come to you. And then, Grendd, then they butchered you.”

Grendd watches her, floating there, hdf-submerged, then he amiles and laughs and shakes the
lance and the thane' s head staked upon it.

“l am not dead. See? | am happy. Look, Modor. Happy Grendd,” and in an effort to convince
his mother that his words are true, Grendd does an awkward sort of shuffling dance about his cave, a
dumsy parody of the dancing he's glimpsed in the mead hdl of King Hrothgar. From time to time, he
stops to shake the thane' s head at the sky, hidden beyond the cavern’s roof, and to hoot and howl in the
mogt carefree, joyous way he can manage.

From the pool, his mother whispers, “Y ou mugt not go to them tonight. You have killed too many
of them.”

“But | am strong, Mother. | am big, and | am strong. None of them are ameaich for me. | will est
their flesh and drink their sweet blood and grind therr fral bones between my teeth.”

“Please, my son,” his mother implores. “Do not go to them.”

Grendd stops dancing and lets the thane's head and the broken spear claiter to the floor of the
cave. He shuts his eyes and makes a disappointed, whining sound.

“Mease” his mother says from the pool. “Please promise me this one thing. Not this night,
Grendd. Stay here with me this night. Stay by the pool and be content to feed your pets.”

Grendd sts down on the ground a few feet from the edge of the water. He doesn't meet his
mother’'s eyes, but stares disconsolately at the dirt and rocks and his own bare feet.

“l swear,” he sulks. “I shdl not go to them.”

“Evenif they make the noises? Even if the noises make your poor head ache?’

Grende hesitates, consdering her question, remembering the pain, but then he nods reluctantly.

“ Gut. Man medo,” she whispers, satisfied, then dips once more beneath the surface of the black
poal. Ripples spread out across it, and smdl waves lap agang its sony edges.

“They are only men,” Grendd whispers sullenly to himsdf and aso to the head of the dead thane.
“They are only men, and it was only a dream she had. Many times have | had bad dreams. But they were
dl only dreams.”

In his cave, Grendd watches the water in the pool grow cdm once more, and he thinks about the
concedling night and the conspiring fog waiting outside the cave, and he tries not to remember the hurting
noise of men.



6

Light from the East

By sunset, the clouds above Heorot Hal have broken apart, becoming only scattered, burning idands in
awide winter sky. The goddess Sal, sgter of the moon, is snking low in the west, ralling away toward
the seain her chariot as the hungry wolf Skoll pursues close behind. Her light glimmers on the water and
paints the world orange.

In Hrothgar's mead hdl, his people are gathering for a feast in honor of Beowulf, who has
promised to deliver them from the fiend Grendel. An enormous copper vat, filled to the brim with mead,
iscarried in, and a cheer rises from Beowulf’s thanes. But the others, the king's men and women, those
who have seen too many nights haunted by the mongter, do not join in the cheer. From the cast of thar
faces, the gathering might seem more a funerd than a feast, more mourning than a reception for the
Geats, who have promised to ddiver them from their plight. But there is music, and soon enough the
meed begins to flow.

Beowulf stands on the steps of the throne dais with Queen Wedlthow, examining a curious carving
&t into the wdl there, a circular design that reminds Beowulf of a wagon whed. A mirror, placed some
distance away in Hrothgar' s anteroom, redirects the fading sunlight from a window onto the wal and the
caving.

“It can measure the length of the day,” Wedthow explains, and she points at the sundid. “When
the sun touches the lowest line, soon the day will be finished.”

“And Grendd will arrive?’ asks Beowulf, turning from the carving to look into the queen’s face,
her violet eyes, the likes of which he has never seen before. Indeed, Beowulf doubts he has ever seen a
womean haf so beautiful as the bride of Hrothgar, and he slently marvels at her.

Wedthow dghs. “I hope that Odin and Hemddl are kind to you, Beowulf. It would be a great
ghame on this house to have one so brave and noble die beneath its roof.”

Beowulf shakes his head, trying to concentrate more on what she's saying to him than on the sght
of her.

“Thereisno shame to diein battle with evil,” he tdls her. “Only honor and a seat in Vahdla”

“And if you die?’

“Then there will be no corpse to weep over, my lady, no funerd pyre to prepare, and none to
mourn me. Grendel will dispose of my carcass in a bloody animd feast, cracking my bones and sucking
the flesh from them, swdlowing me down.”

“I would mourn you, my lord. Y our men would mourn you, also.”

“Nay, my men would join mein the mongter’s belly,” Beowulf laughs.

“You shouldn't jest about such things” Queen Wedthow says, frowning now. “Aren't you
afrad?

“Afrad? And wher€'s the reason in that? The three Norns sit at the foot of Y ggdrasil, spinning all
our lives. | am but another gring in their loom, as are you, my Lady Wedthow. Our fates were dready
woven into that tapestry when the world was young. There's nothing to be gained in worrying over that
which we cannot change.”

“You are so sure this is the way of things?’ she asks him, dill frowning and glancing down at the
dais steps.

“I've heard no better story,” he replies. “Have you?’

She looks back up a him but doesn’t answer.

“Ah, Beowulf...there you arel” And Wedthow and Beowulf turn to see four thanes bearing King
Hrothgar toward the dais. Straining, they carefully set his litter onto the floor of the hdl. “I was thinking
about your father,” says the king, as one of the thanes helps him from his seat upon the litter.
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“My father?’ asks Beowulf.

“Yes. Your father. Good Ecgtheow. There was a feud, | believe. He came here fleang the
Wylfings As| recal, he'd killed one of them with his bare hands”

“Hestholaf,” Beowulf says. “That was the name of the Wylfing my father dew.”

“Yed That was hm!” exdams Hrothgar, sarting up the steps toward Beowulf and Wedthow.
The thanes have dready carried the litter away, and the king's court is assembling behind him. “1 paid the
blood debt for your father, and so he swore an oath to me. Long ago, that was. My kingship was 4ill in
its youth. Heorogar—my elder brother and the better man, I'd wager—had died. And here comes
Ecgtheow, on the run, and so | sent wergeld to the Wylfings and ended the feud then and there. Ah...but
no good deed goes unrewarded. | saved his skin, and now you're here to save ours, eh?” He daps
Beowulf on the back, and Wedthow flinches

“l am thankful for the kindness you showed my father,” Beowulf replies. “And thankful too for this
opportunity to repay his debt to my lord.”

“Wdl,” says Hrothgar, “truth be told, it weighs heavy on my old heart, having to burden another
with the grief this beast Grendel has visited upon my house. But the guards of Heorot—the demon has
carried the best of them away. My following, those loyd to me, has dwindled, Beowulf. But you are here
now. You will kill this mongter. | have no doubt of it.”

And now there is the sound of laughter, low and bitter, from the shadows behind the king's throne.
Unferth emerges from the gloom, dowly cdgpping his hands.

“All hail the great Beowulf!” he sneers. “Here to save our pathetic Danish skins, yes? And we are
S0 damned...ah, now what is the word?...grateful? Yes. We are so damned grateful, mighty Beowulf.
But might I now ask a question, spesking as a greet admirer of yours.”

Beowulf does not reply but only stares, unblinking, back at Unferth’s green eyes.

“Yes, then? Very good. For you see, there was another Beowulf | heard tdl of, who chalenged
Brecca the Mighty to asvimming race, out on the open sea. Isit possible, was that man the same as you
-

Beowulf nods. “Aye, | swam againgt Brecca,” he says.

Unferth scowls and scratches a his black beard a moment. “1 thought surdy it must have been a
different Beowulf,” he says, furrowing his brow. “For, you see,” and now Unferth raises his voice so it
will be heard beyond the dais, “the Beowulf | heard of swam againg Brecca and lost. He risked his life
and Brecca s on the whal€ s-road, to serve his own vanity and pride. A boastful fool. And he lost. So,
you see the source of my confusion. | thought it had to be someone else, surdly.”

Beowulf dimbsthe last few steps, gpproaching Unferth, and now the meed hall fals slent.

“l swvam againgt Brecca,” he tels Unferth again.

“Yes, s0 you've sad. But the victory was his, not yours. You swam for seven nights, but in the
end he outsvam you. He reached the shore early one morning, cast up among the Heathoreams. He
returned to the country of the Bronding clan, and boasted of his victory—as was his right. But you,
Beowulf...amighty warrior who cannot even win a swimming match?’ Unferth pauses long enough to
accept a cup of mead from his dave boy, Cain. He takes along drink, wipes his mouth, then continues.

“Speeking only for mysdf, of course, | not only doubt that you will be able to stand for one
moment againg Grendel—I doubt that you'll even have the nerve to stay in the hall the full night. No
one has yet lasted anight againg Grendd.” Unferth grins and takes another drink from his cup.

“I find it difficult to argue with a drunk,” Beowulf tells him.

“My lord,” says Queen Wedthow, glaring a Unferth. “You do not have to bandy words with the
son of Ecglaf—’

“And it is true,” Beowulf continues, “that | did not win the race with Brecca,” and he closes his
eyes, S0 vivid are the memories of the contest, carrying him at once back to that day—he againgt Brecca,
both of them pitted againgt the sea...

...the freezing swells of Gandvik, the Bay of Serpents, rise and fdl, bearing the two swvimmers
doft so that they might, from time to time, glimpse the rugged, distant coastline of the land of the Finns.
But then the water fals suddenly away beneath them, and the men can hardly even see the sky for the



towering walls of the sea. The currents here are deadly, feared by fishemen and salors dike, but
Beowulf and Brecca are strong, stronger even than the cold fingers of the Urdines that would drag them
under, stronger than thewill of Agir Wavefather. They are making dow but steady progress toward the
eagtern shore, svimming neck and neck, seeming an even match. And so it has been for the ladt five
days, neither man holding a lead over the other for very long. Brecca carries a dagger gripped between
his teeth, while Beowulf swims with a sword hed tight in his right hand. One does not venture unarmed
out upon the Gandvik. To the north, there are purple-black clouds tinged with gray, and lightning has
begun to lick at the waves.

“You look tired!” Brecca cdls out to Beowulf, then gets amouthful of salt water.

“Funny...l was only just now...thinking the same of you!” Beowulf shouts back. Then a wave
pushes them farther apart, rasng Beowulf up even as Brecca dipsinto its yawning trough. And findly the
Geat presses his advantage, for heisthe stronger man, truly, and the better svimmer, and he has waited
these five long days, conserving his strength for this last stretch before land. With only a little effort, he
pulls ahead of Brecca.

But it may yet be that the sea giant and his daughters will have the find say, proving neither man a
fit match for their domain. For the approaching storm brings more than wind and rain and lightning. It stirs
the very depths, reaching down into the abyss where feaful creatures dwdl, great snakes and
unnamesable brutes that crawl the dimy bottom and may live out ther entire lives without once breaching
or coming near to the surface. But angered by these gdles and by the cracking hammer fdls of Thor
Giantkiller, they are distracted and drawn upward from their burrows in the mud of secret trenches and
grottoes, moving swiftly through forests of kelp and midnight, and soon enough they find the svimmers.
These are serpents beside which even mighty whales would seem as mackerd, the ravenous children of
great Jormungand, who holds dl Midgard in his coils. The spawn of matings between Loki’s dragon child
and dl manner of eds and sharks and hideous sea worms, these monsters, and no man gazes upon ther
faces and lives to tdl another.

From his vantage point high atop the wave, Beowulf looks back down toward Brecca, spotting
him there amid the chop and spray in the same indant that one of the monstrous serpents burdts forth
from the sea. At fird, Brecca does not seem to see it, looming there above him, its vast jaws dripping
with brine and ooze and weeds, its Sngle red eye peering down a the swimmer. Beowulf glances
longingly toward the shore, and he knows it iswithin his grasp, surely, both dry land and victory. A lesser
men might have looked upon the arriva of this beast as a blessng from the gods, but Brecca has been
Beowulf’s friend since ther childhood, and so he sets his back to the shore. He shouts a warning, but
dready there are dark tentacles winding themsdlves about Brecca's body, driving the breath from his
lungs and threetening to crush his ribs. He gasps, and the dagger dips from his teeth and vanishes in the
sea

“No!” Beowulf screams. “You will not have him!” And he swims as quickly as he can, moving
agang the current, back to the place where hisfriend struggles with the serpent. Distracted, the creature
turns toward Beowulf, who dashes at its face with his sword, plunging the blade through the crimson eye
and deep into its skull. Blood the color of the angry, storm-wracked sky gushes from the wound and
dansthe sea. But dready a second serpent isrigng from the water, and a third follows close behind it.

Brecca escapes from the dying mongter’s coils, and Beowulf tells him to go, go now, to swvim if
he' s dill able. Then something below twines itsdf about Beowulf’s legs and hauls him under. Air rushes
from his mouth and nodtrils, siver bubbles trailing about his face as he hacks medly at the tentacle with his
sword, severing it and wriggling free of its loosening grip. He breaks the surface a second later, only to
find another of the creatures bearing down on him, its jaws open wide and brigling with teeth as long a
warrior's lance. But Beowulf takes its head off with a Sngle blow, diang through scay hide, through
snew and bone, deaving its spinein two. And the third beast, senang itsimminert fate at the hands of the
Geat, only watches him for a moment—hissng and leering hungrily—before it Snks once more beneath
the seq, returning to whatever foul black pit birthed it.

Exhaugted, bleeding, dill dutching his heavy sword, Beowulf turns and begins to svim again and
has soon caught up with Brecca. The waves have carried them much nearer the shordine than before,



and now Beowulf spies men scattered out adong the rocky beach, dl of them chearing the brave
svimmers on. His spirits buoyed by the shouts and glad noise of the Geats and Finns, and aso by the
dght of Brecca dive and wel and by his own victory over the serpents, Beowulf forgets his pain and
pushes on. He passes Brecca and is ahead by afull length, and how much sweeter will be his victory, that
it will have been gained despite the decision to go to Brecca ad, despite the Agir's hounds.

“A good racel” he cdls back to Brecca. “A shame that one of us mugt loseit,” but then Beowulf is
seized about the waist and pulled underwater for a second time. Again, wreathed in the shimmer of his
own escaping bresth, he whirls about to confront his attacker, his sword held at the ready...but then he
sees dearly what has dragged him down. And thistime it is no serpent, not one of the sea giant’s fiends
nor some other nameless abomination come steding up from the lightless plains of st and shipwrecks.

Instead, it is a being so beautiful that he might dmost believe he has died defending Brecca and
now this is some strange, fair herad of the Vakyries. Not a woman, no, not a human woman, but so
dikeinform that he at firsd makes that mistake. As his breath lesks away, Beowulf can only believe that
he has been haed by an impossbly beautiful maiden, or some df spirit that has taken the form of such a
maiden. Her long hair, dreaming about her face, is like the warm sun of a summer’'s afternoon faling
across dill waters, then flashing back twice as bright, and he squints at its brilliance. Her skin might be
aunlight as well, or newly minted gold, the way it glints and shines.

S0, perhapsthisis a hero’s death, and so a hero's reward, as wdl. He stops sruggling and lowers
his weapon, ready to follow thisvison on to paradise and whatever banquet Odin has dready prepared
in his honor. And then Beowulf glances down, past the fullness of her breasts, and where the gentle
curves of her bdly and hips ought be, the golden skin is replaced by golden scales and by chitinous
plates like the shell of a gilded crab. Worse 4ill, where her legs should be, thereisalong and tapering tail
ending in a broad lancet fin. She amiles and clutches at him, and now Beowulf sees the webbing between
her fingers and the hooked claws where a human woman would have nails. She does not speak, but he
can plainly hear her voice ingde his mind, beckoning him to follow her deeper. An image comes to him,
then, of the two of them locked together in alover's embrace, her lips pressed to his as they drift farther
from the sun’s rays and dl the world above.

And he kicks free...

..."1 killed the mongter with my own blade,” Beowulf tells Unferth and anyone e se there benesth the roof
of Heorot who is ligening to his tale. “Plunging it again and again into its heart, | killed it. But | did not
win the race.”

“You do not have to prove yoursdf to him,” Wedthow says, drawing a amirk from Unferth.

But Beowulf continues. “They ang of my battle with the sea mongters to this day, my friend. And
they 9ng no such songs about Brecca. But | braved their hot jaws, making those lanes safe for seamen.
And | survived the nightmare”

“Of course” Unferth says, and fakes a tremendous yawn. “The sea mongters. And you killed,
what, twenty was it?’

“Three, dl told. But...will you do me the honor of tdling me your name.”
Unferth shrugs and passes his empty cup back to his dave. “1 am Unferth, son of Ecglaf, son
of—"

“Unferth? Beowulf asks, and before Hrothgar’s man can reply, the Geat has turned to address
his own thanes. “Unferth, son of Ecglaf? Well, then your fame has crossed the ocean ahead of you. |
know who you are...”

Unferth manages to look both proud of himsdf and uncertain a the same time.

“Let's see” Beowulf says. “They say that you are clever. Not wise, mind you, but sharp. And
they say, too, that you killed your brothers when you caught them bedding your own mother. In
Geatland, they name you ‘Unferth Kindayer,” | believe,” and Beowulf laughs.

Unferth stares back at him, speechless, his mossy eyes burning bright with hatred and spite. And
then he lunges at Beowulf, growling like a dog. The Geat steps to one sde, and Unferth trips, landing in a
drunken heap a Beowulf’s feet. The Gesat crouches beside him, grinning.



“I'll tdl you another true thing, Unferth Kindayer. If your strength and heart had been as strong
and as fierce as your words, then Grendel would never fed free to murder and gorge on your people,
with no fear of retdiaion. But tonight, friend, tonight will be different. Tonight he will find the Geets
waiting for him. Not frightened sheep, like you.”

Suddenly, severd of the Danish thanes advance and draw their weapons, rushing to the aid of their
king's most favored and trusted advisor. Seeing this, Beowulf’s own men reach for ther swords and
daggers—

“Well done!” shouts King Hrothgar. “That's the spirit, young Beowulf!” and he begins dapping
his hands together enthusadticaly. The thanes on ether side look confused, but dowly they begin to
return blades to sheaths and back away from one another.

“Yes” continues Hrothgar. “That's the spirit we need! You'll kill my Grendd for me. Let us dl
drink and make merry celebration for the kill to come! Eh?’

The dave, Cain, hdps Unferth to hisfeet and begins duding off his clothes. “Get away from me”
Unferth snaps, and pushes the boy roughly aside.

Beowulf amiles a bold, victorious amile, his eyes 4ill on Unferth as he places a hand on old
Hrothgar’ sfrail shoulder.

“Yes, my lord,” says Beowulf. “I will drink and make merry, and then | will show this Grendel of
yours how the Gests do battle with our enemies. How we kill. When we're done here, before the sun
rises again, the Danes will no longer have cause to fear the comforts of your hdl or any lurking demon
come skulking from the moorland migts”

And now that those assembled in the hdl have seen Beowulf's confidence and heard for
themselves his pledge to day Grendd this very night, their dampened spirits are at lagt revived. Soon, dl
Heorot is awash in the joyful, unfettered sounds of celebration and revery.

“My king,” says Queen Wealthow, as she offers him a large cup of mead, “drink deeply tonight
and enjoy the fruits and bounty of your land. And know that you are dear to us” And when he has
finished, she rdfills the cup, and the Hming maiden moves among the ranks—both Dane and Gedt, the
members of the roya household and the fighting men—offering it to each in histurn. Only Unferth refuses
her hospitdity. At the last, she offers the cup to Beowulf, welcoming him and offering thanks to the gods
that her wish for deliverance has been granted. He accepts the cup gladly, dill enchanted by the beauty of
her. When he has finished drinking and the cup is empty, he bows before Hrothgar and his ladly.

“When | left my homeland and put to sea with my men, | had but one purpose before me—to
cometo the ad of your people or die in the attempt. Before you, | vow once more that | shal fufill that
purpose. | will day Grendd and prove mysdf, or | will find my undoing here tonight in Heorot.”

Wedthow amiles a graeful amile for him, then leaves the dais and moves again through the
crowded mead hdl, until she comes to the corner where the musdans have gathered. One of the harpists
stands, surrendering his ingrument, and she takes his place. Her long, graceful fingers pluck the strings,
beginning a bdlad that is both lovdy and meancholy, a song of elder days, of great deeds and of loss.
Her voice rises cdlearly above the din, and the other musicians accompany her.

Hrothgar Sits up draight on his throne and points to his wife. “Is she not a wonder?’ he asks
Beowulf.

“Oh, sheisindeed,” Beowulf replies. “I have never gazed upon anything hdf so wondrous.” He
thinks that perhaps the king is near to tears, the way his old eyes sparkle wetly in the firdight.

Then Beowulf raises his cup to toast Wealthow, who, seeing the gesture, amiles warmly and nods
to him from her place a the harp. And it seems to the Gesat that there is something much more to her
amile than mere gratitude, something not so very far removed from desire and invitation. But if Hrothgar
sees it, too, he makes no Sgn that he has seen it. Instead, he orders Unferth to stand and give up his seat
to Beowulf, and Hrothgar pulls the empty chair next to his throne and tells Beowulf to st. He motions to
his herald, Wulfgar, who leaves and soon returns with an e aborately carved and decorated wooden box.

“Beowulf,” says Hrothgar. “Son of Ecgtheow. ..l want to show you something.” And with that the
king opens the wooden box, and the Geat beholds the golden horn insde,

“Hereis another of my wonders for you to admire” the king tdls him, and Hrothgar removes the



horn from its cradle and carefully handsiit to Beowullf.

“It's beautiful,” Beowulf says, holding the horn up and marveing at its splendor, at its jewes and
the bright luster of its gold.

“la't she magnificent? The prize of my treasury. | daimed it long ago, after my battle with old
Fefnir, the dragon of the Northern Moors. It nearly cost me my life” and he leans closer to Beowulf,
whispering loudly. “Ther€ s a soft spot just under the neck, you know.” And Hrothgar jabs a finger a his
own throat, then points out the large ruby set into the throat of the dragon on the horn. “You go in close
with a knife or a dagger...it's the only way you can kill one of the bastards. | wonder, how many man
have died for love of this beauty.”

“Could you blame them?’ asks Beowulf, passing the horn back to Hrothgar.

“If you take care of Grendd, she' s yours forever.”

“You do me agreat honor,” Beowulf says.

“Aswdl | should. | only wish that | possessed an even greater prize to offer you as reward for
such amighty deed.”

Beowulf turns then from Hrothgar and the splendid golden horn and ligens as Queen Wedthow
finishes her song. For the firg time since his journey began, he feds an unwelcome twinge of doubt—that
he might not vanquish this beast Grendd, that he may indeed find his death here in the shadows of
Heorot. And watching Wedthow, hearing her, he knows that the dragon’s horn is not the only thing
precious to the king that he would have for his own. When she' sfinished and has returned the harp to the
harpist, he stands and clambers from the dais onto the top of one of the long feadting tables. Wedthow
watches, and Beowulf feds her eyes fallowing him. He takes a goblet from one of his thanes and raises it
high above his head.

“My lord! My lady! The people of Heorot!” he shouts, commanding the atention of everyone in
the hdl, and they dl stop and look up a him. “Tonight, my men and |, we shdl live forever in greatness
and courage, or, forgotten and despised, we shdl die!”

And a great and deafening cheer rises from his men and from the crowd, and Beowulf looks out
across the hdl, directly a Queen Wedthow. She amiles again, but this time there is uncertainty and
sadness there, and a moment later she turns away.
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TheWalker in Darkness

In his dream, Grendd is gtting outsde his cave weatching the sunsat. It isn't winter, in his dream, but
midsummer, and the air is warm and smdls sweet and green. And the sky above him is dl ablaze with
SAl’s retreat, and to the east the dark shadows of a sky wolf chasing after her. And Grendd is trying to
recdl the names of the two horses who, each day, draw the chariot of the sun across the heavens, the
names his mother taught im long ago. There is a terrible, burning pain ingde his head, as though he has
died in his deegp and his skull has filled with hungry maggots and gnawing beetles, as though gore crows
pick greedily at his eyes and plunge sharp beaks into his ears. But he knows, even through the vel of this
dream, that the pain is not the pain of biting worms and stabbing beaks.

No, this pain comes drifting across the land from the open windows and doors of Heorot Hdl,
fouling the wind and cagting even deeper shadows than those that lie between the trees in the old forest.
It is the hateful song sung by a cruel woman, a song he knows has been fashioned just so to burrow
deep ingde hishead and hurt him and ruin the smple joy of a beautiful summer’s evening. And Grendedl
knows, too, that it is not the davering jaws of the walf Skall that the sun flees this day, but rather that
song. That song which might yet bresk the Sky apart and rend the stones and boil away the sess.

No greater cdamity in dl the world than the thoughtless, merry sounds that men and women
make, no greater pain to prick at hissoul than thar joyful musc and the fishhook voices of ther ddight.
Grendd does not know why this should be so, only that it is And he cals out for his mother, who is
watching from the entrance of the cave, safe from the fading sunlight.

“Please, Modor,” he asks her, “make them stop. Make her be quiet.”

“How would | ever do that?’ she replies and blinks at him with her golden eyes.

“Oh, | could show you,” he says. “Itisnot so very hard to slence them. It is a Smple thing. They
break—"

“You promised,” she hisses softly.

“To endure this agony, is that what | promised?’

“You promised,” she says again, louder than before.

So, Grendel dreams that he shuts his eyes, hoping to find some deeper twilight there, a peaceful,
painless dusk that cannot be ruined by the voice of a woman, by harps and flutes and drums, by the
shouts of drunken men and the shrieks of drunken women. He shuts his eyes tightly as he can and drifts
down to some time before this sunset outsde his cave, a slent time, and he pretends tha the ache in his
ears and the din banging about indde his brain have yet to begin. Heorot Hal has not been built, and the
king has not found his queen. Grendd is yet a child, playing done in the murk of the cave, meking some
secret game from a handful of seashdlls and the backbone of a sed. Not a day he actudly remembers,
but a day that might have been, nonetheless.

“I will never let im find you,” his mother whispers from her pool.

And Grendd stops playing and stares for a moment into the cold water, the uneasy, swirling place
where she lies just beneath the surface.

“Who?" he asks. “Who will you not let find me?’

She answers him with a loud splash from the pool, and Grende looks back down at the shels
cupped in hisright hand. A mussd shell, four sea snails, two cockles, and he tries hard to remember what
that means by the rules of his secret game. He knew only a moment before.

“Isthat a question | should not have asked, Modor ?’

“l cannot dways keep you safe” she tdls him, and ther€'s regret and a sort of sadness in her
voice, and it doesn't suit her. “They are wesk, yes, these men. But 4ill they day dragons, and they kill
trolls, and they make wars and hold the fate of dl the world in their small, soft hands, even as you hold
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those stray bits of shel in yours.”

“Then | will stay away from them,” he assures her. “I will hide here...with you. | won't let them
seme | won't ever let them see me”

“That is not the truth,” she tels him. “Even in dreams, we should not lie to ourselves. You are a
curious boy, and you will go to see them, and they will see you.”

Grendd lays the shels down on the dirt and travertine floor of the cave next to the sed vertebra
He s forgotten the game now, because it's something he never invented.

“Why do they kill dragons?’ he asks his mother, and she Sghs and dithers about at the edge of her
pool.

“Because they are not dragons themsdves” she replies.

“And isthiswhy they kill trolls, as wdl?’

“They are not trolls,” she answers. “They have neither the fiery breath nor the wings of dragons,
nor have they the strength of trolls. And they are ever jedlous of those things, and fearful. They destroy,
Grendd. They despoil. They destroy for glory, and from jedlousy and fear, to make the world safe for
themsdves. And | cannot hide you adways, child. Y our father—"

“Mé fadyr 7’ Grendd asks her, surprised, having never much dwelled upon the subject of his
absent father and, perhaps, thinking himsdf somehow genuindy faederleds—born somehow only of
woman.

“He has dain adragon,” she hisses from the pool.

“Thet weorm, Modor, maybe it did not know to hide” Grendd indgs, and he crushes the sed
bone to white-gray dust between hisfingers “1 will stay dways here with you. They will not find me” he
says again. “Not ever.”

“Thet is a promise,” she says, and the words float up from the icy water like a threat. “But we
break our promises dl too soon.”

Grende opens his eyes, tumbling back up and up from the cave and that logt, imagined day that
never was, tumbling back to the place where his dream began—dtting outside his cave, watching the
vanishing, wolf-harrowed sun, his ears aching with the song of King Hrothgar's keening, yelow-hared
bitch.

“Why can | not bear these sounds, Modor ?" Grendd moans and stares up at the burning sky.
“They are only songs, yes? Only frivalities and merrymaking, not swords and axes and spears. They are
only the thin voices of weak creatures crying out in the dark to hear themsdlves. How isit that such things
do me harm?’

From the entrance of the cave, his mother grinds bones in her teeth, sucking out the marrow, and
does nat reply.

And the harp of Heorot Hdl has become a cacophony, the tumult as the very walls of Midgard
collapse on that last day of dl. SAl has gone from the sky now, leaving it to night and the pursuing wolf,
and Grendd digs his claws deep into the rocky soil. Blood drips from his nogtrils and stains the ground at
hisfeet.

“Arvak” he mutters, recdling findly the names of the horses leashed to the sun's chariot, the
answer to ariddle no one has asked. “Arvak and Alsvin are their names” He grates his jaws againg the
song. But he is only Grendd, and he has never dan a dragon, and the song fdls great trees and causes
the earth beneath him to shudder. The song has frightened away even his mother, the merewife,
giant-daughter and pool-haunter. In only another moment, his teeth will shatter and fdl like dust from his
mouith.

“I will wake up now,” he growls through blood and crumbling fangs. | am only dreaming this
pain. | am only dreaming the noise...

And when next Grenddl opens his eyes, he is awake, awake and done in his cave a sunse,
curled into a corner benesth the hides of deer and bears. His mother is not with him, but the pain is, and
the flood of those voices rushing over the land, crashing upon his ears like breakers a the edge of a
gormy sea. And the flood will drown him. Grende opens his jaws wide and howls, vomiting rage and
torment and confusion into that hollow space beneath the hills But his voice, even in this wild frenzy,



seems hardly a whimper raised againg the flood. He turns toward the pool, wishing she were there,
wighing he could find his way down through the depths to her, where she would hold him to her bosom
and cam him and soothe away the hurt and fear swalowing im dive.

Standing, sheking off the degping pelts, he howls again, and if his mother were there, she would
hear the words lost and tangled within that anima scream. She would hear the grief and the despair at a
promise soon to be broken. But she would aso hear rdlief in equa measure, that shortly he will crush and
sgueeze and pound the life from these clamorous fools, and they will taste sweet on histongue. And then,
when he is done, the night will be glent again, save those comforting sounds which come from the old
forest and the marshlands and the beach. Save the soft dripping of his cave, and the splash of white edls
inhis mother’s poal.



8

Nightfall

“So, would that be your demon?’ Beowulf asks the king, as the ghadly shriek from the moorlands
quickly fades away and a sudden hush fdls over Heorot Hal. The mudcians have dl stopped playing,
and the Danes and ther ladies St or stand, frozen by the voice of Grendel, each one among them waiting
to seeif there will be another cry to split the twilight. Hrothgar rubs at his forehead, draws a deep breeth
and frowns. Glandng toward the sundid carved into the wall, he finds it gone completdy dark. The day
hes ended.

“Indeed,” the king Sghs. “I see that the dreaded hour is come upon us once agan.” And he
motions toward the sundid.

“We should clear the hdl,” Beowulf says, but dready Heorot has begun to empty on its own, the
evening's revery cut short by those two cries from the direction of the approaching night, and the king
rises weary and drunken from his throne.

“Wl, it's just as well. This old man needs his rest,” he says, and looks about until he sets eyes
upon his queen gtanding not far away, watching Beowulf. “My beauty,” he says to her. “Will you be so
kind as to hdp me find my way down to deep? Sometimes, | think | have amog forgotten the path.”
And he holds out a withered, trembling hand to his young wife. She hesitates a moment, ill looking at
Beowulf.

“My dear?’ the king asks her, thinking that perhaps she has not heard him. “Come dong. | do not
beieve | am yet ether so drunk or infirm that we might not take some smdl scrap of pleasure beneath the
shests”

“A moment more, please,” she says. “You go dong without me. | promise, |1 shdl not be very far
behind.”

“She promises...” Hrothgar muiters, only half to himsdf. Then, spesking to the Geat, he says, “I
hope to see you in the morning, Beowulf, son of Ecgtheow...Odin willing. It isa great service you do me
and my household this night. Be sure your men secure the door.”

“It will be done, my lord,” Beowulf assures him. “We will take dl possible precautions.”

Four of the Danish thanes come bearing Hrothgar’s litter, having threaded their way through the
thinning, nervous crowd. When they’ve lowered it to the floor, the old king steps down from the throne
dais—aided by Unferth—and he dimbs into the seat mounted there upon the sturdy platform. The thanes
groan and heave and lift him into the air, supporting his weight and the weight of the litter upon thar
strong shoulders, and Beowulf bows respectfully to the Lord of Heorot Hall.

“Good night, brave warrior, Hygelac's heir,” the king says to Beowulf. “Show the fiend no mercy.
Give no quarter. Remember dl those he has so cdloudy murdered.”

“No mercy,” answers Beowulf, and the king smiles and orders the thanes to bear him away to his
bedchamber.

“Yes. Good night, brave Beowulf.” Unferth sneers. “And | trust you'll keep a weather eye peded
for sea mongters. I'm sure that imagination of yoursisfair teeming with them.”

“l am disgppointed, Unferth, that you will not be joining us tonight in our vigil,” Beowulf replies,
looking the Dane draight in his green eyes. “Surdy Odin Allfather has prepared a place in his great hall
for you, aswdl.”

“| dready have my duties” Unferth replies curtly. “You see to yours” and then he turns and
fallows the thanes as they ferry King Hrothgar from the hall.

“It's a grievous responghbility,” says Wedthow, when Unferth has gone. She's dill sanding there
beside Beowulf at the edge of the dais. “Cowering in the shadows and deaning up after a Sck old man.
But & leadt it's aduty to which he'swdl suited.”
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“Y our song was beautiful,” Beowulf tdls her, changing the subject, not wishing to speak any more
of Unferth. “But you need to go now.”

“Of course. Grendd. That demon ismy husband' s shame.”

“Not a shame” Beowulf tdls her, and he begins loosening the leether straps and buckles on his
breastplate. “A curse.”

“No, my lord, a shame,” Wedthow says, and she furrows her brow and looks down &t her feet
“My husband has no...” but then she pauses, glancing back up a Beowulf. “He has no sons to fight this
evil, no Danish son to restore honor to our house. And he will have none, for dl histalk of bedding me”

Beowulf removes his heavy iron breastplate and letsit fal, danging to the floor between them, and
then he begins unfagening his belt. Behind him, Hondshew enters the hdl, though Beowulf had not
noticed his absence. Olaf and another of the Geats begin to laugh, making some joke a Hondshew’s
expense, and soon the hdl rings with their shouts and profanity. Hondshew hurls himsdf at Olaf, and the
two tumble over a table and onto the floor, where they rall about, wrestling and trading blows and curses
and inaults

“Why don’t you stop them?” Wedthow asks, and Beowulf looks over his shoulder at the
commotion. The other thanes are cheering them on, some rooting for Hondshew, others for Olaf.
Beowulf sees thet dl the Danes have gone, and only his men remain in the mead hall.

“They're only letting off steam,” he tdlls the queen. “They’ve along night ahead of them. It is good
to laugh before a battle”

“But if they knock themsdves sensdess—’

“You redly do need to go now, Your Mgesty,” and at that he tugs his tunic off over his head and
dropsit on the floor atop his breastplate.

“What exactly are you doing?’ the queen asks, saring perplexed at the pile of dothing and armor.
Beowulf has dready begun shrugging off his chain mall.

“When Grendd comes, we will fight as equas” he tels her, and continues to undress. “As |
undergtand it, the creature has no sword, no shied, no hdmet. He does not know drategy nor the art of
war. And | have been assured that | have no weapon capable of daying this mongter. But | have my
teeth, and snews of my own.”

“But...my Lord Beowulf,” Wedthow protests, and she stoops to retrieve his discarded
breastplate. “Your armor.”

“Armor forged of man will only dow me. No. We will fight tonight as equals, this Grendd and 1.
The Fates will decide. The Norns have dready woven ther skein, and | cannot undo it, not with leather
or cold iron. Let the demon face me unarmed, if he so dares.”

“Do nat be foolish. Do not throw your life away, Beowulf. You may be our last hope in dl the
world.”

“Go now, good queen,” he tdls her. “Go to your husband's bed, before | have my men remove
you. Or before | am forced to do it mysdf.” And now the Geat’s long mal shirt fals nosly to the floor,
and he stands before Wealthow, naked save the modesty of a loincloth.

“You would not!” she gasps.

“Aye, it would be my pleasure, though | doubt the king would much approve.”

“Aredl the men of your country so brazen?’ she asks, and takes a step backward, putting more
distance between hersdf and Beowulf.

“They do ther best, though | am generdly held to be the worst of the lot.” And now Beowulf can
see that Wedthow is blushing, though whether it is a the Sght of him unclothed or at his words, he
cannot say. “Thisismy find warning,” he says, and takes a step toward her.

“Veay wdl then, son of Ecgtheow. Do as you will, as I'm quite sure you ever have” and she
hurries away, disgppearing through the anteroom door, which she dams shut behind her. He ligens while
ghe boltsit from the other sde.

And findly Beowulf stands done, gazing down at the dull glint of his broadsword and mail lying
discarded upon the floor of Heorot, thinking more on the queen’s violet eyes than on the beast Grendd
or his wesgpons or the trids avating him and his thanes. It is good, he thinks, to face the coming fray with



such a beauty yet so fresh in one’s mind. All good men fight for honor and to prove themselves worthy of
asedt in Vdhdla but they mignt also judly fight to keep safe those too few beautiful sghts that lie here
benesth the wall of Midgard, below the path of sun and moon. And then there's a loud crash somewhere
in the hal behind him, the sound of shattering wood, and Beowulf turns to see Hondshew hdping a
gunned Olaf to his feet, hauling him from the ruins of one of Hrothgar’ s banquet tables.

“Here now. Take care you do not break him entirdy,” Beowulf shouts at Hondshew. “I1t would be
ashameto rob the poor beast of that Smple pleasure.”

“It's not going to hold,” Wiglaf says, watching and shaking his head as the other thanes labor to secure
the great main door of Heorot. “Right off, | can tdl you that for nothing.” He turns and finds Beowulf
ganding directly behind him, naked save his breechclout.

“You're mad, you know that?’

“Yes, Wiglaf,” Beowulf replies. “'Y ou've brought it to my attention on more than one occasion.”

“And this door here, then you know I'm right about that as well?’

Beowulf hites thoughtfully at his lower lip and watches as four of his men set the immense crossbar
into its black iron brackets, barricading the door. Then he nods and spares a amile for Wiglaf.

“Of course you're right about the door,” he says. “If this door, or any other, would keep our fiend
a bay, do you think the Danes would have any need of us?’

“Then why bother with the blasted thing a al,” Wigle Sghs, squinting up into the gloom near the
adling at the dumsy system of pulleys and chains that has been rigged to raise and lower the heavy
crossbar. “Why not just leave it ganding wide open as an invitation to the bastard and get this over
with?’

“If we're lucky, it'll buy us alittletime” Beowulf replies. “Think of it as an darm.”

“Andam.”

“Sure. Hrothgar’s door here might not keep this Grendd beast out, Wiglaf, but it's bound to make
an avful racket coming through, don’t you think?’

“An dam,” Wiglaf says again and scratches a his beard, the worried expresson not leaving his
face.

“Something vexes you, Wiglef.”

“Aye, it does. | don't like the smell of this one, my lord. Look at them,” and Wiglad mations
toward the thanes, Hondshew and Olaf and the re<t.

“l admit,” Beowulf says, “they’ ve smdled better. Then again, on occasion they’ ve smdled worse.”

“Hne Jest if it pleases you,” Wiglaf frowns, and he kicks hafheartedly at the door with the toe of
his right boot. “But the men are not prepared. They're dill tired from the sea. They're distracted. Too
many untended women about this place, and | do not have to tdl you that abstinence prior to battle is
essentid. A warrior’s mind must be unblurred. ..focused.”

“Ole!” Beowulf shouts, Sartling Wiglef. “Tdl me, Olaf, are you ready for this battle?’

The fat thane stops tugging a a thick length of rope reinforcing the mead-hdl door and turns
toward Beowulf. Olaf’s left eye is dready swdling shut from his brawl with Hondshew. He blinks and
looks confused.

“Good choice” Wiglaf mutters.

Beowulf ignores him and points a Olaf. “I asked you a question, man. Are you ready, right now,
to face the murderous demon that haunts this hall?’

Ol tugs at an earlobe and glances toward Hondshew. “Huh-huh-huh,” he starts, then stops and
darts over agan. “Hondshew, huh-huh-he started it.”

Hondshew stops what he's doing and points a grubby finger a Olaf. “Wot? You implied that |
have intimate relations with sheep and other livestock, so how do you figure | started it? Maybe you need
another pokein the—"

“I'm not asking about the fight,” Beowulf interrupts. “I'm asking Olaf here if he's ready for the
night's battle. Wiglaf here, he s worried you're not focused, Olef.”

Ola continues to tug at his earlobe, but looks considerably more confused than he did a moment



earlier. He blinks both his eyes, one right after the other.

“I can see juh-juh-just fuh-fuh-fine, if that's what you muh-muh-mean,” he tells Beowulf. “It’'s just
ashuh-shuh-shiner, that's dl. | can see just fun-fuh-fine”

“And what about you, Hondshew?’ Beowulf asks.

“Beowulf, that fat idjit there, he said | been off swifan sheegps and pigs and what not. You'd have
hit him, too. Don't tdl me you would have done different, ’ cause | know better.”

“l duh-duh-didn’'t say nuh-nuh-nothing about Beowulf swifan with puh-pigs” Olaf grumbles
defensvely, and tugs his ear.

“| think you just proved my point,” Wiglaf says to Beowulf, and turns his back on the door, gazing
out across the wide, deserted expanse of Heorot Hal. One of the big cooking fires is dill burning
brightly, and it throws strange, restless shadows across the high walls.

“You worry too much, Wiglef,” says Beowullf.

“Of course | do. That's my job, ign't it?” and then he looks over his shoulder to see Hondshew
gaing menacingly a Olaf and the other thanes dill milling about the door. “That's good,” he tdls them.
“Now, tie it off with more chain. Hondshew, Olaf, you two ladies stop frican about and help them!”

“More chan?’ asks Beowulf. “But you just said it's not going to hold.”

“Aye, and you just agreed, but more chain means more noise. If it's an darm you want, then we'll
have a proper one.”

“Where would | be without you, Wiglaf.”

“Logt, my lord. Lost and wandering across the ice somewhere.”

“Undoubtedly,” Beowulf laughs and then strips away his breechclout.

“| dready sad you're med, didn't 17’

“Thet you did,” and now Beowulf retrieves his woolen cape from a nearby tabletop and wraps it
into a tight bundle, then sts down on the floor, not too far digant from the door. He lies down,
pastioning the rolled-up cape beneath his head for a pillow. “Good night, dear Wiglef,” he says, and
shuts his eyes.

“And while you're lying there deegping, what are we meant to do?’

Beowulf opens his eyes again. Above him, the firdight dances ominoudy across the rafters of
Heorot Hal. It's not hard to imegine the twisted form of something demonic in that interplay of flame and
darkness. He glances at Wigld, dill waiting for an answer. “While | deep, you sng,” says Beowullf.

“Sng?’ asks Wiglaf, and he makes a show of digging about in his ears, as if they might be filled
with dirt or fluff and he hasn't heard correctly.

“Sng loudly,” adds Beowulf. “Sing as though you mean to shame the noise of Thor’'s hammer.”

“Yuhyuh-you want us to suh-sing?’ stutters Olaf, who's ganding just behind Wiglaf. “Y ou mean
asuh-song?’

“Yes, Olaf,” replies Beowulf. “1 think a song will probably do just fine”

Wigld looks from Beowulf to the barred entryway, then back to Beowulf again. “Okay,” he says.
“Thisislike that other business, with the door being an darm, isn't it?

“Do you not recal,” asks Beowulf, “what that ferret Unferth said this afternoon?’” And Beowulf
pitches his voice up an octave or so, imitating Unferth. ““Merrymaking in the hdl aways brings the devil
Grendd down upon us.” That's what he said.”

“Ahhhh,” laughs Wiglaf and taps at his left temple with an index finger. “Of course. We sng, and
the doom that plagues Hrothgar’ s hdl will be drawn out of whatever dank holeit cadls home.”

Beowulf nods and closes his eyes again. “Wigldf, | do not yet comprehend the meaning of it, but
the sound of merrymaking, it harrows this unhappy fiend. It causes him pain somehow, like st poured
into an open wound.”

“l had awife like that once,” Hondshew says. He' s finished with the winch thet lifts and lowers the
crossbar and Sits down on the floor near Beowulf. “But then a bear carried her off.”

“| thuh-thought it wuh-was a wuh-wuh-wolf,” says Olaf. “Y ou suh-suh-"

“Yegh, fine Walf, bear, whichever. This woman, | tdl you, she hated to hear anyone having a
good time, Snging, what have you. Used to put her in the foulest mood. Still, she was good in the sack. |



have to give her that much. | think she was a Vandd.”

Beowulf opens one eye and glares doubtfully at Hondshew. “You fredy admit to swifan about
with some Vandd wildcat, and yet you get offended when poor old Olaf brings up the matter of sheep?”’

“She might have been a Swede,” shrugs Hondshew.

“So,” says Wigldf, “you lie there on the floor, naked as the day you were born, and we lot, we
serenade this bastard Grendd, right, ’ cause he hates the sound of merrymaking. And then he comes for
us”

“Absolutdy,” says Beowulf. “UnlessI’'m wrong.”

“Wewon't hold it againg you, should that prove to be the case,” and then Wiglaf turns to face the
other men. “You heard him. He wants us to Sng.”

Thirteen sets of thoroughly confused eyes stare blankly back at Wiglaf, and nobody moves a
muscle or says a word.

“S0...9ng!” shouts Wigldf.

“And sound happy, while you're &t it,” says Beowulf. “Like you mean it. And remember, dl of
you, sng loud.”

“Rignt,” replies Wiglaf, “loudly enough to shame the dang of Thor's hammer.” Wiglef clears his
throat and spits out a ydlowish glob of snot onto the floor of the mead hdl. “I'll get it Sarted then,” he
sys.

Beowulf shuts his eyes a third time and shifts about on the hard floorboards, trying to get
comfortable should they be in for along wait. The image of Lady Wedthow is waiting there behind his
eydids, unbidden, her milky skin and golden hair, the haughtiness of a queen and the careless beauty of a
girl.

So, what would Wiglaf make of my focus? he wonders. But the Snging has dready begun, some
horrid bit of doggerel of Hondshew' s invention, and Beowulf decides it's better if Wiglaf believes there's
naught on hismind this night but gore and vaor and dan mongers.

Ol is busy murdering the firg verse, but a leadt, thinks Beowulf, he doesn't stutter when he
sngs
There were a dozen virgins,

Frisans, Danes, and Franks!
We took *em for some swifan’
And all we got were wanks!

And now dl the thanes join in for the chorus, making up in sheer volume dl that they lack in pitch

and melodiousness.

Ooooh, we are Beowulf's army,

Each a mighty thane,

WE Il pummel your asses, and ravage your lasses,
Then do it all over again!

“Damn good thing you can fight, Hondshew,” mumbles Beowulf, smiling a the awful lyrics and the
memory of Lady Wedthow. “Because, by Odin's long gray beard, you'd have starved by now as a
scop.” And he lies there, ligening to the rowdy rise and fdl of the song, to the comforting crackle from
the fire pit, and dert to every night sound beyond the walls of the horned hall.

“Wdl, come on,” he whispers, hdf to the luminous ghost of Wedthow floaing there behind his
eyes and hdlf to unseen Grendd. “1 don’'t mean to wait dl night...”



9

The Coming of Grendel

Grendd dts done at the place where the old forest ends and the scrubby land dopes away toward the
deep, rocky chasm dividing the moors from the walls and gates of Hrothgar’s fortifications. Overhead,
the moon is playing a game of tag with stray shreds of cloud, but the creature has learned not to look to
Méni for aid. There may yet be giant blood flowing somewhere in Grendd’s veins, but he is a gnarled
and mongrd thing, a curse, impure, and time and again the Jotnar have shown they have no love for him.
Never have they spoken to him or answered his pleas, never once have they deigned to offer the smalest
deliverance from his torment. He crouches benegth the trees, dutching his aching head, his pounding ears,
wishing there were any way to drive the ruinous noise of men from his skull and yet not break the
covenant with his mother. But he has come this far dready, pain-wracked and driven from the safety of
his cave beyond the fdl marches. He has come so near the mead hdl and the homes of men tha he can
ard| them, can dmod taste them, and so has he not aready broken his promise?

And here below boughs and boles grown as rough and knotted as himsdf, the change begins
agan. And perhaps thisisdl hell ever get from the giants, this hideous transformation that overtakes him
when rage and hurt and hate are at last more than he can bear. No vow between mother and son the
equd to afury so great it can dissolve hiswill and warp muscle and reshape bone, so complete thet it can
findly make of him something yet more monstrous. A grotesque parody of his giant-kin, perhaps, some
trallish joke between the gods who have warred dways with the Jotnar.

“l would keep my word,” he groans, wishing his mother were there to hear, wishing she were
there to help and lead him safely back to the cave and the edge of her pool. “1 would be true, Modor . |
would...” but then the pain has become so great he can no longer think clearly enough to fashion words.
And dill thar song jabs and cuts and mocks him from that mismatched scatter of stone and thatch
perched upon the high sea diffs.

Her sister was from Norway,

She cost me twenty groats!

She showed me there was more ways
Than one to sow my oats!

At the edge of the forest, Grendel gnashes his teeth and covers his ears as his skeleton creaks and
hisjoints pop. The pain and rage fester ingde him like pus beneeth infected skin, and like an infection, his
body bloats and swdls, growing quickly to more than twice its 9ze. Some magic he will never
understand, some secret of his curse, and soon his head is scraping againg the limbs thet only a few
minutes before hung so far above his head. If only it would not stop here, if only he might keep on
growing until he stood so tdl that he could snatch the disinterested moon from out the night sky and hurl it
down upon the roof of Heorot. There would be slence then, slence that might lagt forever, as much of
forever as he needs, and never again would the bright eye of the moon taunt him from its road between
the clouds.

Very soon, the change is done with him, having made of Grendd something worthy of the fears
and nightmares of the Danes, and he stands up straight, bruised and bleeding from the speed and violence
with which he has assumed these new dimensons. He glances back toward home, his gray-blue eyes
gone now dl to a smmering, molten gold, and he peers through the highest branches and across the tops
of trees. From this distance and through the mists, he cannot make out the entrance of his cave, but he
knows wel enough where it lies, where his mother Sts coiled in her watery bed with eds and kelp to
keep her company. And then Grendd turns back toward Heorot and the voices of the men and makes
hisway swiftly across the moors.
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“Doesn't someone know some other song?’ asks Hondshew, wishing now he'd bothered to think up a
few more verses. He's seated at a bench with the other Geats, and though the snging has findly stopped,
they're dl dill smacking their fists or empty cups againg the tabletop, making as much racket as they can.

“Huhrhow can huh-he suh-suh-deep through this?” asks Olaf, and nods toward Beowulf, who
hasn't moved from his spot on the floor.

“l don't think he' s redlly adeep,” whispers Hondshew.

Wigd stops banging his cup againg the table. “Why don't you go ask hm and see?’ he asks
Hondshew.

“You're not singing,” mutters Beowulf. “And | don’t recollect complaining that I’d had my fill of
your pretty voices”

“We ve been through the whole thing three times now,” says Hondshew. “Maybe this Grendd
beast, maybe he don’t mind Geat Snging as much as he minds Dane Snging, eh?’

Wigd grins and points a finger a a wiry, gray-haired thane named Afvadr, though no one ever
cdls him anything but Afi. “Don't you know a balad or three?” he asks, and Afi shrugs his bony
shoulders and keeps whacking hisfig againg the table.

“Not a one” answers Afi. “You mug be thinking of Gunnlaugr. Now, he had a pair of lungs on
him, old Laugi did. You could hear him dl the way from Bornholm clear across the sea to the Faro-strait
when the mood struck him. Why, once I—"

“A shame the dumb bastard went and drowned in Iceland last winter,” sghs Hondshew.

“Aye” says Afi. “A shame, that.”

“Beowulf, | do not think the frican beast isfdling for it,” Wigdf says. “Maybe—’

“—that’ s because you' ve stopped snging,” replies Beowulf, not bothering to open his eyes.

“l think I’ve strained my damned windpipe dready,” says Hondshew. “What if Wiglaf's right?
What if this Grendel demon’'s decided to st this one out, eh? Here we gt, howling like a pack of
she-wolvesin heat, meking complete asses of ourselves—"

“Shut up,” Beowulf says, and he opens his eyes. “It's coming.”

“Wot? | don't heear—" begins Hondshew, but then there' s a deafening thud, and the great door of
Heorot Hal shuddersin its frame. And for a long moment, the Geats st gill and quiet, and there€'s no
sound but the fire and the wind around the corners of the hal. All of them are watching the door now,
and Wiglef reaches for his sword.

“It's here,” whigpers Beowulf. “Draw your weapons.”

But the slence continues, the dtillness, the crackling from the fire pit.

“Wheat the hdll is he waiting for?” hisses Hondshew.

And then the mead-hdl door is hammered thrice more in quick successon—Thud! Thud! Thud!
Dud sfts down from the rafters, and chans réttle.

“Guh-guh-Grendd,” sammers Olaf. “He nuh-nuh-knocks.”

There's a andtering of nervous laughter a Olaf’'s grim joke. Beowulf is gtting upright now,
watching the door intently, his entire world shrunk down to that greet dab of wood and rope and iron.

“Ah, that is no mongter,” snorts Hondshew, getting to his fet and drawing his enormous
broadsword from its scabbard on his back. “Tha must be my plum, Yrsal She's ready for me to taste
her sweet fruit!”

Thereis more laughter from the thanes, bolder than before, and Hondshew bows, then turns and
sumbles across the hdl until heisleaning againg the barred door.

“Hondshew,” says Beowulf, risng to one knee. “That might not be the wisest course of action.”

“Ah, you'll see,” laughs Hondshew, and then he cdls out through the door, “Patience, my lovey!
Give a poor fdlow a chance to find his pecker!”

Now Wigld stands, his own sword drawn, and he looks anxioudy from Beowulf to the door.
“Hondshew. No—"

“You drunken idiot,” mutters Beowulf.

“Nah, you just don't know her the way | do,” chuckles Hondshew and then he raps three times
on the door with his knuckles. “She's a demon dl right. I'll grant you that. One of Loki’s own whelps,



I’d wager.” And Hondshew presses one ear againg the door. “Are you ligening, my plum? Are you
ready for another go?’

The thanes have dl stopped laughing, and the hdl of King Hrothgar has fdlen dlent and ill again.
Thereis afant scrambling noise from the other sde of the door, and then the wood creaks and pops and
the hinges strain, and the whole thing bulges dowly inward as some titanic force presses upon it from
without.

Beowulf is about to order Hondshew to move away from the doors, when the huge crossbar
snaps like atwig. A rain of splinters and deadly shards of the fractured iron brackets are blown out into
the hdl, and Hondshew is thrown high into the air and sails by over Beowulf’s head to land in a hegp on
the far Sde of the room. But there' s no time to see whether or not he's been killed. The doors of Heorot
have swung open wide and hang crooked now on buckled hinges, dl those chains dangling broken and
usdess from ther pulleys. Beowulf stares awestruck at the hideous thing anding in the doorway, framed
by the night, its scarred hide gligening a wet and greenish gold in the firdight.

“Wiglaf,” he says camly, though his heart isracing in his chest.

“l suppose,” says Wigld, “this means the old man wasn't exaggerating. Right about now, | bet
you're wishing you' d left your armor on.”

The mongter roars and takes another step into the mead hdl, advancing on the thanes. Steaming
droal leaks from its mouth and spatters the floor. It swipes a the ar with taoned hands and glares
directly a Beowulf.

“I think it fancies you,” Wiglef says.

“Save your wit,” Beowulf replies without taking his eyes off the beast. 1 fear we ll have need of it
when thisis over.”

And then Mé&r, the thane slanding on Wigla’ s left and the youngest in the party, lets out a piercing
howl, a crazy whoop that comes out more terror than battle cry, and he charges the creature. Wiglaf
grabs for his cape, but the boy is too fast for him. So is Grendd. Before M&’'s ax can land even a sngle
blow, the creature is upon him, plucking M& up in onefig like a child' s toy. The beast snarls, its thin lips
folding back to expose sckly black gums and ydlowed eyeteeth long as a man's forearm; Mé& barely
has time to scream before he' s bitten in two. There's a sudden spray of blood and gore, and the severed
body fdlstwitching a Grendd’ s feet.

Meanwhile, Beowulf has climbed atop one of the long banquet tables and is moving very dowly
and ddiberately toward the creature. Wiglaf is shouting commands, and other thanes have begun to close
in on the monger. But Grendd only sneers and laughs a them, a gurgling throaty laugh like the sea
rushing in between two stones, then drawing quickly back again. It lunges forward and grabs hold of
another of Beowulf’s men, a heavyset Geat named Humli, dutching him in both its clawed hands. Humli
makes to dash a its face with his sword, but Grendel dams him headfirg into one of the caling beams,
then tosses the lifdess body into the fire pit. A third thane charges, but is Smply swatted away with the
back of Grendd’s left hand and sent crashing into the mead vat. The vat Soills and pours out into the fire
pit, hissng vidlently and sending up a dense plume of steam and ash. The arr stinks of mead and smoke
and charred flesh.

And now Hondshew rushes screaming from the shadows of Heorot, bloody and battered, his
armor hanging askew and his eyes bright and frenzied. He rushes toward Grendd, his heavy broadsword
raised above his head. Hondshew vaults easly over one of the overturned tables, and the monster growls
and stoops to meet its attacker. Hondshew's blade finds its mark, plunging into the creature's skull, but
Grendd only snarls and grins furioudy back at the Gest, dill holding tight to the hilt of his sword and
dangling severd feet above the floor.

“Screw you, you ugly bastard,” Hondshew snarls back. “Here | was expecting to meet a proper
demon, and dl we get is a wee hedge trall.”

Then the mongter seizes him about the chest with one hand and with its other reaches up and
snaps the broadsword's blade deanly in hdf, leaving saven or eight inches of sted embedded in its
cranium. The broken sword clatters usdedy to the floor.

Hondshew gasps and spitsin Grendd’s face.



The beast laughs a him again, then sgueezes, and the green-branch sngp of Hondshew's
collgpaing rib cage is very loud in the hdl. Then Grendd’s jaws open and snap shut again, decapitating
the thane.

“That's four good men you' ve killed this night,” whispers Beowulf, dill moving silent and unnoticed
toward the mongter. “By Heimdall, you'll not have another.”

But Grendd istoo busy gnawing at Hondshew's mangled, headless corpse to notice that the Gesat
gtands now but an arm’s length away. Beowulf glances at Wiglaf and points to the mongter’s groin, then
makes a stabbing motion. Wiglaf nods, and Beowulf turns back toward Grendd.

“Enough!” Beowulf shouts, and Grendd looks up at him, its chin smeared dark and gicky with
Hondshew's blood. It blinks and narrows its golden eyes, surprised to find that one of the men has
managed to get so close.

“Thet one's dead,” Beowulf says. “Put him down and have a go a me now.”

Grendd casts asde wha remains of Hondshew and, bdlowing angrily, dams one gory fist down
upon the table where Beowulf is standing. The Gest isfast and sidesteps the attack, but the impact sends
him catgpulting up into the rafters. Cheated and confused, Grendel roars and hurls the ruined table
toward the smoldering, haf-extinguished fire pit.

“My turn now,” says Wiglaf, who has crept in close behind Grendel, and he dides quickly
between the mongter’s legs and dashes a its groin with his sword. But the blade shatters harmlesdy
agand the brute' s leathery hide.

“Beowulf, the bastard has no bollockd” exdams Wiglaf, garing up at the jagged scar where a
scrotum ought to be. “He s afucking gdding!”

Now Grendd growls and pivots about, swetting a Wiglaf. But the thane manages to get his shidd
up intime to block the blow and is only sent tumbling backward across the floor toward the open doors
of Heorot Hal and the cold, black night waiting beyond. The beast grunts and rubs at its crotch, then
charges toward Wiglaf.

“So, is that why you're such an arsehole,” Beowulf shouts down a Grendel from somewhere
among the rafters. When the mongter pauses to peer up into the gloom, Beowulf drops onto its back and
immediady dips an am around Grende’s throat and benesath its chin. Locked in the stranglehold, the
beast shakes its head and gurgles bresthlesdy, then lurches forward, amos sending Beowulf toppling
forward and over its scabrous head. But Beowulf holds on tight, pulling himsdf up until his face is near to
one of Grendel’ s enormous deformed ears.

“Ohno!” shouts Beowulf. “No, it'stime | finished what Hondshew started, you filthy fucking cur
o

And now Grendd screams and claws at its head, screaming not in anger but in pain, and Beowulf
redizes that a lagt he's found the creature’ s weakness. Something he should have guessed before, the
reason the merrymiking of the Danes never falled to bring its wrath down upon them.

“Oh, was that too loud!” he shouts directly into Grendd’ s right ear. “Should | perchance whisper
from here on out?’

Grende wails and shakes its head again in a desperate, futile attempt to didodge the Geat. The
mongter spins blindly about and smashes headlong into a support column. But Beowulf hangs on, and
with his free hand, he punches vicioudy a the creature's aching ear. Beowulf feds his chokehold
loosening, and so he squeezes tighter.

“It's shrinking!” shouts Wigla from the doorway. “Beowulf, the bastard’ s getting smaller!”

“Ful of surprises, aren’t you,” Beowulf growls loudly into Grendel’s ear, then punches it again.
And now Beowulf can fed the gigantic body contracting and convulang benesth him, that throat growing
the dightest bit smdler around so tha he has to tighten his grip a second time. “Neat trick!” shouts
Beowulf. “Do you do somersaults, as well, and juggle cabbages? Can you roll over and st up and
fucking beg?’

“Whatever it isyou're doing,” yels Wiglef, “keep doing it!”

“Ligento me, Grendel,” Beowulf cdls out into the monster’s ear. “Your feud with Hrothgar ends
here, this night!”



In afind, frantic attempt to didodge Beowulf, Grendd hurls itsdf backward toward the smoky,
hot maw of the fire pit. But Beowulf guesses the creature’' s intent and jumps clear, catching hold of one of
the lengths of iron chain gill hanging from the celling. Grendd goes down hard on the bed of soggy ash
and red-hot embers, and it shrieks and ralls about as putrid clouds of yelow-green smoke rise in thick
billows from off its searing skin.

“Guard the door!” Beowulf shouts to Wiglaf and the remaining thanes. “Don't let it past you!”

“And just how the hdl do you propose we do that?’ Wiglaf shouts back. “We couldn’t keep it
out. How do you think we' re gonna keep it in?’

“I'm sure you'll think of something,” Beowulf says, spesking hdf to himsdf now, and he hangs
from the chain, watching as Grendd flals and rolls about in the spilled mead and Szzing cods and the
dinking, moss-colored smoke. It's plain to see the creature's the worse for their encounter, but he
knows it might yet escape Heorot dive and dink back through the migsto its den, only to hed and return
some other night, and thisfight will have served no end but to redouble its hatred and murderous resolve.

Beowulf dimbs the chain, pulling himsdf up hand over hand, then clambers out onto a broad rafter
beam and kneds there. Bdlow him, Grendd howls and paws medly at the collgpsing edges of the fire pit,
managing a last to haul its scorched and blistered bulk free of the wide bed of gowing embers. And to
Beowulf’s amazement, he sees that its shrinking body has been so reduced that Grende now stands not
much taler than a very large bear. The beast shakes itsdlf, sending up a sooty cloud of ash and sparks,
and then it stops and rubs roughly at its eyes, glanang from the thanes to Wiglad standing aone and
unarmed before the open doors.

“I do gpologize for the inconvenience, Sr Grendd,” Wiglaf says nervoudy, spesking to the
mongter as he quickly scans the hl for Beowulf. There' s no sgn of him anywhere. “I'm afraid you'll just
have to endure our hospitdity a bit longer.”

Grende coughs, then snorts and bares his sharp ydlow teeth at Wiglef.

“My sentiments exactly,” sghs Wiglaf.

And now Beowulf spies another length of chain, only a few feet to hisright and swaying to and fro
like a pendulum. One end is looped fast about the caling beam, and the other is Hill wrapped about a
large section of the shattered crosshar from the doors.

The other thanes have joined Wiglaf a the entrance to Heorot Hal, but Grendd is advancing on
them. Even a hardly more than hdf its former height, the snarling beast remains a formidable adversary.

“You will have to take that up with my master Beowulf,” Wiglef tells the mongter, and accepts a
spear from a thane named Oddvarr, replacing hislost sword. “You see, he makes the rules”

“That’sright,” Beowulf whispers, crawling farther out dong the beam. “Just don’t you dare let that
fucker escape.” When he reaches the swinging chain, Beowulf lowers his body over the side, grips the
metd links, and dides down uniil he's ganding on the suspended chunk of crossbar. Then he steadies
himsdf and leans forward, setting dl his weight againgt the swaying chain, increasing its arc and aming it
directly a Grendd’s head.

“Over herel” Beowulf shouts, and so the mongter turns away from the open doors and the thanes
blocking his way, moving more quickly than Beowulf would have expected. It has just enough time to
raise one clawed hand and ward off the missle hurtling toward it. When the piece of crossbar makes
contact with Grendd’ s clenched fig, it explodes, reduced a once to mere divers, and Beowulf dives for
the floor and ralls avay to safety.

No longer wrapped about the broken section of crossbar, the loop of chain dips unnoticed like a
bracdet diding over the creature’ s knotty wrist. Grendd turns back toward the doorway and its peath to
safety, roaring as it rushes suddenly toward Wiglaf and the others. But then the chain pulls taut, anching
itsdf tightly about the beast’ s wrigt and jerking it backward.

“Glad you could drop in,” Wiglaf says, nodding toward Beowulf. “Will we be keeping it as a pet,
then?’

And now Grendd, burned and frightened, weary of this bettle that it's dearly losng, lets out an
earsplitting shriek and tugs fiercdy a the chain, lashing it Sde to sde like an iron whip. A second later,
the caling beam plits and the chain pulls free. Grendd turns once more toward the open door, traling



the chain behind it. As the chain rattles past, Beowulf grabs hold of it, and so he too is dragged dong by
the retreating demon.

“Hank it!” shouts Wigla to the other thanes, and they move away to hisleft and right, leaving only
him standing between Grendd and the sanctuary of darkness.

The chain bounces and catches about an iron post set into the floor of the mead hdl, and for a
second time, Grendd jolts to a stop, now only scant inches from the threshold of Heorot. Seeing their
luck, Wiglaf presses his advantage and stabs at its face with his spear, aming for those gligening golden
eyes. But Grendd effortlesdy bats the weapon away with his free right hand, knocking it from Wiglaf's
hands.

“You are definitdy garting to piss me off,” grumbles Wiglaf. And now the four thanes on ether
gde of the mongter attack, but dl their wegpons prove equdly usdess againg Grendd’s impenetrable
hide.

“Hold him therel” cdlls out Beowulf, pulling againg the chain with dl his strength.

“I might have been afishmonger, you know that?” Wiglaf cdls back, right before he fals to duck
one of the mongter’s punches and is sent sprawling out into the night. There's a loud and sckening pop,
then, as Grendd’ s left shoulder is didocated, and it turns back toward Beowulf.

Beowulf swings the free end of the chain up and over another support timber, lashing it fast. The
monger roars in agony and clutches at its shoulder. It sruggles SO savagdly agang its fetters that the
beamisjarred loose, and the roof of the hdl groans as thatch and mud fill rain down upon the thanes.

“Beowulf, it's going to pull the whole place down upon our heads!” cries a thane named Bergr.

“That may wel be,” replies Beowulf, “but it Il not escape this hdl! It will not survive another night
to plague the Danes.” And now Beowulf sprints past his warriors to the doors of Heorot, where Grendd
dill grains to cross the threshold. Only the creature's captured left am is 4ill trapped beneath King
Hrothgar’'s roof, and it moans and pulls againg the chain encirding its wrist. The Geat gets behind the
enormous door and heaves it shut, damming it with dl his might onto Grenddl’s didocated shoulder. The
monger’s arm is pinned between the door and the iron doorframe, and its howls of pain echo out across
the village and the farmlands beyond.

“Your days of bloodletting are finished, demon,” snarls Beowulf, and he leans hard againg the
door.

“No,” moans Grendd. “Lét...let Grendd...free!”

“It can speak!” gasps an astonished Oddvarr.

“Muh-maybe that wuh-was only Wu-wu-Wiglef,” says Olaf.

“No! It's only some new sorcery,” Beowulf sngps back at them. “A demon’s trickery that we
might yet take pity on the foul beast.”

“I'mnot...I"'m not amonger...” comes the coarse, gravely voice from the other sde of the door.
“Not the mongter here! No man can kill me. No mere man. Who...what thing are you?’

“What am |7 laughs Beowulf and shoves the door hard with his shoulder, didting fresh screams
of anguish from Grendd. Then Beowulf puts hislips to the door, dmost whispering when next he speaks.

“You would know who | am?’ he asks. “Wadll, then. | am ripper and tearer and dasher and | am
gouger . | am the teeth of the darkness and the talons of the night. | am dl those things you believed
yourself to be. My father, Ecgtheow, he named me Beowulf—wolf of the bees—if you like riddles,

“No,” Grendd pants and whimpers. “You...you are not the wolf...not the wolf of the bees. You
are not...not the bear. No bear may stand againg me”

“I've heard enough of this devil’s nonsense,” Beowulf says, soeaking loudly enough that his men
will hear, then hurls his whole body againgt the door. To his surprise, the iron frame cuts deeply into
Grendd’sflesh. “So,” he says. “You do bleed &fter dl.”

Grendd shrieks again, and the tendons joining its shoulder to its am begin to snap, the bones to
crack.

“Runfinishit,” says Ol&f.

“Think you now, Grendd, on the thanes whaose lives you've solen,” says Beowulf, and he dams



the door once more and Grendd yelps. Rivulets of greenish black blood ooze down Grendd’s snared
am and drip from its fingertips onto the floor.

“Think of them now...asyou die,” and then with dl the force he can muster, with the strength that
gods may grant mortad men, Beowulf pushes againg the door, damming it shut and severing the
monger's am. It fdls to the floor a his feet, dill twitching. The dark blood gushes from the ragged
sump, and when Beowulf kicks &t it, the hand closes weekly about his ankle. He curses and shakes it
loose. The arm flops about on the mead-hdl floor, reminding the thanes of nothing so much as some
hideous fish drawn up from the sea and battering the deck with its deeth throes. And suddenly it goes Hiff
and shudders and is findly ill. Beowulf leans againgt the door, out of breath, sweat and drops of the
creature s thick blood ralling down his face and his bruised and naked body. Later, in the years to come,
there will be thosein his company who will say that never before or since have they seen such a look of
horror on Beowulf’s face. Cautioudy, the thanes approach the arm, weapons drawn and &t the ready.

And now there's adull knock from the other sde of the door.

Beowulf takes a deep breath and holds one finger up to his lips, slencing the thanes. Slowly, he
turns to face the door. “Have you not had enough?’ he asks and is answered by the voice of Wigldf.

“Enough for this lifetime and the next, thank you very much” replies Wiglaf, and Beowulf leans
forward, reging his forehead againg the door a moment. He laughs softly to himsdf, an embarrassed,
rlieved sort of laugh, and pulls the door open again. Thereé's a viscous smear of gore stresking the
doorframe, and Wiglef is ganding there, shivering and staring back at him.

“It made for the moors,” Wigld says, sepping past Beowulf, “but | don’t imagine it will get very
far. That was a mortal wound, even for such ademon.” He stands saring down at the severed am as an
exhausted victory cheer rises from the surviving thanes.

“He spoke, Wiglaf,” Beowulf says and steps out into the freezing winter night, wiping Grendd’s
blood from his face.

“Aye, | heard,” Wiglef replies. “There are taes of trolls and dragonkind that can speak. But |
never thought 1'd hear it for mysdf. You think old Hrothgar will keep his promise now you've dan his
beast?” And when some moments have passed and Beowulf does not reply, Wiglef turns and peers out
the open doorway, but there is only the night and a few snow flurries blown about by the wind.



10

The Death of Grendd

The kindly night takes Grendd back, one of its own come wandering, broken and logt, and for a time
there is only the pain and confusion. No direction or intent, no degtination, but only the need to put
distance between himsdf and the one who cdled itsdf a bear, though it was not a bear. The man who is
not merdly a man and clamed to be the wolf of the bees and so a bear . The one who answered him dl in
riddles.

For atime, Grendd thinks he might lie down in the migts and die done on the moors. It would be
a soft enough bed for death, and the migts seem to have become some integrd part of him, a shroud
urwinding from his dhriveling soul even as it winds so tightly about him. It would release him, and yet aso
would it hold him together, these colorless wisps curling soundlessy up from the tal grass and bracken. It
would conced him, should the Bee Wolf come tralling hungrily after, dill unsatisfied and following
Grendd’ s meandering footprints and the blood he dribbles on leaves and stones. He would only be a
phantom, there on the moorlands, nothing that could ever be wounded again, for even the sharpest
swords pass draight through fog and empty air, doing no damage whatsoever, and no hateful human
voice can injure that which cannot hear.

But then Grendd finds himsdf once more benegath the ancient trees, though he knows a once he is
not welcomed by the forest. It wishes no part in hisdemise or decay and tels him so, muttering from the
boughs of towering larches and oaks, beech and ash. If you fall here, say the trees, our roots will not
have you. We will not hide your bones. We will not taste you, nor will we offer any peace. And they
speak of some long-ago war with the giants, with the dragons, too, and to them Grende’ s blood stinks of
both. They remind him of the wood that he has so thoughtlesdy splintered on other nights as he raged and
made hisway down to the dwdlings of men. He will not now be forgiven those former violations.

“It is no maiter,” Grendd whispers, and he apologizes, and maybe the trees are ligening and
understand him, and maybe they aren’t and don’t. “1 was on the moors and cannot even say how | came
to be here. But | will not lie down among you, not if you won't have me” And so he sumbles on, grown
0 weak, 0 tired, that each step seems to take a lifetime or two, and there are whole hours lad in
between hisdow heartbests.

A deer tral leads him away from the mumblesome, resentful trees and out into the wide gray
swath of peat bog and dill, deep ponds, the fdl marches before the sea, this dank land that would never
turn away agiant or adragon or atroll. Or only dying Grendd. He dts down by a frozen tarn and stares
a the patterns his blood makes on the ice. 1t's snowing harder now, fat wet flakes spirding laaly from the
moonless sky, and Grendel opens his dry mouth and catches a few of them on his tongue. There are
migs here, too, but they are thin and steamy and would never hide his ghost. Still, he thinks how esslly he
might break through the rime and sink, faling dowly through weedy gardens tended by vipers and nicors
and fa date-colored fish. And he would lie there in the comforting dime, forgetting life and forgetting dl
hurt and, in time, forgetting even himsdif.

“The Walf of the Bees, he would never find me down there,” Grendd laughs, then coughs, and his
breath fogsin the night. “Let him try, Mother. Let im drown here in the reeds and come to deep beside
my bones. | will gnaw himin dead dreams.”

“You cannot lie down here,” his mother replies, though he cannot see her anywhere. “Come back
tome” she says. “I would have you here with me.”

But Grendd gts a while longer there beside the frozen pool, tracing odd, uncertain shapes in the
fresh snow and his cooling blood. The shapes would tdl a Sory, if his thoughts were dill clear enough for
that, a happy story inwhich he killed the Beowulf, in which he took the horned hdl for his own den and
was never again plagued by the noise of men and their harps and flutes and drums. With an index finger,
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hetries to draw sharp teeth and a broken shidd, but the fdling snow erases everything dmost as quickly
ashecantraceitontheice.

It would cover me, too, hethinks, if | only Sit here a little longer.

“Come home,” his mother Sghs, her voice woven somehow invishly into the wind. “Come home,
my Grendd.”

And so Grendd remembers the cave, then, his mother’s pool and her white eds, and dimly he
redizes that he's been trying to find his way back there dl dong. But firg the pain distracted him, and
then the mids, and the spiteful trees, and the dark spatter of his blood across the ice. He gets dowly to
hisfeet, and the unsteady world cracks and shifts beneath him. Grendd stands there dutching the damp
sump where his golen am used to be, siffing the familiar arr, and he squints into the showy night,
druggling to recdl the secret path. Where to tread, where not to tread, the shdlow places where there
are seppingstones and the places where there are only holes filled with stagnant, tannin-dained water.

They will not have him, these haunted fens. He will not die here, benegth the Sky where carrion
crows and nibbling fish jaws and the Beowulf might find him. Become more than hdf a ghost aready,
Grendd takes a deep, dhilling breath, gritting his teeth againgt the pain, and sets out across the bog.

“Come back,” the migs cdll, but he ignores them.

“We have reconsidered and will have you, after dl,” mutters the old forest, but he ignores it, as
wall.

“We are the same, you and |,” cdls the moorlands from very far away. But Grendd knows he
could never find hisway back there, even if the jedous trees would deign to let im pass.

And before long he has reached the other sde, only losng his way once or twice among the
rushes and ratting spruce logs. Soon, thereis solid ground beneath him again, and Grendd sumbles over
the dry and stony earth and into the mouth of his cave. It does not seem so teribly cold here in the
shadows, out of wind, sheltered from the faling snow. He staggers to the edge of his mother’s pool and
collgpses there, his blood seeping into the water and gaining it the way the peat moss sains the marshes.
His mather is waiting, and she buoys him up in her strong arms and keeps the hungry eds and crabs at
bay.

“Do not cry,” she says, and kisses his fevered brow with coal lips.

“He hurt me, Modor,” sobs Grenddl, who had not known he was sobbing until she said so.
“Mama, how can that be?’

“l warned you,” she says. “Oh, Grendel, my son. My poor son. | warned you. You mug not go
to them...”

Grende opens his eyes, which hed not redized were shut, and gazes up a the dripstone
formations hanging like jagged teeth from the caling of the cave.

“Hekilled me, Modor,” Grendel sobs.

“Who killed you, Grendd my son. Who? Who was it did thisawful thing to you?’

Those are the fangs of the world serpent, thinks Grendd, blinking away his tears and garing in
wide-eyed wonder a the parkling stalactites overhead. | am lying now in the maw of the Midgard
serpent, Jormungand Loki-Son, and soon he will swallow me, and | will be finished, forever.

“Who took your arm, Grendd?’ asks his mother.

“The Walf of the Bees,” replies Grenddl, and he shuts his eyes again. “He tore my am away...it
hurts so...”

“The Wdlf of the Bees?”’

“Itisariddle, Mother. Who isthe Walf of the Bees?”’

“My son, there ign't time for riddles” she tdls him, stroking his face with her graceful, long,
webbed fingers, her golden nalls.

“l am so cold,” Grendel says very quietly.

“I know,” she says.

“He was only aman...but so strong...so very, very strong. He hurt me, Mama.”

“And he shdl pay, my daling. Who was this man?’

“Hetold mehisnamein ariddle. He said, ‘| am ripper and tearer and dasher and gouger. I'm the



teeth of the darkness and talons of the night. | am Beowulf,” he said.”

“Beowulf,” she says, repeating the kenning. “Walf of the bees.”

“He was so strong,” Grendd says again, and he wondersif it will be this cold in the serpent’s bdly
a the bottom of the ocean. “I’'m so cold,” he says again.

“I know,” his mother replies. “You are tired, my sweet son. You are so awfully tired. Sleep now,”
and she covers his eyes as the lagt shimmer of life escapes them. “I am here. | will not leave you.”

And now his eyes are as empty as the eyes of any dead thing, and grieving, she bears him down
aong the roots of mountains and into the depths of her pool. The eds taste his blood, but wisdy keep
their distance. She drags his body aong the spirding course of that flooded granite throat, that sea tunnd
scabbed with barnacles and fleshy anemones, blue starfish and mussds and clusters of blind, wriggling
worms. Following some tidd pull ever, ever down into lightless hdls where her son was born, chambers
that have never known the sun’s chariot nor the moon’s white eye. And she carries the name of his killer
on her pae lips, Beowulf, etched there like a scar.



11

TheTrophy and the Prize

From the safety of ther bedchamber, the king and queen have listened to the baitle between the Geats
and the mongter Grendd. Wedthow standing aone at a window and Hrothgar lying donein his bed, they
have heard such sounds as may pass through wood and stone and thatch. Cries of anger and of pain, the
shattering of enormous timbers and the sundering of iron, sudden silences, the shouts of men and the
howls of a demon. They have not spoken nor thought of deep, but have only listened, waiting for that
find quiet or some decisive noise, and now they hear the glad voices of weary men—the victory cheer
rigng from Heorot. King Hrothgar sits up, only haf-believing, wondering if perhaps he' s fdlen adeep and
S0 isonly dreaming these muffled cries from joyous, undefeated warriors.

“Isthat a cheer?’ he asks hiswife “Could that be a cry of victory?’

She doesn't make reply, but only stands there at the window, looking out on cold and darkness,
awxioudy dutching a scarf, nervoudy wringing the doth in her hands. It was a gft from the king, a
precious scrap of slk from some land far away to the south, some fabled, sun-drenched place where it is
adways summer and dark-skinned men ride strange animdls.

And now the door bursts open, banging loudly againg the wadl, and the king's herdd, Wulfgar,
rushes into the room. Ddlight and relief glow in his eyes like afever.

“My lord!” he gasps, winded and panting. “My lord Hrothgar! My lady! It is over! Beowulf has
killed the demon! Grendd is dead!”

“Praise Odin.” Hrothgar sghs and clutches a his chedt, a his racing heart. “Cdl the scops,
Waulfgar. Spread the word! Tomorrow will be a glorious day of rgoicing, the likes of which this house
hes never seen!”

“I' will, my lord,” answers Wulfgar, and he disappears again, leaving the door sanding open.

Hrothgar stares a the empty doorway a moment, dill waiting to awaken to the news of Beowulf's
death, to the dght of Grendd crouching there above him. He dimibs out of bed and dowly crosses the
room to stand with Wedthow. She's stopped twisting the scarf, and there are tearsin her eyes, but she's
dill gazing out the window at the night. He places a hand gently on her shoulder, and she flinches.

“Our nightmare is over,” he says, and his hand moves from her shoulder and down toward her
breast. “Come to bed, my sweet. Be with mein this hour of triumph.”

“Do not touch me” she says and roughly pushes his hand aside. “Nothing is changed. Nothing.”

Hrothgar chews impatiently at his lower lip and glances back to ther bed. “My kingdom must
have an har. | need a son, Wedthow.” He turns back to her, and Wedthow takes a smdl step nearer
the window. “The terror that haunted usis passed, and it istime to do your duty.”

“My duty?’ she scoffs, tuning on him and letting the scarf dip through her fingers and fdl to the
floor between them. “Do not speak to me of duty, my lord. | will not hear it.”

“You are my wife,” Hrothgar begins, but she silences him with the wet dlint of her eyes, with a
cold gmile and an expression of such utter contempt thet he looks away again, down at the brightly
colored swetch of slk where it has settled on the stone floor.

“You are a wicked old man,” she hisses. “And now that fortune and the deeds of greater men
have ddlivered you from this ordedl, this calamity, you would bed me and have me bear your child?’

Hrothgar walks back to their bed and sts down again, daring a the pams of his hands.
“Wedthow, may | not even enjoy this moment, these good tidings after so much sorrow and darkness?’

She turns to the window, setting her back to him.

“You may take whatever joy you can find, my lord, so long as you find it without me”

“l should never have told you,” he mutters, denching his fat and wrinkled hands into feeble fids.
“It should have ever stayed my secret done to bear.”
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“My Lord Hrothgar is so anfully wise a man,” laughs Wedthow, a sour and derisve laugh. And
then there is another, different sort of sound from the direction of Heorot Hal—the heavy pounding of a
hammer.

“Wha are you doing?’ asks Wigldf.

“I would think that’s plain enough for anyone to see, dear Wiglaf,” replies Beowulf, and he goes
back to hisgridy work. He' s sanding atop one of the long meed tables, using a blacksmith’s hammer to
nal the mongter’s severed arm up high on one of Heorot's ornately carved columns. An iron spike has
been driven through the bones of its wridt, and every time the hammer dtrikes the spike, it throws orange
sparks.

“Fne Then let me ask you this” continues Wiglaf. “To what end are you doing it?’

Beowulf pauses and wipes sweat from his face. “They will want proof,” he replies. “And | am
giving them proof.”

“Would it not have been proof enough it you' d Ieft it lying on the floor where it fdl?’

Beowulf laughs and pounds the nal in deeper. “Are you turning squeamish on me, Wigla? You
are garting to sound like an old woman.”

“l am only wondering, my lord, if King Hrothgar and Queen Wesdlthow will be pleased to find
you have adorned the walls of thar hdl with the dismembered daw of that foul creature.”

Beowulf stops hammering and steps back, admiring his handiwork hanging there upon the wooden
beam. “I do not find it so unpleasant to look upon. How isit any different from the head of a boar, or the
pdt of a bear, or, for that matter, the ivory tusks of a warus?’

“My lord,” says Wigldf, exhausted and exasperated. “It is hideous to look upon, so like the am
of aman—"

Beowulf turns and glares down a him from the tabletop. “Wiglaf, you stood againg the fiend
yoursdf. It was no man.”

“I did not say it was aman, only that in form it is not unlike the am of a men.”

Beowulf laughs, then wipes his face again and looks at the hammer in his hand, then back to the
am hanging limply from the beam. “1 will have them see what | have done this night. | will have it known
to them dl, so there can be no mistake. Tonight, heroes fought beneath the eaves of this place...this
Heorot...and a greet evil was lad low. Four men died—"

“Yes, Beowulf. Four men died,” says Wigldf, hearing the knifeé's edge of indignation in his voice
and wishing it were not there. “And dill they lie where they fdl, because you are too busy with
your...your trophy.”

Beowulf laughs again, and this time there's something odd and hbrittle in that laugh, something
Wigla has heard before in the laughter of madmen and warriors who have seen too much horror without
the release of death.

“As| sad, Wiglaf. You sound like a worrisome old woman. | do not hear Hondshew or Mé&
complaning,” and he uses the hammer to motion toward the corpses on the floor. “We will send them on
their way soon enough. Odin Langbard shdl not close the doors of his hdl to them just yet, nor | have
forfeited ther seats a Allfather’ s table” And then Beowulf laughs that strange laugh again and goes back
to hammering the spike deeper into the column.

Thelaugh pricks at the hairs on the back on Wiglaf’s neck and arms, and he wonders if perhaps
ome darkness was released with Grendd’s blood, some spirit or nixie that may now have found
purchase in Beowulf’s mind. Thick blood dill leaks like pitch from the mongter’s arm, and who can say
what poison might lie therein? What taint? The blood flows downward, tracing its way aong the grooves
and lines carved into the wood. Wiglaf recognizes the scene depicted in the carving—Odin hanging from
the boughs of the World Ash, Yggdrasil, pierced through by his own lance. Nine nights and nine days of
pain, to win the wisdom of nine songs that would grant im power throughout the nine redlms, and the gift
of the eghteen runes and a swallow of the precious mead of the giants. The blood of Grende winds its
way dowly about the limbs of the tree and the shoulders of a god.

“So beit. You have dways known best,” he tdls Beowulf, and Beowulf nods and strikes the nall



agan, causng the entire arm to shudder and spit another gout of thet lifdessichor.

“You are tired, Wiglaf,” says Beowulf. “And maybe you are disappointed that you have not this
night found your own hero’s death.

“Asyou say,” Wiglaf replies and turns away from hislord's anful trophy to look instead upon the
mutilated corpses of his four falen countrymen. Olaf and the others have lad each man out on his shidd
and covered him over with his cape. And, in truth, he feds no disgppointment &t dl that he is dill among
theliving, and if he is ever to find his path to Vahdla, it will have to be upon some other bettlefiedd. He
glances back at Beowulf, busy with his hammering and 4ill laughing to himsdf, and sees that Grendd’s
blood has reached dl the way to the gnarled and twisted roots of Y ggdrasl.

In the last hour before sunrise the snow changed to rain, a steady, drenching ran to turn the
thoroughfares and commons of Hrothgar’s stockade from thick and frozen muck to gray lakes and gray
rivers divided one from another by stretches of even grayer mud. The water pours from off rooftops and
gurgles through raingpouts, as though the sky has found some reason of its own to mourn this day. But
Wiga and Beowulf and the other Geats built the funerd pyre before the rain began, stacking cords of
cured pine soaked in pitch and drenched in whae ail, and the fire burns high and bright and hot despite
the downpour. A white column of smoke rises up to meet the fdling rain, and the wood crackles loudly,
and the puddles hiss and steam where they meet the edges of the pyre. Beowulf and his ten remaning
thanes, the survivors of ther battle with Grenddl, stand in the shadow of the blaze, the rain dripping from
their woolen capes. A handful of curious villagers loiter farther out, watching as the flames consume the
corpses of Hondshew and the others.

“They were great warriors,” says Beowulf, and Wiglaf nods.

“And they suffered amogt foul death,” Wiglef replies. His eyes have begun to tear, and he squints
and pretends it's only from the smoke or only rain that's gotten into his eyes.

Beowulf doesn’t look away from the pyre. “They have found the deaths that dl brave men seek,
and now they are einherjar. Together they have passed as heroes through Vagrind, welcomed by Bragi
and the Vakyries. Today, they will ride the wide green plains of Asgard, readying themselves for that
time when they will join the gods and do battle againg the giants in Ragnartk. And this night, while we
are yet cold and weary and wet, they will feest a Odin’'s table in Vdhdla, and on the morrow wake
gladly to the cdll of the rooster Gullinkambi, then once more will they ride the fidds of 1davall. They will
not die old men, sick and bedridden.”

“Isthat what you believe?’ asks Wiglaf, glanang at his lord.

“Itiswhat |1 know, Wiglaf,” replies Beowulf. “1 have heard no better story. Have you?’

Wigla watches the fire. The funera scaffold collgpsesin a flurry of red-hot embers, and whatever
remains of the dead men tumbles into the heart of the pyre. “I have not,” he says.

“Then mourn the living,” sghs Beowulf. “Mourn old men who cannot fight their own battles, not
the glorious dead who have fdlen victorious againgt so terrible a foe” And Beowulf glances toward the
open door of the horned hdll, dill stained with Grendel’ s dark blood.

“I've got their knives,” says Wiglaf, and he takes four daggers from his cloak. “Well carry them
home...for therr widows.”

Beowulf clenches his teeth together, looking for words that aren’'t there, remembering again the
sound of the creature’ s voice, thet it asked him to spareit.

“They will not be forgotten,” he tels Wiglaf, and takes him by the shoulder. “The scops will Sng
their glory forever. Come, before we catch our death. Let us drink to their memory. | want you to raise
thefirg cup.”

Wigla tucks the daggers back into his cape and shakes his head. “Nay, I’'m not in the mood for
merrymaking. I'll ride down to the mooring, to prepare the boat,” and then Wiglaf looks out from
benegth his rain-soaked hood a Beowulf. “We 4ill leave tomorrow, on the tide? Do we not?’

Above them, thunder rumbles off toward the beach.

Beowulf nods. “Aye” he says. “We do.”



A rainy morning gives way to a drear and windy afternoon and a sky gone dmost the same the color as
the muddy earth. But in Heorot Hdl, reclamed from Grendel and once agan amenable to celebration
and rgoicing, a great number of King Hrothgar's people have gathered together to see the proof of
Beowulf’s heroic deed. Already, news of the monster’s defeat has spread for many leagues up and down
the coast of the kingdom and far inland, as well. Already, the scops are composing balads, based on
such hasty and incomplete accounts of the night’s adventures as they have been told by the king's herdd
and have scrounged on their own. An evil shadow has at last been lifted from off the realm of the Danes,
they g, that cregping shade that for long months bedeviled the winter nightsis finished.

But it is one thing to merdly hear good tidings, and it is quite another thing to see with one's own
eyes some undeniable evidence. And so King Hrothgar—son of Hedfdene, grandson of Beow, great
grandson of Shidd Shesafson himsdf—stands before the arm of the beast, which the Geet has taken care
to nall up that dl men mighnt look upon it and be assured of their deliverance and, also, of his glory. For
what is aman but the sum of his glorious deeds and brave accomplishments? How aso might he find his
way to Asgard or even to the scant rewards of this world?

The king stands at the edge of a wide pool of cooled and doatting blood that has over the hours
oozed and dripped down to the floor of the hall, accumulaing there benegth the graven image of Odin
henging upon the World Ash for the good of dl men. Hrothgar has been standing there some time,
drinking in the 9ght of the severed arm, a wound even the demon Grendd could not have long survived,
and now he turns to face his subjects and his thanes, his advisors and his queen, the Geat warriors and
Beowulf, who is ganding close beside the king. Hrothgar stands as draight as his age and hedth will
dlow, and though even now his heart is not untroubled, his amile and the rdief in his eyes are true and
honest.

“Long did | suffer the harrowing of Grendd,” he says. “Only a few days ago, | dill beieved that |
would not ever again be granted release from torment or again find consolation. And, of course,”—and
here Hrothgar pauses and motions to dl those assembled before him—"of course, this burden was never
mine done. Few were the houses of my kingdom not stained with the blood spilled by Grendd. This has
been a curse that has touched usdl.”

And there's a low murmur of agreement from the men and women. Hrothgar nods and waits a
moment or two before continuing.

“But thisis a new day. And before you, with your own eyes, you see the proof tha there has
come a lagt an end to our sorrow and our troubles with the demon Grenddl. Today, the mongter’s reign
has ended, thanks be to a man who has come among us from far across the sea, one man who has done
what even the greatest among us could not manage. If the mother of this hero Hill draws breath, may she
be evermore blessed for the fruit of her birth labor. Beowulf—" And now Hrothgar turns to Beowulf and
puts an arm about him, pulling him close and speaking directly to him.

“l want everyone here, and everyone who might in time hear of this assembly, to know that in my
heart | will love you like a son. With Grendd dead, you are ason to me”

Until now, Beowulf has kept his eyes trained on the floor of Heorot, ligening to the words of the
King of the Danes. They have worked some magic upon him, he thinks, for the grief that has dogged him
gnce the funerd pyre has vanished. He looks up into the faces watching him, and he feds pride, for has
he not earned this praise and whatever reward may yet await him?

| might never have come here, he thinks. | might have left the lot of you to fend for
yourselves against the fiend. It was not my trouble, but | made it mine. And he remembers the things
he said to Wiglaf during the funerd, and asks himsdf what other prize a man might ever seek, but the
gory of his accomplishments. But for the capricious skein of life, the weave of the Fates, he, too, would
rightly ride the fields of Idavall this day.

At the least, | have made good upon my boast, he thinks, saring directly at Unferth, and the
king's advisor immediately |ooks away.

“l have adopted you, my son, here, in my heart,” says Hrothgar, and thumps himsdf upon the
chest. “You shdl not now want for anything. If there is something you desire, you have but to ask, and |
gl make it so. Many timesin my life | have honored warriors who were surdly far less deserving, for



achievements that must surdy seem inggnificant when placed next to what you consummeated here last
night. By those actions, you have made yoursdf immortd, and | say, may Odin dways keep you near a
hand and give what bounty is due a hero of men!”

And now thereis a hearty cheer from the crowd, and when it has at last subsided, Beowulf takes
astep forward and speaks.

“l do not have the words due such an honor,” he says, amiling at Hrothgar, then turning back to dl
the others. “I am only awarrior, not a scop or a poet. | have given my life to the sword and shidd, not
to goinning pretty words. But | will say that here, beneath the roof of Hrothgar, my men and | have been
greetly favored in our clash with Grendd. | may tdl the tale, but | would prefer that you might dl have
been here, you who have suffered his vile depredations, to see for yourselves the brute in the moment of
his defeat. Aye, | would have been better pleased could that have been the case, that you might have
heard his pain as recompense for the pain he visted upon you and yours.” And Beowulf turns and stares
up a the severed am nailed upon the beam above him. He points to it, then turns back to the crowd.

“l was degping when he came,” says Beowulf, “wishing to take him unawares. I'd hoped to legp
upon the beast and wrestle him to the floor, to wring from him with naught but my bare hands whatever
gniger life animates such abeing and leave hiswhole corpse here as the wergild due you dl for the lives
he had greedily stolen. But at the last he dipped from out my grasp, for dick was his dimy hide. He
broke from my hold and made a dash for the door. And yet, | will have you know, what a dear price did
crud Grendd pay for hisflight,” and again Beowulf points to the bloody, severed am. “By this token
may you know the truth of my words. If he is not yet dead, he is dying. That wound will be the last of
him. Never again will he walk among you, good people of Heorot, and never again will you need fear the
coming of night.”

And for athird time awild cheer rises up from the grateful crowd, and this time only the repeated
shouts of Hrothgar are suffident to quiet them again. Two of the king's thanes have brought forth a
wooden chest and placed it in Hrothgar’'s hands. He opens the box and draws out the golden drinking
horn, the treasure he wrested long ago from the fyrweorm Fafnir, his greatest treasure, and the king holds
it up for dl to see. Then he turns to his queen and places the horn in her hands.

“Why don’t you do the honors, my queen?” And Beowulf catches the needl€'s prick of sarcasm
in his voice. But Wedthow takes the horn, her reuctance hardly disguised, and she presents it to
Beowulf.

“For you, my lord,” she says. “You have earned it,” and with a quick glance a her husband, she
adds, “and anything ese which my good King Hrothgar might yet daim as his own.”

The gilded horn is even more beautiful than Beowulf remembers, and it glints wondroudy in the
light of the hall. He grins, betraying his ddight a so mighty a gift, then holds it up, as Hrothgar has done,
for dl the hdl to look upon. Thistime they do not cheer, but a murmur of awe washes through Heorot, at
the 9ght of the horn and at their king's generosity.

Queen Wedthow, her part in this finished, withdraws and stands with two of her maidens, Yrsa
and Gitte, gazing up a Grendd’s arm. Though withered in degth, it is dill a fearsome thing. The warty,
scay flesh glimmers dully, like the skin of some awful fish or sea mongter, and the claws are as sharp as
daggers.

Yrsa leans close to the queen’'s ear and whispers, “They say Beowulf ripped it off with his bare
hands.”

“Mmmm,” sghs Gitte thoughtfully. “I wonder if his srength is only in his arms, or in his legs as
wdl...dl three of them.”

Yrsalaughs, and Gitte grins a her own jest.

“Wdl,” says Wedthow, wishing only to return to her quarters and escape the noise and the crowd
and the sight of that awful thing nailed upon the beam. “After the feadting tonight, perhaps you may have
the opportunity to make a gift of yourself to good Lord Beowulf and find out the strength of hislegs”

“Me?’ asks Gitte, rasng her eyebrows in a doubtful sort of way. “It is not me he wants, my
queen.”

And Wedthow looks from Gitte to Yrsa, then from Yrsa back to Gitte. They nod together, and



she feds the hot, embarrassed blush on her cheeks, but says nothing. She glances back toward Beowulf
and sees that her husband has placed a heavy golden chain around his throat. The Geet is taking about
Grende again and dl are ligening with rapt atention. Wealthow turns and dips away through the press of
bodies, leaving Yrsa and Gitte giggling behind her.

Outsde and across the muddy stockade, Wigledf gts adtride one of the srong Danish ponies, ill
watching the funerd pyre. It has been burning for many hours now, fresh wood fed to the flames from
time to time to keep it stoked and hot. But aready no recognizable sgns remain of the bodies of the four
thanes dain the night before nor of the scaffolding that held them, and it might be mistaken for any bonfire
that was not built to ferry the souls of the dead to the span of Bilrég, the Rainbow Bridge between this
world and the gods judgment seat at Urdarbrunn. Wiglah can clearly hear Beowulf’s words, carried
aong on the north wind, as though Hrothgar’ s craftsmen have somehow designed the structure to project
the words of anyone speaking within out across the compound.

He broke from my hold and made a dash for the door. And yet, | will have you know, what
adear price did cruel Grendel pay for hisflight...

Wigld scratches the pony’s shaggy, matted mane, and it shifts uneagly from foot to foot.

“Will their wives and children be comforted with thoughts of vaiant deaths and glorious Asgard?’
asks Wiglaf, turning away from the fire and looking toward the open doors of the horned hdl. The pony
snorts loudly. “I wasn't asking you,” says Wiglaf, and he goes back to watching the fire. Hrothgar has
promised that the ashes will be buried out dong the King's Road and marked by atal menhir, with runes
to tdl how they fdl in battle againgt the fiend Grendd .

“Perhaps that will comfort the grieving widows?" he sghs. “To know ther husbands lie in fine
graves so far across the sea”

...but | would prefer that you might all have been here, you who have suffered his vile
depredations, to see for yoursdves the brute in the moment of his defeat.

“He's right, you know,” Wigd tdls the pony, leaning forward and whispering in one of its
twitching ears. “I am beginning to sound like an old woman.” But then he Sits up and glances once more
toward Heorot and Beowulf’s booming voice. “Be merciful, good Beowulf, and do not tak us
draghtaway into yet more glory. | would have minein some other season.”

Thefire crackles and pops as the charred logs shift and crumble, sending another swirl of glowing
brands skyward. And Wigla digs his heds into the pony’s flanks, tightens his grip on the reins, and
gdlops away toward the stockade gates and the bridge beyond.

Long hours pass, and the chariot of Sdl rolls once again into the west. The gray day dims, and after
nightfal the clouds break apart & lagt to let the moon and stars shine coldly down upon the land. Insde
the mead hdl of King Hrothgar, his people and the Geats celebrate Beowulf’s victory. After so many
months of terror, Heorot is avash in the joyful noise and revery of those who believe they have no just
cause to fear the dark. Though damaged by the battle, the hdl isfit enough for merrymaking; there will be
time later to repair shattered timbers and smashed tables. Thisiswhy the hdl was built, Hrothgar's gift to
his kingdom, that men might drink and feast and fuck and forget the hardships of ther lives, the cold
breath of winter, the nearness of the grave.

Beowulf sts done on the king's throne dais, drinking cup after cup of the king's potent mead and
admiring the beautiful golden horn taken long ago from the hoard of the dragon Fafnir. It is his now, his
hard-earned reward for ajob no other man could do, and it gleams brightly by the flickering light of the
fire pit. From time to time, he looks up, gazing contentedly about the hdll for familiar faces. His men are
dl enjoying rewards of their own, as well they should. But he does not see Lord Hrothgar anywhere and
thinks that the old man has probably been carried away to bed by now, ether to degp off his
drunkenness or to busy himsdf with some maiden who is not hiswife. Nor does he see the king's herdd,
Wulfgar, nor Unferth Kindayer, nor Queen Wedthow. It would be easy enough to imagine himself
crowned lord of this hdl, a fit king to rule the Danes ingead of a fa old man, too sck and more
concerned with farm girls and meead than the wedfare of his homeand.



The ar in the hdl has grown smoky and thick with too many odors, and so Beowulf takes the
golden horn and leaves the dais, moving as quickly as he may through the crowd. He is waylad many
times by men who want to grasp the hand of the warrior who killed the mongter, or by women who want
to thank him for the salvation of their homes. But he comes, eventudly, to a short passageway leading out
onto a balcony overlooking the sea.

“You are not ceebrating?’ asks Wedthow, sanding there with the moonlight spilling down upon
her pale skin and golden hair. She is swaddled againg the freezing wind in a heavy coat sewn from sed
and bear pedts, and heis surprised to find her unescorted.

Beowulf glances down at the golden horn, and he might dmost believe that the moonlight has
worked some sorcery upon it, for it seems even more radiant than before. He stares at it a moment, then
looks back up at Wedthow.

“I'll never letit go,” he says, and raises the horn to her. “I’ll die with this cup of yours & my sde”

“It is nothing of mine,” she replies. “It never was. That was only ever some gaudy bauble of my
husband's pride. He murdered a dragon for it, they say.”

Beowulf lowers the horn, feding suddenly uncomfortable and oddly foolish. His fingers dide
lovingly about its cold, gimmering curves. “My lady does not hold with the murder of dragons?’ he asks
the queen.

“| didn't say that,” she replies. “Though one might wonder if perhaps a live dragon is worth
something more than the self-importance of the son of Hedfdene”

“Men mugt seek their glory,” Beowulf says, trying to recdl the authority and assurance with which
he addressed the hall only a few hours before. “They must ever drive to find their way to Asgard...and
protect the lives and honor of those they cherish.”

“l admit, it has dways seemed an unjugt arrangement to me” the queen says, and moves nearer
the edge of the bacony. Beow them the sea pounds itsdf againg sand and shingle, the whitecaps
tumbling in the moonlight.

“My lady?" asks Beowulf, uncertain what she means.

“That a man—like my husband—may in his youth day a fearsome dragon, which most would
count a glorious deed. Even the gods, | should think. And yet, if he is unlucky and survives tha
encounter, he may yet grow old and feeble and diein his bed. So—dragon or no—the bravest man may
find himsdf before the gates of Hel. Or, in your own case, Lord Beowulf...” And here she trails off,
shivering and hugging hersdf againgt the chill, aring down at the sea far below.

Beowulf waits a moment, then asks, “In my own case?’

She turns and looks at him, and at firs her eyes seem digant and log,, like the eyes of a deeper
awakened from some frightful dream.

“Wdl,” she says. “You are dive, though by your bravery Grende is dain. You are not in Vahdla
with your fdlen warriors. You have, ingtead, what? A golden horn?’

“Perhaps | will find my luck, as you name it, on some other baitlefidd,” Beowulf tels her, then
glances back down at the horn. “And it is afine and wondrous thing, this gaudy bauble of your husband's
pride.”

Wedthow takes a deep breath. “Nothing that is gold ever stays long. Is that all you wanted,
Beowulf? A drinking horn that once belong to a worm? Would you have none of my husbands other
treasures?’

And now he looks her directly in the eyes, those vidlet eyes that might seem dmogt asicy as the
wha € s-road on along winter’s night, asicy and as beautiful.

“My lord Hrothgar,” he says, “has declared | shdl not now want for anything.” And he moves
across the balcony to stand nearer to Wedlthow. “I recdl nothing he hed exempt from that decree. Stedl
away from your husband. Come to me”

Wedthow amiles and laughs softly, a gentle sound dmost lost beneath the noise of the wind and
the breakers.

“I wonder,” she says, “if my husband even begins to guess what thing he has let into his house?
Firg driven by greed...now by lug,” and she turns away from the sea to face Beowulf. “Y ou may indeed



be most beautiful, Lord Beowulf, son of Ecgtheow, and you may be brave, but | fear you have the heart
of amonger.” And then she amiles and kisses him lightly on the cheek. Thar eyes meet again, briefly, and
her bright gaze seems to rob him of words, and Beowulf’s dill searching for some reply after she's

departed the bacony and returned once more to the noisy mead hdl, and he's sanding done in the
moonlight.



12

The Merewife

Beyond the moorlands and the forest and the bogs, in the cave below the cave, this deeper, more ancient
abscess in the thin granite skin of the world, the mother of Grendd mourns aone. She has carried her
son's mutilated body from the pool, the pool below the pool above, and has gently lad him out on a
gtone ledge near awadl of the immense cavern. Once, the ledge was an dtar, a dhrine built by men to
honor a forgotten goddess of a forgotten people, and the charcoal-colored date is encrusted with the
refuse of long-ago offerings—jewds and bits of gold, slver, and bronze, the bones of animas and men.
Whatever it might have been, now it isonly her dead son’sfind bed. She bends low, her lips brushing his
lifdess skin, her long claws caressing his withered corpse. Sheis old, even as the mountains and the seas
mark time, even as the A25r and Vanir and the giants of Jotunheimr count the passing of the ages, but the
weight of time has not hardened her to loss. It has, if anything, made her more keenly aware of the
emptiness eft behind by that which has been taken away.

“Oh, my poor logt son,” she whispers. “I asked you not to go. | warned you they were dangerous.
And you promised...”

If any others of her race remain in dl the wide, wide world, she does not know of them and so
believes herdf to be the last. Neither trall nor giant nor dragon-kin, and yet perhaps something of dl
three, some night race spawned in the firg days of creation, when Midgard was dill new, and then
hunted, driven over uncountable millennia to the brink of oblivion. She had a mother, whom she dmost
remembers from time to time, waking from a dream or drifting down toward deep. If she ever had a
father, the memory of him has faded away forever.

Long before the coming of the Danes, there were men in this land who named her Hertha and
Nerthus, and they worshipped her in sacred groves and ill lakes and secret grottoes as the Earth's
mother, as Nerpuz and sometimes as Njordr of the Asynja, wife of Njord and goddess of the sea. And
adways she welcomed ther prayers and offerings, their tributes and ther fear of her. For fear kept her
safe, but never was she a goddess, only some thing more terrible and beautiful than mere men.

Sheislegend now, haf-glimpsad by unfortunate travelers on sormy nights Sailors and fisherman
up and down the Danish coast trade fearful whispers of mermaids and sea trolls and sahagin. Those
passing by the bog on midsummer nights may have glimpsed for themsdves the aglaec-wif, aeglaeca,
the merewif or demon wife. But she and dl her vanished forebears would have surdy long passed
completdy and permanently beyond the recollection of mankind, if not for Grendd.

In the cave below the cave, crouching there before the cold dtar stone, she Sngs a song she
might have firg heard from her own mother, for she does not recadl where and when she learned it. A
dirge, amourning song to give some dim voice to the inconsolable ache wdling up ingde her.

S0 much blood where so many have died
Washed ashore on a crimson tide.
Just as now there was no mercy then..

But the song buckles and breaks apart in her throat, becoming suddenly a far more genuine
expression of her grief, awild and bestid wall to transcend any mournful poetry. It spills like fire from out
her throat, and the wdls of the cavern shudder with the force of it.

And then for a time she lies weeping at the foot of the dtar stone, her long, webbed fingers
gouging muddy furrows into the soft earth, scraping at the stone beneath, sngpping dry bones.

“I will avenge you, my poor son,” she sobs. “He will come to me. | will see to it. He will come,
and | will turn his own strength againg him. He will pay, and dearly will he pay...” but then the capacity
for gpeech deserts her again.

The merewife rises, coiling and uncailing, her scales shining in the ghodtly light of these moldering,
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phosphorescent walls, and she leans down over the dtar and cradles her dead son in her ams again. Her
long and spiny tal whips furioudy about, medly lashing at thin ar and stone and the treasures that have
lan here undisturbed for a thousand years, and it crushes everything it strikes to dust and splinters. She
holds the name of her son’s murderer in her mind, the bold riddler of Hrothgar’s hdl, the champion of
men and the wolf of the bees. And her sobs become awail, and then her wall becomes a shriek that rises
up and up, leeking out through every minute crevice and fissure, dithering findly from the gaping mouth of
the cavern—the cave above her cave—and cracking apart the gaunt ribs of the night.

Something awakens Beowulf, who lies where he fdl adeep hours before, wrapped in furs, on the floor
not far from the fire pit. He opens his eyes and lies ligening to the soft noises of the degping mead hdl—a
woman gghing in her dreams, the ragged snores of drunken men, the warm crackle of embers, someone
ralling over in dumber. The fant cresking sound of settling timbers. All the lamps are out, and the hdl is
dark save afant red glow from the dying fire. Nothing is out of place, no sound that should not be here.
Outside the wdls of Heorot, there is the chilling whistle of wind about the eaves, and far away, the fant
thunder of waves fdling againgt the shore. He thinks of Wiglaf, aone on the beach with the ship, and
wondersif he's degping.

Beowulf peers into the gloom and spies Olaf lying nearby, snuggling with Yrsa beneath heavy
sheepskins, a satisfied amile on his degping face.

“Are you awake, Beowulf?" and he looks up, startled, to find Wedthow smiling down a him. She
stoops, then sits on the floor beside him.

“My queen...” he begins, but she places an index finger firmly across hislips.

“Shhhhhh,” she whispers. “You'll wake the others,” and then she moves her finger.

“l was dreaming of you,” he says quietly, only just now remembering that he was. In the dream,
Wedthow was travding with him back across the sea to Gestland, and they were waiching the
gray-black backs of great whaes breaking the surface of the sea, their misy spouts risng high into the
winter sky.

“How sweet,” she whispers, and Beowulf thinks there' s something different about her voice, the
barest hint of an unfamiliar accent he/ d not noticed earlier. “1 hope it was a pleasant dream.”

“Of courseit was,” he amiles. “What other sort could you ever inqoire?’

“I love you,” Wedthow whispers, leening closer to Beowulf, close enough that he can fed her
breath warm againg his face. “1 want you, Beowulf Demon-feller, son of Ecgtheow. Only you, my king,
my hero, and my love”

Wedthow puts her arms about his neck, drawing him close to her breasts, and she kisses him
lightly on the cheek.

“Do you not think your husband might have something to say in the matter?” he asks, looking
nervoudy past her a the others, dill adeep.

“My husband,” sghs Wedthow. “Do not trouble yoursdf over Hrothgar. He is dead. This very
night, 1 have done it mysdf, as | should have done long ago.”

Beowulf says nothing for a moment, confused and baffled a what he's hearing. Wedthow amiles
wider and kisses him on the forehead.

“Surdy you have heard of his infiddities” she says. “They certainly were no secret. Hrothgar
never tried to hide hiswhores...or | should say he never tried very hard.

“Why would you say these things to me?’

She has dipped her hands beneath histunic, and they are cold againg his chest and belly. He feds
her nails rasping dmog panfully at his skin.

“My poor degpy Beowulf,” she smiles. “Too much mead, too little rest. You are exhausted and
confused.” And now she presses hersdf againg him, straddling him, her strength taking him by surprise as
ghe bears him flat againgt the floor.

“Hrd greed,” she says. “Then lud. Isthis not what you would have, my lord? Is this not everything
you yet desire?” And she kisses him again, and thistime she tastes like the seg, like sdt water rushing into
the throat of a drowning man, like beached and rotting fish stranded under a summer sun. He gags and



tries to push her away.

“Give me a child, Beowulf. Enter me, and give me a beautiful, beautiful son.”

And the ar around Wesalthow seems to shimmer and bend back upon itself somehow. Beowulf
blinks, trying hard to will himsdf awake from this nightmare, terrified he may not be deeping. She amiles
again, and now her lips pull back to reved the razor teeth of hungry ocean things, and her eyes flash gold
and green in the darkness of the hdl. Her gown has become a tattered mat of kelp and sea moss
entangling a sinuous, scay body, and Beowulf opens his mouth to scream. ..

...and he gasps—one breath he cannot quite seem to draw, the space of a heartbeat that seems to go on
forever, his pulse loud in his ears, the sea and dl its horrors dragging him down—then he opens his eyes.
And Beowulf knows that this time he is truly awake. His chest aches, and he squints into the brilliant
morning sunlight pouring in through the open door of Heorot Hal, then shidds his eyes with his right
hand. He blinks, trying to clear hisvison.

Thefrigid air around him smdls like daughter, like a battlefield when the fighting is done or a place
where many animds have been butchered and bled. The drone of buzzing fliesis very loud, and there's a
steady dripping from dl directions, as though the storm returned in the night and the roof has sprung meany
lesks.

And now there's a scream, the dill and piercing scream of a frightened woman. Beowulf peers
out from behind the shdlter of his fingers and Yrsa is stting nearby, pointing one trembling hand up
toward the caling. Dark blood streaks her upturned face. Beowulf's eyes fallow her fingertips, and he
sees that there are many dark shapes hanging from the rafters, indistinct silhouettes weeping a thick red
ran.

And then he redizes what those dreadful, dangling forms are.

The bodies of Beowulf’s men hang head down from the roof beams of Heorot—qutted, defiled in
unspeakable ways, each and every one torn dmost beyond recognition. Their blood drips steadily down
upon the tabletops and floor and the upturned faces of horrified women. Beowulf gets dowly to his fest,
drawing his sword as he stands, fighting nausea and the dizzying sense that he is yet dreaming.

If only I am, he thinks. If this might be naught but some new and appalling apparition, only
a phantasm of my weary mind...

He moves dowly through the hdl, and now there are other screams and gasps as other women
come awake around him and look upon what hangs there bleeding out above them. Soon the entire hdll is
filled with the sobs and curses of terrified women. And soon, too, Beowulf can see that every man who
dept there has been dain, that among the men, he aone has been spared the massacre.

There are footsteps a the doorway, and Beowulf swings about, rasing his sword and bracing
himsdf for the attack. But it's only Wigldf, returned from the beach. He stands framed in winter sunlight,
gazing up at the ragged bodies. He has dso drawn his sword.

“In the name of Odin...” he gasps.

“Wiglaf, what disma misdeed isthis?” Beowulf asks, and afat drop of blood splashes at his fedt.

Y'rsa has gotten to her feet, and she's pointing toward Beowulf instead of the murdered men.

“Liar,” she hisses. “You told usit was dead. You told us you had killed it.”

“Wha? Is Grendd not dead?’ asks Wigldf, taking a hestant step into the mead hdl. “Has the
fiend grown hisarm anew?’

Beowulf does not answer them, but turns about to look at the place where he nalled up Grende’s
severed arm. Nothing hangs there now, and his eyes find only the naked iron spike and the mongter's
black blood dried to a crust upon the wooden column and the floor below.

“He took it back, didn’t he?” asks Yrsa, her voice becoming brittle and hygterical. “He came here
inthe night and took it back! He walked among us while we dept. The demon is not dead. You lied—"

“ Shut up, woman!” growls Beowulf, watching afat drop of blood that has landed on the blade of
his sword asit runs dowly down toward the hilt.

“Are you not thinking the same damn thing?’ asks Wiglaf from the doorway. “The men are dead,
and the am is gone, and we did not see the creature die”



“We did not ever say we saw it die,” replies Beowulf, and he shuts his eyes, trying to think, trying
to blot out dl these atrocities, dl the Sghts and sounds and smdls. But she isdill therein his head, watting
behind his eydids, the grinning phantom from his dream, the thing that came disguised as Wealthow...

Give me a child, Beowulf. Enter me now and give me a beautiful, beautiful son.

A cold spatter of blood strikes Beowulf’s forehead, and he opens his eyes again, then wipes it
away and stands daring at the crimson smear on his pam.

“Fnd Hrothgar,” he says. “If he dill breathes.”

“It was not Grendd,” Hrothgar sighs heavily. He Sits done on the edge of his bed, wrapped in deer skins
and frowning down at his bare feet, his crooked ydlow toenails. His sword is gripped usdesdy in both
hands, the tip of the blade regting againg the stone floor. There are four guards standing at the entrance
to the bedchamber, and Queen Wedthow, wrapped in her bearskins, stands aone at the window,
looking out on the stockade.

“How do you know that? Wiglaf asks the king, and Hrothgar Sghs again and looks up at him.

“l know it, young man, because | have lived in this land dl my life and know its ways. | know it
because it is something thet | know.”

“Hne” says Wiglaf, glancing toward Beowulf. “But if it is not Grendel, then who isit? What isit, if
not Grendd?’

Hrothgar taps the end of his sword lightly againg the stone and grimaces.

“We would have an answer, old man,” Beowulf says. “They are carrying the bodies of my men
from your meed hdl, and | would know why.”

“Grendd’s mother,” replies Hrothgar. “1t was the son you killed. | had...l had hoped that she had
|eft this land long ago.”

Wigla laughs a hollow, bitter sort of laugh and turns away. Beowulf frowns and kicks &t the floor.

“How many monders am | to day?’ he asks Hrothgar. “Grendd’s mother? Father? Grendd’s
fucking uncle? Will | have to hack down an entire family tree of these demons before | an done?’

“No,” says Hrothgar unconvincingly, and taps his sword againg the floor a second time. “She is
thelagt. | swear it. With her gone, that demonkind will findly dip into faerie lore forever.”

“And you neglected to mention her before now because...?”’

“l have dready said, | believed that she had deserted these hills and gone back down to trouble
the sea from whence she came. | did not know, Beowulf. | did not know.”

“Ligen,” says Wiglaf to Beowulf. “Let us take our dead and take our leave and have no more part
inthese evil doings. If heis not lying,” and Wigla pauses to glare at Hrothgar, “then Grendd’s dam has
cdamed her wergild and has no further grievance or dam upon this hdl. We can sal on the next tide.”

“And what of her mate?’ Beowulf asks Hrothgar, ignoring Wiglaf. “Where is Grendd’ s father?”

And now Wedthow turns away from the window, her hands clasped <o tightly together that her
knuckles have gone white. “Yes, my dear husband,” she says. “Pray tdl, where is Grendd’s Sre?” But
as she speaks, her eyes go to Beowulf, not King Hrothgar.

“Gone,” says the king, then wipes a his mouth and glances up at Beowulf. “Grendd’s father is
gone, faded like twilight, not even a ghost. He can do no harm to man.”

“Beowullf, he has dready lied to us once.”

“I never lied to you,” snaps Hrothgar, his face gone red, his cloudy eyes suddenly livid, and he
raises his sword. But Wiglef eeslly bats the blade aside, and it clatters to the floor.

“Nay, | suppose you did not,” he says. “You merdly neglected to mention that once we'd dain her

son—"'

“Stop,” Beowulf says, and he lays afirm hand on Wigla’s shoulder. “You will not speak this way
to the King of the Danes.”

Exasperated, Wiglaf motions toward the window, toward the sea beyond. “Beowulf, please.
Think about this. It istime we took our leave of these cursed shores. We have done what we came here
to do.”

Before Beowulf can reply, there are loud footsteps in the hdlway outsde the bedchamber, and



Unferth enters the room. “Beowulf,” he says.

“What now?” Wiglaf asks Hrothgar’ s advisor. “Have you come here to gloat, Ferret Kindayer?’

Unferth takes a deep bresth, disregarding Wiglal’ s taunt. “I was wrong,” he says. “1 was wrong to
doubt you before, Beowulf, son of Ecgtheow. And | shdl not do so again. For truly yours is the blood of
courage. | beg your forgiveness”

“Clearly, thereisto be no end to thisfarce,” sneers Wiglaf, and he turns his back on Unferth.

“Then | accept your gpology,” Beowulf says quietly, and Wiglaf laughs to himsdf. “And you must
forgive my man Wiglaf, as we have seen many terrible things this morning, and it has sickened our
hearts.”

“If you will take it,” Unferth says, “then | have a gift,” and he turns to his dave, Cain, who has
been stlanding just behind him. The boy isholding a great sword, which Unferth takes from him.

“Thisis Hrunting,” Unferth says, and holds the weapon up for Beowulf to see. “It belonged to my
father Ecglef and to my father’ s father before him.” The blade glints in the dim lights of the bedchamber,
and Beowulf can see that it is an old and noble wegpon. Unferth holds it out to him.

“Pease” he says. “It ismy gift to you. Take my sword, Beowulf.”

Beowulf nods and accepts the blade, ingpecting the ornate grip and pommd, gilded and jeweled
and graven with scenes of battle. A prominent fuller runs the length of the sword, lightening the weapon.
“Itisfing and | am grateful for your gift. But a sword like this...it will be no fit match for demon magic.”

“Sill,” says Unferth, “Hrunting may be more than it seems. My father told me the blade was
tempered in blood, and he boasted it had never falled anyone who carried it into battle.”

“A shame he cannot speak of its might from persond experience,” Wiglad says, and Beowulf tdls
hmto be quiet.

“Something given with a good heart,” Beowulf says to Unferth, “that has its own magic. And it has
agood weght to it, friend Unferth”

“I'm sorry | ever doubted you.”

“And | am sorry | mentioned that you murdered your brothers...they were hasty words.”

Wigla snorts. “The truth spoken in haste remains the truth.”

Beowulf holds the sword Hrunting up before him, admiring the ancient weapon, the runes worked
into itsiron blade.

“You know, Unferth,” he says, “if | track Grendd’s dam to her lar, | may not return. Your
ancedtrd sword might be lost with me”

Unferth nods once and folds hisarms. “Aslong asit iswith you, it will never be logt.”

And now Beowulf turns to face Wiglaf. “ And you, mighty Wiglaf. Are you dill with me?’

“You are adamned fool to follow this cresture back to whatever fetid hole serves as its burrow,”
he says, indtead of answering the question put to him.

“Undoubtedly,” replies Beowulf. “But are you with me”

Wiga laughs again, alaugh with no joy or hope to it. “To the bloody end,” he says.

“And where are we to seek the demon?’ Beowulf asks the king. At firg Hrothgar only shrugs and
scrapes the blade of his sword across the floor, but then he clears his throat and raises his head to look
Beowulf in the eyes.

“Thereis perhaps one living who knows,” says Hrothgar. “A man from the uplands. | have heard
him speak of them, Grendd and its mother, and he has told stories of the places where they dwell.
Unferth, he can take you to speak with this man.”

“Will you stay behind, my king?’ asks Wedthow, dill sanding at the window, speaking with her
back to the room and dl assembled there. “While Lord Beowulf once more seeks his death that your
kingdom might be saved, will you stay behind with the women and children and the old men?’

Hrothgar coughs and wipes his mouth on the back of hisright hand. “I am an old man,” he says. “I
would be no more to Beowulf than a burden. And | doubt there remains a horse in dl my lands with the
heart and strong back needed to bear me across the moorlands. | am sorry, Beowulf—"

“Do not apologize,” says Beowulf, holding up a hand and interrupting Hrothgar before he can
finish. “It is not necessary, my lord. In your day, you fought wars, and you dew dragons. Now your



placeis here, with your people. With your queen.”

At this, Wedthow shakes her head and mumbles something under her breath but does not turn
from the window.

“For my part,” continues Beowulf, “I’d rather die avenging my thanes than live only to grieve the
loss of them. If the Fates decree that | shdl ever return to my homeland, better | can assure my kinsmen
that | sought vengeance againg this murderer then left that work to other men.”

“A foal throws hislife away,” says Wedthow very softly, and Hrothgar sghs, shaking his head.

“All those who live await the moment of ther deeth,” Beowulf says, turning toward the Queen of
Heorot Hal, wishing that she would likewise turn to face him, wanting to see her violet eyes once more
before he takes his leave. “Tha is the meaning of this life The long wait for death to dam us A
warrior's only solace isthat he might find glory before desth finds him. When | am gone, what ese sl
reman of me, my lady, except the stories men tdl of my deeds?’

But she does not make reply, and she does not turn to look a Beowulf.

“We should not tarry,” says Wigldl. “I’d rather do thisthing by daylight than by dark.”

So Hrothgar bids them farewd| and promises new riches upon ther return, coffers of slver and
gold. And then Beowulf and Wiglaf follow Unferth from the bedchamber and back down to the muddy
stockade.



13

The Pact

They find the uplander of whom Hrothgar spoke tending to his horse in the stables, not far from the
village gates. He is named Agnarr, tal and wiry and old enough to be Beowulf’s own father, and his
beard is dmog as white as freshly fdlen snow. Only by the sheerest happenstance did he escape the
daughter of the previous evening, having business e sewhere in the village, and now he is readying for the
hard ride back to his farm. At fird, when Unferth asks him to tell al he knows of the monsters and the
whereabouts of their lair, the man is suspicious and reluctant to speak of the matter.

“Are these days not evil enough without such talk?’ he asks, and lays a heavy wool blanket across
the back of his piebadd mare. The horse is nervous and snorts and stamps her hooves in the hay. “You
see? She knows what vigted usin the night.”

“If these days be evil,” says Beowulf, handing Agnarr his saddle, a heavy contraption of leather
and wood, “thenisit not our place to make them less 07’

The old man takes the saddle from Beowulf and stands gtaring indecisvely back at Unferth and
the two Gests. “Have you seen the tracks?’ he asks. “They are everywhere this morning. | do not doubt
the spoor would be easy enough to follow back across the moors.”

“There is the forest,” Unferth says, “and bogs, and many stony places where we might lose the

trall.”

“Are you Beowulf?" asks Agnarr. “The one who took the monster Grendd’s am?’

“One and the same,” replies Beowulf. “But it seems | did not finish the job | came here to do. Tdl
mewhat you know, and | may yet put an end to this terror.”

Agnar dares at the Geat a very long while, his hestancy plain to see, but a last he takes a deep
breath and then begins to speak.

“It is an ancient terror,” the old man sghs, then saddles the mare. “In my day, | have glimpsd
them from afar, the pair of them, if indeed they be what troubles the King's hdl. They might be tralls, |
have supposed, or they might be something that has no proper name. The one you fought, Grendd, and
another, which looked amogt like a woman. It moved like a woman moves. It had breasts—"

“We know what they are,” says Unferth impatiently, and he glances toward the stable doors. “We
would have you tdll us where we might find them.”

“As| have said, | cannot say for certain that it was she who vidted Heorot lagt night and did this
murder. | only know what | have seen.”

“Where?" asks Beowulf a second time, more brusquely than before.

“l am coming to that,” replies Agnarr, and he ties a heavy doth sack onto the saddle, looping it
through aniron ring. “I just wanted to be clear what | know and what | do not know.”

The old man pauses, groking his horse’'s mane, then continues. “These two you ask &fter,” he
says, “they do not live together, |1 think. Not many leagues from here, east, then north toward the coast,
and past the forest, thereisatarn. Deep, it is. So deep that no man has ever sounded its bottom. But you
will know it by three gnarled trees—three oaks—that grow above it, clustered upon an overhanging
bank, their roots intertwined.” The old man tangles hisfingers tightly together to demondtrate.

“A tarn beneath three oak trees,” says Beowulf.

“Aye, and the roots of those trees, they dl but hide the entrance to a grotto. The tarn flows into
that fdl holein the earth. | could not tdl you where it reemerges, if indeed it ever does. For dl | know, it
flows to the sea or dl the way down to Niflheam. And another thing, | have heard it told that a night
something strange happens here. They say the water burns.”

“The water burns” says Wiglaf skeptically. “And what is that supposed to mean?’

“It is only what | have heard told,” replies Agnarr, shaking his head. He frowns and glares at
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Wigld. “1 have not ever seen that fire for mysdf, nor have | any wish to do so. Thisis a foul place of
which you have me speak. Such tdes | have heard, and the things I’ ve seen with my own eyes. Once, |
saked a hart across the bog, a mighty stag,” and the old man holds his hands above his head, fingers out
inimitation of the rack of a stag’s antlers.

“Three of my arrows in him, three, and yet dill he led me from the forest and right out into the
marches. With my hounds, | tracked him as far as the tarn and those oaks. It was winter, you see, and
we had great need of the meat, or | never would have followed him to that place. The hart, it might have
escaped me then. It had only to plunge into those waters, where | could not follow it across to the other
sgde But it dared not. It knew about that place, whatever dwels there. Rather than face the tarn, it
turned back toward my dogs and me and so found its death.”

“You spin a good yarn, uplander,” mutters Unferth, and he gives the man two pieces of gold.
“Perhagps you should have sought your fortune as a scop ingtead of afarmer.”

“Do not mock me” Agnar frowns and pockets the gold. “You ask, so | tdl you what | know.
Seek you the merewife if you dare, if you think her your killer, seek her in her hdl below the tarn.
Perhaps shell even come out, to meet you,” and the man points at Beowulf. “The foreign hero who dew
her son.”

“You have told us what we need to know,” says Unferth. “Now be on about your way.”

“So | dhdl, my good lord,” replies Agnarr. “But you take care, Geat. That one, Grendd’s dam,
the merewife, they say her son was never more than her pae shadow.” And then he goes back to loading
bags onto his saddle, and his piebad horse whinnies and shuffles about in its narrow dall.

“He's mad as a drunken crow,” mutters Wiglaf, as the three men leave the stables, leading their
own ponies out into the dim winter sunlight. “And you're mad as well, Beowulf, if you dill mean to go
through with this”

“Youwill never tire of reminding me of that, will you?' says Beowulf.

“Nay,” replies Wiglaf, forcing a amile. “The panfully obvious amuses me no end.”

“The tarn the old man spoke of,” says Unferth, mounting his pony. “I think I know this place.”

“You've seen it?” ask Beowulf.

“No, but | have heard gtories. Since | was a child. | have heard there is a lake, somewhere on the
far Sde of the wood, which was once known as Weormgrad, the dragon’ s tomb.”

“l hope we're not off hunting a dragon now,” says Wiglaf, gripping the saddiebow and pulling
himsdf up. “I should have thought an ordinary seatroll was nuisance enough for one day.”

“Thereisa gtory,” continues Wiglaf. 1t is said that Hrothgar’ s grandfather, Beow, was plagued by
afyrweorm, and that he tracked it to a bottomless lake across the moors, where he wounded it mortaly
with a golden spear. The dying dragon sank into the lake, which sseamed and bubbled from its flames,
and was never seen again. The story says that the waters dill burn at night, poisoned by the fyrweorm’s
blood.”

Beowulf isdill leading his pony by the reins. They are not far from the gates and guardhouse now.
“You think Agnarr’s tarn is Weormgrag?' he asks Unferth.

“Hre on water,” replies Unferth, and shrugs. “You think perhaps that’s a coincidence? Or maybe
these lands are far teeming with combustible tarns?’

“We dhdl see for oursalves soon enough,” says Beowulf, and before long they are outsde the
gates of Heorot and riding swiftly across the moors toward a dark and digtant line of trees.

It islate day by the time the three riders a last find their way out of the shadow of the old forest beyond
the moorlands and begin searching for some way across the bog. A low migt lies over everything, and the
ar here ginks of marsh gas and pungent herbs and the stagnant, brackish water. The ponies, which gave
them no trouble ether on the moors or benegth those ominous trees, have become skittish and timid,
flaring their nodrils and dhying away from many of the pools.

There are flocks of crows here, and Beowulf wonders if they are perhaps the merewife's spies.
She might have other spies, as wdl, he thinks, for there must surely be some vile magic about her. No
doubt she may commeand lesser beasts to do her bidding. The crows circle overhead and caw loudly, or



they watch from the limbs and stumps of blighted trees that have sunk in the mire.

“It is hopeless,” degpairs Wiglaf. “We will not find a way across, not on horseback. The ground
hereis too soft.”

“What ground,” says Beowulf, looking out across the marches. “There is hardly a solid hillock to
be seen. | fear you are right, Wiglaf. From here we will have to continue on foot.”

“l am not so great a svimmer as you,” Wiglaf reminds him. “I’'m no sort of svimmer at al.”

“Don’'t worry. | will not let you drown,” says Beowulf, who then turns to Unferth. “Someone
should stay behind with the horses. There are wolves about, and bears, too. I’ ve seen thar tracks.”

“I'm actudly very good with horses,” says Wiglaf, and Beowulf ignores him.

Unferth gazes out across the bog, then back toward the dark forest, not yet so very far behind
them. Beowulf can see the indecision in his eyes, the fear and dso the rdlief that he has gone this far and
will be expected to go no farther.

“I would not haveit said | was a coward,” Unferth tells Beowulf. “But | agree it's no use trying to
force our mounts across that disma morass. They might bolt. They could become mired and drown.”

“l could drown,” says Wigl&f.

“Then you will wait for us, Unferth,” says Beowulf, as he dides off the back of his pony and snks
up past hisanklesin the bog. “Ride back to where the forest ends and wait there. Do not let the ponies
wander or be eaten, as | do not fancy waking dl the way back to Heorot.”

Unferth takes the reins of Beowulf’s pony. “If you think that the wisest course,” he says.

“l do. I will carry Hrunting, and so men will say it was the sword of Unferth that cut the demon’s
head from off her shoulders.”

“Aye” mutters Wiglaf, dismounting with aloud splash. “His sword, if not his hands.”

“| think there' s dready afishinmy boot,” moans Wiglaf, and kicks at athick tuft of weeds.

“If you do not return—" begins Unferth.

“Give us until the morning,” says Beowulf, frowning a Wiglaf. “If we have not returned by firs
light, ride back to Hrothgar and prepare what defenses you may againg the return of Grendd’s mother.
If wefal to kill her, we may yet succeed in doubling her wrath.”

“And there' s a cheery thought,” adds Wigl&f.

And without another word, Unferth pulls back on his pony’s reins, and soon heisleading the three
ponies back the way they’ve come, toward the western edge of the bog. Beowulf and Wiglaf do not
linger to watch him go, but press on eastward, locating what few subgtantia footholds they can among
the thickets of bracken and the tal dumps of grass. Often their feet drop draight through what hed
seemed like firm earth, swallowed up to the knees by the mud and muck. Then much effort is required to
gruggle free of the sucking, squelching pesat, only to find themsdalves hip deep afew steps later.

To take his mind off the posshility of drowning or the dimy things that might be waiting in the
wide, dill pools, Wiglaf talks, as much to himsdf as to Beowulf. He firg relates what he can recdl of a
saga he heard from one of Hrothgar’ s scops—how a Danish princess, Hildeburh, married Finn, a Frisan
king, and how much grief and bloodshed inevitably followed. But then Wiglaf forgets exactly how the tde
ends—though he knows it has something or another to do with Jutland—and so switches to the daring
feats of Sigurd Dragondayer and his sword, Gram, and how, by tasing the heart’s blood of a dan
fyrweorm, Sigurd came to know the language of birds.

“If 1 but had the heart of a dragon,” says Beowulf, “then perhaps | could learn what dl these
blasted crows are squawking about.” And he points & three of them perched on afla stone at the center
of one of the pools.

“Oh, that's easy,” replies Wiglaf. “They're only tdling us we are imbeciles and fools, and that we
will taste very good, once the maggots find us and we' ve ripened a day or three”

“You speak hirdish?” asks Beowulf, stopping and peering ahead into the fog.

“No,” says Wigla. “Only crow. And a little raven. It is a ill peculiar to the doomed sons of
fiwives”

At that moment there is a sudden gust of sea-scented wind, one of the few the two Geats have fet
since beginning their long dog across the marches, and it briefly opens up a gap in the mids before them.



“Look there,” says Wigldf, pointing north. Only fifty yards or so in that direction, the bog breaks
off, as the land grows abruptly higher. And thereis a stegp bank at the edge of a eaming tarn, and atop
the bank grow three enormous oaks, their gnarled roots tangled together like serpents dithering down to
meet the water’s edge. There is a dark gap in the roots, and even from this distance, Beowulf can see
that the water is flowing duggidhly into the gap and vanishing under the bank. Before much longer,
they’ ve reached the nearer shore of the tarn and can see that there is an aily scum floaing on its surface,
an iridescent sheen that seems to twist and writhe in the fading daylight.

“Dragon’s blood?" asks Wigldf.

“The old man spoke true,” Beowulf replies and then begins picking his way dong the edge of the
pool toward the bank and the opening in the tree roots.

“A damn shame, that,” sghs Wiglaf. “1 was sarting to hope he' d made the whole thing up.”

Beowulf isthe firg to gain solid ground, a barren hump of rocky soil near the entrance of the cave.
Thereisdill a patch of snow here, blackened by frozen blood. The corpse of one of Hrothgar's men lies
hdf-in the tarn, half-out, mauled and 4iff. It has attracted a hungry svarm of fish and crabs, and one of
the crows is perched on its broken back.

“Thismug be the place,” says Beowulf, and he curses and throws a stone at the crow. He misses,
but the bird caws and flies away. Beowulf draws Hrunting from its scabbard and turns away from the
dead man, toward the entrance to the merewifée' s den.

“Poor bastard,” says Wiglaf, when he sees the corpse. “Beowulf, you do not want to meet this
water demon in her own dement.”

“I know.”

“Do you want me to go in with you?’

“No,” Beowulf replies. “1 should do this done. That's how she wantsiit.”

“Yes” says Wigldf, drawing his own sword and coming to stand at Beowulf’'s side. “Which seems
to me ample reason for me to go with you. Y ou know that | will. You have but to ask.”

“I know,” Beowulf tellshim.

Then neither of them says anything more for a time. They stand there watching the congtantly
shifting rainbow patterns playing across the dark water flowing into the cave, its entrance starkly framed
by asnarl of oaken roots. Almost anything might be waiting for me in there, thinks Beowulf. Almost
anything at all.

“It's getting dark,” Wiglaf says findly. “You'll need a torch. | wouldn't mind having one of my
own, to tdl you the gods own truth.”

“Do you dill have your tinderbox?’ asks Beowulf. “Isit dill dry?’

Wigda fumbles about indde his cloak and pulls a amdl bronze box from one pocket. The lid is
engraved with asngle rune, Sowild, the sun’s rune. He opens the box, ingpecting the flint and tiny bundle
of straw tucked ingde. “Seems that way,” he tells Beowullf.

“The farmer, he said the water burns” and Beowulf nods toward the aily tarn.

“Wl, old Agnarr’s been right about everything ese. Let mefind a dry bough and wéll see” And
Wiga dimbs the bank to higher ground and hunts about benesth the oaks, returning with a sturdy bit of
branch about as long as his forearm. Next he tears a gtrip of wool from theingde of his cloak and squats
down beside the poal to soak it in the water.

“You're ahandy felow,” says Beowulf.

“So they tdl me” laughs Wiglaf, but then there's a loud splash from the tarn, and by the time he
and Beowulf look up, there are only ripples spreading out across the surface. Wiglaf glances up a
Beowulf. “Care for asvim?’ he asks.

“A funny handy fdlow,” Beowulf replies, kegping both his eyes on the pool. “Grendd’s dam is
not the only monster haunting this lake,” he says, for now he can see snuous forms moving about just
benegath the surface, the coils of something like an edl, but grown amos large as a whde. Wiglaf sees it,
too, and he takes the grip of wool from the water and scrambles quickly away from the shore.

One of the cails rises dowly from the water, its green-black hide gligening in the twilight before it
dips back into the deep.



“Maybe Hrothgar’'s grandfather lied about killing the dragon,” says Wiglaf. “Could be he only
wounded it.”

“Anish the torch,” Beowulf tdls him.

“Could beit had babies.”

“Hnish the torch,” Beowulf says again, and he reaches for the golden horn of Hrothgar, ill
dangling from aloop on his belt. “You can keep the wee dragons busy while | take care of the she-troll.”

“I'll make a lovdy morsd,” snorts Wigldf, tying the damp wool securely about one end of the
branch. Soon, with afew sparks from hisflint, the bough has become a roaring torch. “The water burns”
he says, and forces a amile, passing the brand to Beowullf.

“I will see you again, my friend Wiglaf, and soon,” Beowulf tels him, then, before Wiglaf can
reply, Beowulf wades into the pool and disappears through the opening in the tangle of roots. Briefly, the
hallow place beneath the trees glows yelow-orange with the torch’s light. When the entrance has grown
dark again, Wigld moves farther away from the tarn, dimbing back up the bank to gt out of the wind
among the oaks. He lays his sword across hislgp and watches the water and the things moving about just
benegath it, and tries to remember the end of the story of Hildeburh and the Frisan king.

The passage below the trees is narrow, and Beowulf stands near the entrance for a time, the cold water
from the tarn flowing dowly about his knees. The caling of the tunnd is high enough that he does not
have to stoop or worry about driking his head. He holds the brand in his left hand, Hrunting in his right,
and the torchlight causes the walls of the cave to glitter and gleam hbrilliantly. Never before has he seen
gone quite like this, neither granite nor limestone, something the color of date, yet pocked with clusters
of quartz crystds, and where the roots of the trees have pushed through from above, they have been
covered over the countless centuries with a glossy coating of dripstone, entombed though they might yet
be dive.

Don't tarry here, he thinks. Do this thing quick as you can, and be done with it. And so
Beowulf follows the glittering tunnel deeper into the hillade, and when he has gone only a hundred or so
steps, it opens out into a great chamber or cavern. Here the water spilling in from the tarn has formed an
underground lake. He can only guess at its dimensions, as the torchlight isinsufficent to penetrate very far
into thet gloom there below the earth. But he thinks it must be very wide, and he tries not to consider
what creatures might lurk within its secret depths. The waters are black and 4ill, and rimmed dl about
with elaborate stdactite and saagmite formations.

The teeth of the dragon, thinks Beowulf, but he pushes the unpleasant thought aside. They are
only stone, and he has seen the likes of them before. He takes a few steps into the cavern, playing the
torchlight out across the pool, when suddenly it gutters and goes out, as though it has been snuffed by a
bresth both unseen and unfdt. The blackness rushes in about him, and it's little consolation thet a lesser
man might now retreat and rdight the torch.

The oil from the tarn has burned out, he tdls himsdf. It was no more than that. | am alone in
the dark, but it is only the dark of any cave.

But then, suddenly, an ddritch glow comes to take the place of the extinguished torch, a bright
chartreuse light like the shine of a thousand fireflies sparking dl a once. And Beowulf redlizes that this
new illumintion is coming from Hrothgar’ s golden horn, hanging on his belt. He reaches for it cautioudy,
for surdy anything that shines with such radiance must be hot to the touch. But the metd is as cool as
ever. Cold, infact. He tosses the usdless torch aside and unhooks the horn from his belt. There is nathing
hedithy in this new light, nothing natura, though he cannot deny it holds a fascination and thet there is
some unnerving beauty about it.

“So the demon shuns the light of the world,” he says, speaking only haf to himsdlf, captivated by
the horn’s unearthly splendor. “But it dso knows | cannot find my way down to it without some lamp to
guide me, so | am given this, a ghosily beacon fit only for dwarves, that | may arrive and yet not offend
her eyes.”

For amoment, he stares out across the lake, seeing nathing, hearing nothing but the steady drip of
water from the cavern’s roof and the indidinct babble of the stream from the tunnd flowing gently about



hislegsinto the poal.

“Show yoursdlf, aeglaecal” he shouts, expecting if not her answer at least the company of his own
echo. But there comes neither. Only the sounds of water, which seem to make the slence that much
more absolute.

“Thisis not like you!” Beowulf shouts, much louder than before. “You were bold enough when
you stole into Heorot to murder degping men! Have you now lost your nerve, she-troll?” But once again
there is no reply and no echo.

“Then | shall come down to you!” he bellows as loudy as he can. And Beowulf begins to
undress, for his iron breastplate and mal are heavy and would surdy drag him Sraight to the muddy
bottom of the subterranean lake. “We will meet in whatever dank place you now cower,” he cries out
across the water, “if that is how you would have it!”

Does she hear me? Is she listening? Is she crouched out there somewhere, biding her time,
laughing at me?

Beowulf leaves his armor and belt, his tunic and breeches and boots, bundlied together and lying in
adry place at the edge of the pool. Carrying only Hrunting and the golden horn, which is glowing even
more brightly than before, he wades out into the icy water. The floor of the lake is dimy underneath his
bare feet, and once or twice he dips, dmost logng his balance. When the water has risen as high as his
chest, Beowulf draws as deep a breath as he may and dips below the surface. Holding the horn out
before him like a lantern, he svims dong the bottom. The pool is stained with peat from the tarn and by
slt, and the glow of Hrothgar's horn reaches only a few feet into the red-brown murk. But soon he can
see the bottom, strewn with the bones of men and many sorts of animds jumbled together—horses and
wild boars, deer and auroch, the toothsome skulls of great bears and the wide, pronged antlers of bull
moose. Her dining hdl, then, this lake below the hill, and for long ages mugt she have returned to this
place with her victims, feeding where none will disturb her.

Nestled in among the bones are gigantic white crayfish, ther spiny shdls gone as pade as milk
down herein the eternd night, and they wave ther huge pincers menacingly as Beowulf passes. There are
other things, as well, eds as white as the crayfish and large as sharks, their long jaws armed with row
upon row of needle-sharp teeth. Whenever they come too near, he fends them off with Unferth’s sword.
Only once does the blade find its mark, carving a long gash in a serpentine body and sending the ed
dithering away to safety. Blood clouds the water, making it ill harder for Beowulf to find hisway.

He rises for another gulp of air, only to discover that this far out the celing of the cave has grown
unexpectedly low, now mere inches above the pool. He can see that it dopes down to meet the water
only afew feet ahead, so thiswill be hislagt breath unless he chooses to turn back.

“If the Norns decree | should survive this orded,” he says, wiping water from his eyes, “then by
the gods, | will teach you to swim, Wiglaf.” And then he takes another breath and submerges again.

Bedow him, the gridy carpet of bones has thinned out, and Beowulf soon comes upon an immense
deft in the lake' s floor, a wide black chasm beckoning him on to sill-greater and more terrible depths. A
weak but persstent current flowing into the hole tugs a him, and he hesitates only a moment, senaing this
mug surdy be the path that will leed him to Grendd’s mother. There is no knowing how far it might
extend, if it will ever come to another pocket of ar, but he pushes on, regardless.

And before Beowulf has gone very far, the current has grown markedly stronger, so that he hardly
has to svim at dl. The chasm narrows, becoming another tunnd, and the current sucks him helplesdy
dong its moss-dicked course. The golden horn glows more brightly than ever, but it is cold comfort
indeed that he will not diein utter darkness. The spent air filling hislungsis aching to escape, and his heart
pounds loudly in his ears. The tunnd becomes narrower dill, so that he is dragged roughly adong this
sone gulle, his flesh cut and battered by the pockets of quartz crysds and by every irregularity in the
rock. And dill the tunnd grows narrower. Soon, he thinks, he will be able to go no farther, so congtricted
will be this passageway, and as he lacks the strength and air to fight his way back againg the current, he
will drown here. Thiswill be his grave, and the mother of the demon Grendd will have won. He feds his
grip on Hrunting growing dack, and the golden horn dmogt dips from his fingers. Oblivion begins to
pressin at the edges of hismind, and Beowulf closes his eyes and walits to die.



But then the tunnd releases its hold on him, and he is buoyed suddenly upward, and Beowulf finds
himsdf gasping at the surface of another underground pool. The current carries him onto a rocky shore,
where he lies coughing and vomiting gouts of sdty water, coming dowly back to himsdf. He opens his
ginging eyes, blinking and squinting, trying to force them into focus.

“Where have you brought me to, demon?’ he croaks, then begins to cough again.

“To me” replies a voice from somewhere overhead, a voice that is a once beautiful and
loathsome and fearsome to hear. “Is that not where you wished to find yoursdlf, here with me?’

Beowulf rises dowly onto hands and knees, rough hits of gravel biting into his exposed skin. “You
are the mother of the mongter Grenddl?” he asks the voice, then coughs up more water.

“Hewas my son,” the voice says. “But, | assure you, he was no monger.”

“Your voice” says Beowulf, ralling over onto his back, turning to face the voice and brandishing
Hrunting. “Your voice...it's not what | would have expected of a sea hag and the mother of atrall.”

“Hewas no trall,” the voice replies, and now Beowulf thinks that there’ s ahint of anger there.

“ Show yoursdf, beest!” Beowulf cdls out as best he can, his voice dill raw from having
swdlowed, then spat up so much of the poal. “Let me seeyou.”

“Intime. Do not hurry so to meet your doom.”

“Bitch,” he hisses and spits into the mud. Sitting upright, fighting back dizziness and nausea, his
vidon beginsto clear. And a last Beowulf looks for the firg time upon the strange redm into which the
current has ddivered him. At once he knows this can be no ordinary cavern, but instead the bely of
some colossus. The fyrweorm dain by Beow, perhaps, just as Unferth said, and now its cdcified ribs
rise toward the caling like the arches of Hel’s own hdl. They glow blue-green with an unearthly
phosphorescence, as do the walls, and Beowulf sees that there is a mighty hoard of treasure heaped dl
about the floor and banked high dong the wadls. In some places, the stones and those titan ribs are
encrusted with a dazzling mantle of gold and gemstones.

Sowly, he gets to his feet, dutching Hrunting and holding Hrothgar’ s horn out before him. Its shine
illuminates more of the cavern floor before him, and Beowulf can see one corner heaped high with the
rotting corpses of recently dead thanes, their armor ripped apart as though it had been no more than
birch bark, therr bdlies gutted, their faces obliterated by caws and teeth. And Beowulf aso sees the
gone dab where the body of Grendd now rests. The monster’s severed am lies propped in place
agand its mangled shoulder. The corpse is a shriveed, pitidble thing, a gray husk devoid of any of its
former threat, and Beowulf finds it hard to believe this could be the same creature he battled two nights
before. Above the corpse and the dab hangs a broadsword, sheasthed and mounted on iron brackets, a
sword so large and heavy no mortal man could ever hope to lift it, a sword that might wel have been
forged in the furnaces of the Frost Giants.

“Doesit pain you,” Beowulf says, taking asngle cautious step toward the dtar, “to see him dead?
To see him lying broken and so diminished?’

“You do not yet know pain,” the voice says. “As yet, that word means nothing to you, little man.”
And then there's a scrabbling, scratching sound from somewhere close behind him, and Beowulf turns
quickly about, peering into the shadows and the eerie blue-green light of the cavern for its source. But
there’ s no 9gn of whatever might have made the noise, no evidence except the taunting voice to say he's
not alone. Beowulf holds the golden horn 4ill higher.

“| see you brought me treasure,” the voice says.

“I have brought you nothing but death,” he replies.

And now Beowulf catches sght of something there amongst the hoarded riches, what appears to
be a golden statue, though a statue of what he cannot say. Perhaps it was an idal, long ago, for he has
heard stories of ancient cults and the old religion once practiced by the Danes, of blood sacrifices made
by men and women who did not hold Odin as the highest among the ASir. Sacrifices to goddesses said
to inhabit epecidly deep lakes, though this statue surely resembles no goddess. It is a grotesgue thing, as
though its creators had in mind some hideous amadgam of alizard and a sea beast. Its eyes are lapis lazuli,
and its coarse mane seems to have been woven from a golden thread. Beowulf turns back toward the
dtar, and he gazesin awe at the giant sword hanging there above Grenddl’ s body.



“Your beautiful horn,” the voice says. “It glows 0...ddightfully.”

And once again he hears that scurrying from somewhere close behind him, and this time Beowulf
does nat turn, but only glances back over his shoulder. Light reflecting off the pool dances across the
wadls of the cave and across the statue. Something seems different about it, as though it subtly shifted
position—the angle of its head, the arrangement of its reptilian limbs—when he looked away. But this
mug be only some trick of the cave' s peculiar lighting, some deceit his eyes have played upon his mind.

“Show yoursdf,” he says. “I have not come <o far, through flood and muck, to bandy words with
ashade”

“You have come because | have called for you,” the voice replies, and now Beowulf does turn to
face the tatue once agan. Bt it is vanished, gone. Before he can long ponder its disappearance, there's
aloud splash from the poal, as though something has fdlen from the wall into the water. Only a loose
stone, perhaps, but he raises Hrunting and watches the pooal.

“I have come to avenge those who were dain while they dept,” he says. “I have come to seek
judtice for the thirteen good men who saled the whal€ s-road and fought with me.”

Ripples begin spreading out across the surface, creating amdl waves that 1ap againg the shore,
and from the shimmering water rises the likeness of a woman, entirdy naked and more beautiful then any
Beowulf has ever before beheld or imagined. There is an odd metdlic glint to her complexion, as though
her skin has been dusted with gold, and dl about her there is a glow like the risng sun after along and
bitter night. Her flaxen hair is pulled back into a Sngle braid, so long that it reaches dmog to her feet.
Her pde blue eyes shine bright and pure, as though blazing with some inner fire. And then she speaks,
and it isthe same voice that has mocked him since he entered the dragon’s belly.

“Are you the one they cdl Beowulf?" she asks. “The wolf of the bees? The bear? Such a strong
manyou are. A man with the strength of aking in him. The king you will one day become.”

“What do you want of me, demon?’

She moves gracefully, fearlesdy, toward him, somehow treading on the surface of the water. Her
long braid swings from side to Sde, seeming dmog to undulate with a life dl its own, flicking like a
serpent or thetal of an excited animdl.

“l know that underneath your glamour you're as much a monger as my son Grendd. Perhaps
more s0.”

Beowulf takes a step back from the edge of the pooal.

“My glamour?’ he asks.

“One needs a glamour to become a king,” she replies. “That men will follow you. That they will
fear you.”

And now, in hardly the time it takes to draw a breath, she has reached the shore and is sanding
before him, her lustrous skin and twitching braid dripping onto the stones at her feet.

“Youwill not bewitch me” he growls, and dashes at her throat with Hrunting, expecting to see her
head parted deanly from her shoulders and toppling back into the pool from whence she has risen. But
she grabs the blade, moving more quickly than his eyes can follow. She holds it fast, and try though he
might, Beowulf cannot wrest it from her grip. She amiles, and dark blood oozes from her pam, flowing
onto the blade of Unferth’s ancestral sword.

“And | know,” she says, gazing directly into Beowulf’s eyes. “A man like you could own the
greatest tae ever sung. The story of your bravery, your greatness, would live on when everything now
diveisgone to dust.”

And now Beowulf sees that where her blood has touched the iron blade it has begun to steam and
disolve, the way icdes mdt in bright sunshine.

“Beowulf,” she says, “it has been a long time snce a man has come to vist me”

And then she pushes hard againg Hrunting, shedding more of her corrosive blood, and the entire
blade isliquefied in an ingtant, illing onto the ground between them in dull spatters of dlver. The hilt fdls
from Beowulf’s hand and clatters loudly againg the rocks, and his fingers have begun to tingle. And he
feds her ingde his head, her thoughts moving in amongs his own. He gasps and shakes his head, trying
to force her out.



“l don’t need...a sword...to kill you.”

“Of course you don't, my love.”

“l dew your son...without a sword.”

“l know,” she purrs. “You are o very srong.”

She reaches out, her fingertips brushing gently, lovingly, againg his cheek, and aready the gash in
her pdm has hedled. Beowulf can see himsdf reflected in her blue eyes, and his pupils have swollen until
his own eyes seem dmogt black.

“You took a son from me” she says, and she leans forward, whispering into his ear. “Give me a
son, brave thane, wolf of the bees, firg born of Ecgtheow. Stay with me. Love me”

“I know what you are,” mumbles Beowulf bregthlesdy, lost and wandering in her now. Somehow,
ghe has swallowed him dive, and like Hrunting, he is mdlting, undone by magic and the acid flowing in her
demon’svens

“Shhhhh,” she whispers, and strokes his face. “Do not be afraid. There is no need to fear me.
Love me...and | shdl weave you riches beyond imagination. | shal make you the greatest king of men
who has ever lived.”

“Youlie” says Beowulf, and it requires dl his srength to manage those two words. They are only
awisp passng across his lips, a death réttle, an ill-defined echo of himsdf. He struggles to remember
what has brought him to this devil’slar. He tries to recdl Wigla’s voice, the sght of dead men dangling
from the rafters of Heorot and the screams of women, the sea hag that visted him in a dream, disguised
as Queen Wedthow. But they are dl flimsy, fading scraps, those memories, nothing so urgent they could
ever distract him from her.

The merewife reaches down and runs her fingers dong the golden horn, Hrothgar's prize,
Beowulf’s reward, then she dips her ams around Beowulf’'s waist and draws him nearer to her. She
kisses his bare chest and the soft flesh of his throat.

“Toyou | swear, as long as this golden horn remains in my keeping, you will forever be King of
the Danes. | do nat lie. | have ever kept my promisesand | ever shdl.”

And then she takes the horn from him. He does't try to stop her. And she holds him tighter ill.

“Forever strong, mighty...and al-powerful. Men will bow before you and serve you loydly, even
unto death. This| promise”

Her kin is sweeting gold, and her eyes gnaw ther way deeper into his soul, and Beowulf
remembers when he swam againg Brecca and something he firg mistook for a herdd of the Vakyries
pulled him under the waves...

“This| swear,” the merewife whispers.

“I remember you,” he says.

“Yes” shereplies. “You do.” And her lipsfind his, and dl he has ever desired in dl hislifeis for
thiskiss to never end.



14

Hero

It is only an hour or so past dawn when Beowulf reemerges from the tangled curtain of roots and the
tunnd below the three oaks growing there on the high bank beside the tarn. There is a gentle but
persstent tug about his legs from the languid current, al that water draining away, flowing down the
dragon’s throat, gurgling down to its innards. He stands wetching the white morning midts rising lazly
from the tarn, this dark lake so long ago named Weormgrad by people who had heard the lay of Beow's
triumph here or by travelers who had glimpsed for themsdlves its awful inhabitants. And at first, Beowulf
thinks that he's adone, that Wiglaf has given him up for dead, that Wiglaf and Unferth have ridden
together back to Heorot to give the king and queen the news of his demise benegth the hill and to
prepare for the merewife s inevitable return. But then he hears footsteps and sees Wiglaf coming quickly
across the rocky shore toward him.

“You bastard!” shouts Wigla happily, and there isrdief in his voice and deepless exhaugtion in his
eyes. “| thought you'd svum away home without me!”

“The thought crossed my mind but briefly,” Beowulf cdls back, and then he splashes to the muddy
edge of the tarn and hauls himsdf out of the ailly water. He drops the heavy wool sack a his feet, the
obscene lading he's carried dl the way back up from the merewife's hdl, and Sts down beside it. It's
colder above ground than it was below, and there is the raw wind, as well, and he rubs his hands
together for warmth.

“| thought sure you had drowned,” Wiglef says, sanding over him. “The trees said no, you'd been
egten. There was a crow who swore you'd only lost your way and died of fright.”

“And here I’ ve disappointed the ot of you.”

“I'm sure it couldn’t be helped.”

Wigla squats in front of Beowulf, eyeing the woolen sack, which has begun to lesk some sticky
black substance onto the stones.

“Isit done, then?’ he asks.

“It'sdone,” Beowulf replies, and Wiglaf, yet more relieved, nods his head.

“WEe re gaing to have to walk back, you know,” Wiglaf Sghs and turns to gaze out across the bog
toward the distant forest. “Y ou told him to wait until firg light and no longer.”

“A dight miscdculaion,” says Beowulf. “Ah, wdl. Likdy, it will not kill us. And think how
surprised they will be to see us, after Unferth has told them we have perished in the night.”

“Aye” replies Unferth. “But I'll not be carrying that,” and he points at the lesking sack.

“Y ou' ve become an old woman, Wiglaf,” Beowulf tdlshim. “But | think we' d dready established
thet.”

“There are no more of them? No more monsters?’

“Itisdone,” Beowulf says again, and rubs at his eyes. “Heorot Hdl is safe.”

“And we can sal for home?’

“Unless you've a better idea,” says Beowulf, and he gets to his feet again. Staring out over the ill,
black lake and its rainbow shimmer, he wonders if Wiglaf could get another fire going, and if the water
truly would burn, as Agnarr said it has in times past, and if the flames might find the path down to the
bdly of the beast.

“We should get going,” Wigld says. “With luck, we can makeit back before nightfal.”

“With luck,” Beowulf agrees, and soon they have left the tarn far behind and are picking ther way
back across the bog toward the ancient forest and the wide moorlands beyond.

And, indeed, the sun has not yet set when the two Gesats step weerily across the threshold of Hrothgar's
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meed hdl. They find Hrothgar there with his queen and Unferth and the smdl number of able-bodied men
who yet remain in the king's service. The corpses have been taken down from the rafters, and some of
the blood has been scrubbed away. But the hdl il stinks of the daughter.

“Itisamiracle” belows the old man on histhrone. “Unferth, he said—"

“—only what he was bidden to tdl you, my lord,” says Beowulf, and he unties the wool sack and
dumps its contents out upon the floor. The head of Grendd thuds loudly againgt the flagstones and ralls a
few feet, coming to a stop at the edge of the dais. Its eyes bulge from their sockets, clouded and empty,
and its mouth is agape, the swollen tongue lalling from withered lips and cracked yelow fangs. Wedthow
gasps and turns her face away.

“Itis dead, my lady,” says Beowulf. “Do not fear to look upon the face of Grendd, for it will bring
no more harm to you or your people. When I'd finished with the demon’s mother, | cut off the brute's
head that none here could doubt his undoing.”

“Itisover,” says Wigldf, standing directly behind Beowulf. “True to his word, my lord has dan the
fiends”

Hrothgar's disbdieving eyes dart from Wedthow to Unferth, then to Beowulf and back to the
severed head, his face betraying equa parts astonishment and horror, awe and joy a the gruesome prize
the Gest haslad at his feet.

“Our curse...it has been lifted?’ he asks, and glances back to Wedthow again.

“You see here before you the unquestionable proof,” answers Beowulf, and he nudges Grendd’s
head with the toe of his boot. “I tracked the mother of Grendd to her filthy burrow, far below earth and
water, and there we fought. All night we struggled. She was ferocious, and it might eeslly have gone
another way. She might have emerged the victor, for such was her fury. But the Fates weaving their skein
benesath the roots of the World Ash decreed otherwise, that | should triumph and return to you this day
with these glad tidings”

And now a cheer rises from those few of Hrothgar’ s thanes there in the hal who have survived the
attacks, and aso from the women who have come to clean away the blood.

“Son of Hedlfdene,” continues Beowulf, raisng his voice to be heard, “Lord of the Scyldings |
pledge that you may now deep safe with your warriors here benegth the roof of Heorot Hal. There is no
more need of fear, no more threat of harm to you or your people. It isover.”

“l see” says Hrothgar, spesking hardly above a whisper. “Yes, | can see this” But to Beowulf,
the king seems lost in some secret inner turmail, and the happiness on the old man's face appears little
more than a poorly constructed mask. There is a madness in his eyes, and Beowulf looks to Queen
Wedthow, but she has turned away.

“For fifty years,” says Hrothgar, “did | rule this country, the Ring-Danes land. | have defended it
intime of war...and | have fought with the sword and with ax and spear againg many invading tribes.
Indeed...| had come to beieve that dl my foes were vanquished. But then Grendd struck...and |
believed at last there had come among us an enemy that no man would ever defeat.” And Hrothgar leans
forward in his seat and raises hisvoice.

“| degpaired...and my heart...my savaged heart abandoned dl hope. And now | praise Odin
Allfather that | have lived to see this head, torn from off that hateful demon and dripping gore...and to
hear that his foul dam has been dain as wdl.” And then he turns to Unferth. “Take it from my sght,
Unferth! Nail it up high, thet all will see—"

“No,” says Wedlthow, turning to face her husband once more. “No, not again. Once dready has
thishal been profaned by such a hideous trophy, and | will not seeit done again.”

“Wedthow, my love—" Hrothgar begins, but she cuts him off a second time.

“No. I will not invite some new horror into our midst by flaunting Lord Beowulf’s victory over the
fiends. No one among us can say that there may not yet be others, watching and waiting their turn, and
we will not provoke them. | will not have it, husband.”

Hrothgar frowns and furrows his brow, running his fingers through his gray beard. He stares deep
into the dead eyes of Grendd, asif seeking there some hindmogt spark of life, some ghost that might yet
linger, undetected by the others. But then the king takes a deep breath and nods, conceding to the will of



his queen.

“So be it” He 9ghs and leans back on his throne. “Take it away...hurl it into the sea. Let us be
done with it. Never let us look upon that face again.”

Unferth nods to two of his thanes, and soon the severed head has been speared on long pikes and
carried off to a balcony. Another cheer rises from the hdl when the head of Grendd is flung over the
raling to tumble and bounce down the diff face and at last be swalowed by the sea.

And the next evening, though the blood of those dain by Grendd’s dam has not yet been washed
completely from the wals and floors and roof beams of Heorot Hal—and likdy it never shdl be—the
feading begins. The world has been rid of mongters, and findly the horned hdl can serve the purpose for
which it was built. Findly, the men of Hrothgar's land can feast and drink there and forget the hardships
and dangers of the hard world beyond those walls. And the feast honors Beowulf, son of Ecgtheow, and
Wigld and the thirteen Geats who have died that this might be so. A long table has been carried onto the
throne dais, and there the two men who braved the marches to day the merewife and return with the
head of Grendel St in a place of digtinction. The hal is dive with the boisterous din of merrymaking, with
laughter and bawdy jokes and drunken curses, with song and the harpestry, with carefree, blissul
celebration untainted by dread or trepidation. The cooking fire sends smoke and delicious smdls up the
chimney and out into the cold night. The fattest hog that could be found is hefted onto the king's table, its
skin $eaming and crisp.

Unferth is seated on Beowulf’s left, and he leans close, summoning the confidence to ask a
question that has been on his mind since the Geat’s return from the wilderness, for the mead has given
him courage.

“Beowulf, mighty mongter-killer. There is something | must ask. Hrunting, my father’s sword, did it
help you to destroy the hag?’

Beowulf lifts his mead cup, surprised only the question did not come sooner. “It...it did,” he
replies, fdtering but a little as he shapes the story he will tdl Unferth. “Indeed, | believe the demon hag
would not be dead without it.”

Unferth looks pleased, so Beowulf takes up the knife from his plate and continues.

“l plunged Hrunting into the chest of Grendel’s mother,” and he demongtrates by sticking his knife
deeply into the ribs of the roast pig. “When | drew it free from her corpse”—and here he pulls the knife
from the pig—"the creature sprang back to life...s0 | plunged it once more into the she-trall’s chest...”
Agan Beowulf stabs the roast pig. “And there it will stay, friend Unferth, even until Ragnarok.”

“Until Ragnarok,” whispers Unferth, a note of awe in his voice, and he nods his head, then takes
Beowulf’s hand and kissesit. “Our people shdl be grateful until the end of time,” he says.

Beowulf finishes off the mead in his cup; Unferth’'s gratitude a his easy, convindng lie has
provoked a sudden and unexpected pang of guilt, an emotion with which Beowulf is more or less
unfamiliar.

Better to tell them what they need to hear, he thinks, then catches Wiglef waiching him from
across the table. And now Queen Wedthow isrdilling his cup, and he amilesfor her. She is seated at his
right, and pours from alarge wooden jug carved to resemble a boar.

“| thought you might need some more drink,” she says.

“Aye” replies Beowulf. “Always”

“And the golden drinking horn. Do you Hill haveit?’

So now there’ s need of another lie, but thistime he has it at the ready and doesn’'t miss a best.

“No,” hetdlsher. “I knew the greedy witch desired it, so | threw the horn into the bog, and she
followed after it. And that's where | struck...” Unferth is ill watching him, and Beowulf nods in his
direction. “...with the mighty sword Hrunting,” he adds, then takes a deep breath. “Once she was dead,
| searched for it, but it was gone forever.”

Thereisafant gint of uncertainty in the queen’s violet eyes, and Beowulf sees that she is perhaps
not so eager to believe as Unferth, that she might have ideas of her own about what happened at the tarn.
But then Hrothgar is on his feet, coming suddenly up behind Beowulf and snatching away his plan cup,



dashing its contents to the floor. He seizes Beowulf by the arm.

“Then, my good wife” bellows Hrothgar, “find our hero another cup, one befitting so great a
man. Meanwhile, the hero and | mugt talk.”

Hrothgar, dready drunken and durring his speech, guides Beowulf away from the table and into
the anteroom behind the dais. He shuts the door behind him and locks it, then drains his cup and wipes
hislipson hisdeeve.

“Tdl me” he begins, then pauses to belch. He wipes a his mouth again and continues. “You
brought back the head of Grendd. But what about the head of the mother 7’

Beowulf scowls and plays at looking confused. “With her dead and cold, lying at the bottom on
the tarn. Isit not enough to return with one mongter’s head?”’

Hrothgar stares discontentedly into his empty mead cup, then tosses it aside. It bounces across the
floor and ralls to a stop againg the double doors leading out to the balcony overlooking the sea.

“Did you kill her?’ he asks Beowulf. “And speak true, for | will know if you lie”

“My lord, would you like to hear the story again, how | struggled with that monstrous hag—"

“Sheisno hag, Beowulf. A demon, yes, yes, to be sure, but not a hag. We both know that. Now,
answer me, damn you! Did you kill her?”

And Beowulf takes a step back, wishing he were anywhere but this smdl room, facing anyone but
the King of the Danes.

| know that underneath your glamour you're as much a monster as my son Grendel, the
merewife purred.

One needs a glamour to become a king...

“l would have an answer now,” says Hrothgar.

“Would | have been dlowed to escape her had | not?’ asks Beowulf, answering with a question,
and he suspects that Hrothgar knows the answer—the true answer. The old man backs away, hugging
himsdf now and shuddering. Hrothgar wrings his hands and glances at Beowullf.

“Grendd is dead, and with my own eyes have | seen the proof,” he says, and shudders agan.
“Not even that fiend could live on without his head. Yes, Grendd is dead. That's dl that matters to me.
Grendd will trouble me no more. The hag, sheis not my curse. Not anymore.”

To Beowulf, these are the words of a man fighting to convince himsdf of something he knows to
be otherwise. They stare a each other in slence for a long moment, then Hrothgar takes the golden
circlet from off his heed and frowns down at it.

“They think this band of gold isdl there is to being king. They think because | wesar this, | am
somehow wiser than they. Braver. Better. Is that what you believe?’ he asks Beowullf.

“I could not say, my lord.”

“One day,” says Hrothgar, placing the crown once more on his head, “one day you will, I think.
One day, you will understand the price—the terrible price—to be paid for her favors, and for the
throne. Y ou will know how a puppet fedls, dangling on its drings...” Then he tralls off and chews & his
lower lip.

“My Lord Hrothgar—" Beowulf begins, but the king raises a hand to slence hm. There's a mad
geam shining in the old man's eyes, and it frightens Beowulf more than the Sght of any terror that might
yet lurk in bogs or over foggy moors.

“No, I will speak no more of this” Hrothgar says, and he turns and unlocks the door and steps
back out into the mead hdl, and Beowulf follows him. When Hrothgar reaches the feadting table on the
dais, he takes a place behind Wedthow’ s chair, and at the top of his voice, he addresses the hdl.

“Ligen!” heroars. “Ligen to me, dl of you! Because Lord Beowulf is a mighty hero. Because he
killed the demon Grendd, and lad its mother in her grave. Because he lifted the curse from off this
accursed, beleaguered land. And because | have no herr...”

Hrothgar pauses to take a breath, beads of sweat sanding out on his forehead. The harpist has
stopped playing, and the scop has stopped singing. Mogt of the hdl has fdlen slent and turned toward
the dais. Beowulf glances a Wedthow, and she wears the mien of a frightened woman.

“Because...” continues Hrothgar, even louder than before. “Because dl these things are



true—and no one here amnong you may dare to say otherwise—I declare that on my deeth | leave dl that
| possess—my kingdom, my riches, my hdl...and even my queen...It all goes to Beowulf.”

Unferth rises, confused, and he glances nervoudy from Beowulf to Hrothgar. “But,” he sammers,
“my lord, surely you—"

“1 have spoken!” bellows Hrothgar, and Unferth Sts down again. “There will be no argument.
When | am gone, Beowulf, son of Ecgtheow, shal be your king!”

And then, for the space occupied by no more than haf a dozen heartbeats, a shocked slence lies
heavy over the hdl, a slence like sorm clouds, but then it breaks gpart and dl those assembled under
Heorot begin to cheer.

“My husband,” says Queen Wedthow, her voice dmog logt in the throng's hurrahs and hoorays,
the cries of “Long live Hrothgar” and “All hal Beowulf,” the whidling and clapping of hands. “Are you
sure you know what it is you' ve done?’

But the king of the horned hdl does not reply, only winks knowingly & her as though they share
some secret. And so she glances to Unferth, who sits, hands folded on the table before him, slent, his
jaw s, histeeth clenched. She knows that in earlier times, before Grendel and the coming of the Gests,
that Unferth, son of Ecglaf, had believed with good cause that he would one day wear the crown and rule
the kingdom of the Ring-Danes. She, too, had believed he would be Hrothgar’ s successor to the throne.

Hrothgar bends down and whispersin hislady’s ear. His voice is thin, like high mountain air or old
paper.

“l have had my daysinthe sun,” he tdls Wedthow. “I have had my nights with you, sweet queen,
and taken my pleasures. Now, | would see another in my stead. And in my bed, as wel. One who is
truly worthy of these honors. One you may find both more suitable and less loathsome.”

Many of the people in the hdl have begun to dimb onto the dais, crowding in around Beowulf,
offering their congratulations and generous tributes to his bravery and future reign. He amiles, but it's an
unessy, uncertain amile, too filled up with the dizzying shock one feds when events turn too quickly, when
dreams seem as red as waking thought. He glances to Wiglaf, but Wiglaf is Saring deep into his mead
cup, some peculiar sadness on his face, and he does not see Beowulf. And now the merewife s promises
come back to him again, and might not that have only been a dream? Her hands upon him, her lips so
cold againg his?

Love me, and | shall weave you riches beyond imagination. | shall make you the greatest
king of men who has ever lived.

And now Hrothgar, son of Hedfdene, grandson of Beow, turns to face him, and the old king
bows, but only very dightly, and there is another deafening cheer from the hal. Then Hrothgar turns away
and waks back toward the door leading to the anteroom behind the dais and then to the bacony
beyond.

Queen Wedthow, feding a sudden chill, a peculiar unease, turns to watch her husband as he takes
hisleave of the celebration. But she tells hersdlf that whatever disquiet she feds is only a natura reaction
to Hrothgar's gartling abdication and nothing more. She watches him pass through the fire-lit anteroom
and out onto the balcony, and Wedthow tdls hersdf he needs some time aone, and so she keeps her
sest and does not follow him.

Out on the balcony, the north gde whips a the old man's beard and & his robes, the breath of a giant to
fud high white waves. He faces the sea, and & his back lies his home and wife, dl his lands, his kingdom
and everything that he has ever done. All brave deeds and every act of cowardice, dl his strengths and
weaknesses, his victories and defeats. All he has loved and hated.

“Enough,” he says. “I will go no farther.” But the wind takes the words away and scatters them
like ash. Hrothgar reaches up, removing the circlet from his head, that crown of hammered gold firg
worn by his great-grandfather, Shidd Sheafson. He sets it safdy in the lee of the low balustrade, so the
wind will not carry it away.

“| will not see Asgard,” he says. “It is not meant for the eyes of men like me” and then Hrothgar
steps over the balustrade and lets the abyss take him. Perhaps he hears Wedthow screaming and



perhapsit isonly the wind in his ears.

And in the indant before the fdl has ended and he drikes the rocks, Hrothgar glimpses with
watering eyes something dithering about benegth the fast-approaching waves, something plated round
with glittering scales, a gilded woman with the snuous tal of an ed, the unmistakable form of the
merewife.

And only seconds later, Wedthow stands at the edge of the bacony, aring down a his body
shattered there on the searlicked granite boulders far below. By the time Beowulf reaches her sde, by
the time Unferth and Wigaf and others from the hall have seen for themsdlves that Hrothgar is gone,
she's stopped screaming. She has suffed the knuckles of one fig into her mouth and is biting down on
them to choke the sound in her throat.

And then dl the sea appears to draw back, gathering itsdf into a towering, whitecapped surge, a
wave high enough to reach the fdlen king's body. It rushes forward, a crashing, frothing shroud for a
broken corpse, and when it retreats, it takes Hrothgar away with it, and he passes forever from the eyes
of man. Then the waves are only waves again, and the wind is only wind.

Wedthow takes her hand from her mouth. There' s blood on her knuckles, tiny wounds born of
her own teeth. The wind isfreezing her tears upon her cheeks. “He mugt have fdlen,” she says, knowing
itsalie “Hewas drunk, and he mug have fadlen”

Unfeth has put one am protectively about her shoulders, as though he fears she will follow her
husband over the ledge. But now he sees the circlet lying where Hrothgar et it, and he releases her and
stoops to pick it up. It seems unnaturdly heavy in his hands, this dull ring of gold that might have been his,
that he might have worn had Grendd’s assault upon Heorot never begun. If he had been the man who
dew the mongter and its mother. But it is so very heavy, heavier than it has any right to be. Unferth turns
to Beowulf and Wiglef and the thanes who have shoved their way through the anteroom and out onto the
bacony. They are dl watching him, wide-eyed and slent. Unferth holds the crown up so dl can see, and
he looks Beowulf in the eye.

“All hal,” he says, and swdlows, the words dicking like dust in his throat. “All hall King Beowulf!

And he places the golden circlet on Beowulf’s head, glad to be rid of the crown. In years to come,
hewill recdl the way it fdt in hisfingers, the weight of it, the peculiar sense that it was somehow unclean.
For atime there is only the howling of the winter wind, the waves battering themsdves agang the rocky
shore. But then Wedthow turns and looks upon her new king.

“You wear it wel, my lord,” she says, forcing a amile, and she pushes her way through the crowd,
back toward the shdlter of Heorot Hall. By the time she' s reached the throne dai's, the thanes have begun
to cheer.



PART TWO

The Dragon
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King Beowulf

And s0 the skein of years unwinds, the lone white eye of the moon trailing dways on the heds of SAl's
flaming, wolf-harried chariot—day after day and year after year, season following season as it ever has
gnce the gods raised Midgard long ago. And even as the passage of time is congtant, so are the ways of
men, and so it isthat on this cold day in the month of Frermanudr, but two days remaning before Yule,
Beowulf, King of the Ring-Danes, dts astride his horse looking out upon the battle raging where the sea
touches his land. Thirty years older than the night he killed Grende, this Beowulf, and greedy time
reckons itstall upon dl things under Midgard, even heroes and the kings of men. His hair and beard are
streaked with the frogt that stains any long life, and his face is creased and wizened. But he might eeslly
be migtaken for aman ten years younger, if only because his eyes ill burn as brightly and his body is ill
grong and sraight. He wears the scars of a hundred battles, but he wears them no differently than he
wesars the golden circlet that once crowned King Hrothgar’s heed.

Wiglaf, son of Weohstan, Sits upon his own mount to Beowulf’ s right, and together, from this amdl
bluff at the end of the moorlands, they watch the men fighting down on the shore. The Fridan invaders
mede landfdl in the night, but in only a few hours Beowulf’s archers and swordsmen, his thanes bearing
axes and spears, have driven them back to the beaches. The Fridan force isin tatters, and there can be
no hope left among them of victory. Even retreat seems unlikely, unless the man who commands these
warriors should deign to cdl back his hounds. From the start, the FriSans were too few and too poorly
trained to succeed inthis attack, and any man 4ill |eft dive among them will be fortunate to escape with
hisskin.

Beowulf shakes his head and shuts his eyes, wishing to see no more of this shameful, bloody
scene.

“Thisisno longer a battle, Wiglaf,” he says. “It's daughter.”

Wiglaf, dso marked by age and dso yet a srong man, nods toward the battle.

“The Frisans want to make themsdlves heroes, my lord. They would have the bards ang of their
deeds.”

“It'sgaing to be a short song,” sghs Beowulf, opening his eyes again.

“Aye” says Wigld. “But can you blame them? Your legend is known from the high seas and the
snow barriers to the great idand kingdom. The whole world knows the lay of Beowulf and Grendd. You
are the monster dayer.”

Beowulf shakes his head again and laughs, but there is not the least trace of humor in the sound.

“We are the mongters now,” he says, making no effort to hide his disdain and sdf-loathing. “We
are become the trolls and demons.”

“They come to find the hero,” says Wigla, and he points to the handful of Frisan invaders who
have not yet fdlen.

“The time of heroes is dead, Wiglaf. The Christ God has killed it...leaving mankind nothing but
weeping martyrs and fear...and shame.”

And now a voice comes from the beach, riang free of the dlash and clamor of battle. “Show me to
King Beowulf!” it demands. “1 would die by his sword and his done! Show me to Beowul f!”

Wiga glances nervoudy to Beowulf, who has tightened his grip on the reins.

“You cannot,” says Wigla firmly. “He means only to taunt you into ddivering his own glory, my
lord. You know that. Do not reward him.”

“Leave him!” shouts Beowulf, ignoring Wiglaf’ s counsd. He spurs his horse forward, riding swiftly
aong the sandy bluff and into the midgt of his warriors, most of whom have gathered about one of the last
of the Frisans remaining dive. They have stripped away his hdmet and much of his armor, forcing him
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down onto the bloodied sand. They kick at his bare head and unprotected bdly, laughing and cursing the
mean, denying him the honor of death. Beowulf recognizes the Frisan as the leader of thisinvason.

“ Sop!” cries Beowulf, bringing his horse to a hdlt, its hooves soraying sand in dl directions. The
men do as they’re told, turning and gazing up & their king scowling down at them.

“What isthis?” asks Beowulf to his thanes. “You think it sport to mock your opponent in this
fashion? To kick and bully an unarmed man, then make jest of his pain? No. Let him die quickly, with
some measure of dignity left intact. You are soldiers...behaving like a mob.”

And then Beowulf pullstight on the reins, turning his horse about and dmost calliding with Wiglef,
who has only just gained the foot of the bluff.

“Kill me yourself!” shouts the leader of the Frisans, getting dowly, painfully to his feet. “If you
would have me dead, then kill me yoursdf, coward.”

And Beowulf dts there on his horse, saring ahead a Wiglaf, his back turned to both the Frisan
and his own thanes. He can dearly read the wamning in Wiglaf's eyes, the caution that never seems to
leave them for very long. The waves are loud upon the shore, the waves and the wind and the pounding
of Beowulf’s heart in his ears.

“Kill me yoursdf,” the Frisan says again, sounding bolder now and taking a step nearer the king.

“Hold your tongue, bastard,” Wiglaf tels the man. “The king can never engage in direct battle”
And then to Beowulf’ s thanes he says, “Kill the invader now. Do it quickly, and put his head on a spear.
Pant it high on the bluff as a warning to others who would come to our land seeking ther immortality.”

There's alow murmur of disgppointment from the Danes, as if they are being cheated of some
rightful and well-deserved prize. But a number of the men raise their swords to do as Wiglaf has ordered.

“Stop!” Beowulf commands, turning his horse to face the Frisan once again. The thanes look
confused, but immediatdy lower their weapons and begin to back away.

“You think me a coward?” Beowulf asks the leader of the Frisans as he nudges his horse
forward, until he islooming over the battered man.

“l think you are an old man,” replies the Frigan, ganding up as draight as he can manage and
looking Beowulf directly in the eyes. He has retrieved his weapon from the sand, a bearded ax, its iron
head rusty and pitted but keen and dick with blood. “I think you' ve forgotten which end of an ax is sharp
and how to widld a sword in battle. You watch from a safe distance, squetting on your pony, and then
cdl the battle won by your own hand.”

Beowulf draws his sword and dismounts, never taking his eyes off the Frisan.

“Hear me, my lord,” says Wiglaf. “Theking can never engage in direct battle.”

“And whose rule is that, anyway?’ Beowulf asks without turning to face his advisor, and Wiglef
does nat reply. The thanes have begun to form a loose circle, with Beowulf and the Frigan at its center.

“S0,” says Beowulf to the Frisan, “you want your name added to the song of Beowulf? You think
maybe that ballad should end with me dan by the blade of some netherland hdfwit with no name thet |
have yet heard?’

“l an cdled Finn,” the man replies. “And | am a prince among my people. And my name shdl be
remembered forever.”

Beowulf nods and smiles, holding the pommd of his sword between thumb and forefinger, letting it
awing this way and that like the arm of a deadly pendulum, the tip of the blade barely grazing the sand.

“Only if you kill me” he tdls the man. “Otherwise, you are nothing.” And Beowulf drives his
sword into the sand at his feet, burying it hafway to the hilt, and he waks unarmed toward the Frisan.

“Givethe king a wegpon!” orders Wiglaf, and there are eager cries from the thanes:

“Take mine, Lord Beowulf!”

“No, take mind”

“Kill the bastard with my sword!”

At least a dozen good blades are offered, but Beowulf waves them dl away. He closes the space
between himsdf and the Frisan, who stands his ground, gripping his ax and amiling as though this is a
fight he has dready won. Beowulf stops with scarcely ten feet remaning between them and begins
loosening the lesther straps on his breastplate. Still advancing on the Frisan warrior, he removes his mall



and gauntlets and both leather greaves. Now less than five feet remains between him and Finn, and
Beowulf is within reach of the warrior's ax. Beowulf rips open his white woolen tunic and strikes his
chest hard with hisright figt.

“What are you doing?’ asks Finn, saring at Beowulf’'s naked torso, a the awful tapestry of scars
there, the marks left by more battles than Beowulf could ever recdl. The Frisan's amile has faded, and
he clutches his ax so tight his hands have gone white and bloodless.

“You think you're the first to try to kill me, Finn, Prince of Frisa?’ asks Beowulf. “Or even the
hundredth?’

When Finn does not reply, Beowulf continues.

“Then let me tdl you something, netherlander. Perhaps it is something you have not heard. The
gods won't allow me to find degath at the head of your feeble ax. Neither will Odin Allfather let me die by
asword or lance or arrow...or be taken by the sea,” and Beowulf motions toward the waves behind
Finn. “The gods will not even dlow me to pass in my deep...ripe as | am with age” Then Beowulf
grikes his bare chest again, harder than before.

“Plant your ax here, Finn of Frisa. Take my life”

“Areyou amadman?’ asks the Frisan, and he begins to back away, holding his ax up in front of
him. “Has some animd or demon Spirit taken your mind? Are you bersérkr?’

“That may wel be s0,” replies Beowulf. “Am | not cdled the Walf of the Bees, the bear who days
giant-kin and sea hags”

“Take a sword and fight me like a men!”

“l don’'t need a sword. | don't need an ax. | heed no wegpon to lay you in your grave.”

“Someone give him a fucking sword,” Finn says to the Danish thanes. He's sweeting now, and his
hands have begun to shake. “Givehim a blade, or I'll...I'll..."

“You'll what?” growls Beowulf. “Kill me? Then do it! Stop talking and cowering and fucking kill
me!”

Hnn looks down and is surprised to find the ocean lgpping a his ankles, Beowulf has driven him
dl theway back to the sea. The Fridan grits his teeth, raises the ax above his left shoulder, and tries to
raseit higher dill. But he' s shaking so badly now that the weapon dips from his fingers and lands with a
dull splash at his fedt.

“Do you know why you can't kill me, friend?" asks Beowulf. “Because | died years ago...when |
was dill ayoung man.” And Beowulf pulls the edges of historn tunic closed, hiding his scarred chest from
view, and when he looks once again a Finn there is pity in Beowulf’s gaze.

“Itisas ample as that,” he says. “You cannot kill a ghost.” Then to his war captain, Beowulf says,
“Give the prince a piece of gold and send him home to hiskin. He has a story to tdl.” And Beowulf, King
of the Danes, dimbs onto his horse and follows Wiglaf back up the dope, leaving the bettlefidd behind.
Overhead, the winter sky is filled with black and gray wings, a riotous host of crows and gulls, vultures
and ravens, dready gathering to take their fill of the dead and dying.

And as time changes men and whittles away a the mountains themsalves, so must men, trapped within
time, change themsalves and the world around them. So, too, have the fortifications begun in the distant
days when the great-grandfather of Hrothgar ruled the Danes been changed by the will of King Beowullf.
Usng stone quarried from open pits dong the high sea diffs, fine new towers and stronger wals have
been erected, a bulwark againg foreign armies and the dements and anything ese that might wish to do
the people of this kingdom harm. Where once stood little more than a shabby cluster of thatched huts and
muddy footpaths, there now rises a castle keep that might be the envy of any Roman or Byzantine
genegd, tha Perdan or Arab rulers might look upon and know that the Northmen have dso learned
something of the arts of warfare and defense, of architecture and the mathematics needed to raise a
stronghold to impress even the gods in Asgard. And on this day, after the battle on the shore and the
routing of the Frisans, Beowulf stands aone on the great stone causeway connecting the two turrets of
Heorot. A hundred feet below him, in a snow-covered courtyard paved with granite and date flagstones,
Widld is preparing to address the villagers who have begun to gether there.



Beowulf turns away, pulling his furs tighter and turning instead to face the sea, that vast gray-green
expanse reaching away to the horizon. The frigid wind bites a any bit of exposed skin, but the bite is
clean. After the beach and the things he saw there, the things he said and did and those things that were
sad and done in his name, he greatly desires to fed clean.

Perhaps, he thinks, this is why so many men are turning from Odin and his brethren to the
murdered Roman Christ and the nameless god who is held to be his father. That promise, that
they will be made somehow pure and clean again and freed from the weight and consequences of
the choices they have made.

Beowulf dghs and leans forward on the roughhewn merion, weatching as countless snowflakes
awirl lazily down to the waves, where they mdt and lose themselves in the heaving sea. He tries hard to
recal how it wasin the days before he left Geatland and the service of Hygdac and came to Hrothgar's
ad, when he welcomed rather than dreaded the sght of the sea and the thought of dl the hidden terrors
of that deep.

He hears someone behind him and turns to find Ursula, a young girl he has taken for his mistress,
or who has perhaps taken him as her lover. She is exquisite, even to eyes wearied by so much bloodshed
and degtruction, her fair skin and freckles and her hair like whest spun into some fine slken thread. She
stands, wrapped in the pelt of foxes and bears and slhouetted by the winter sky, and her expression is
part concern and part relief.

“My lord?’ she asks. “Areyou hurt?’

“Not a scraich,” Beowulf replies, and kisses her. “You know, Ursula, when | was young, |
thought being king would be about bettling every morning, counting the golden loot in the afternoon, and
bedding beautiful women every night. And now...well, nothing’s as good as it should have been.”

Uraula gives him hdf a frown. “Not even the ‘ bedding a beautiful woman’ part, my lord?’

Beowulf laughs, trying to summon up an honest laugh for her. “Wel, some nights Ursula Some
nights”

“Perhaps this night?’ she asks hopefully, and tugs at the collar of his robes.

“No,” Beowulf tels her, and he laughs again, but thistime it's a rueful sort of laugh. “Tonight | fed
My age upon me. But tomorrow, after the celebration. We can't forget what tomorrow is, can we now?’

And now Ursula grows very serious. “Your day, my lord,” she says. “When the Saga of Beowulf
istold, the tale of how you lifted the darkness from the land. And the day &fter, we celebrate the birth of
Chrigt Jesus.”

Beowulf amilesfor her and wipes hair from her face.

“Chrigmond,” he says, making no attempt to hide his fedings about this new religion, embraced
now by fully haf his kingdom, even by his own Queen Wedthow. “Is Yule no longer good enough?’

“Yuleisthe old way,” Ursulareplies. “Chrigmond is the new way.”

“There is much yet to be sad for the old ways, my dear,” Beowulf tdls her. And now he hears
footsteps, and when he looks up, the king finds Wedthow and a priest coming across the causeway
toward them. The priest wears long robes of wool dyed red as blood and a large cross of gilded wood
dangles from about his neck. When Wedthow speaks, her voiceis asicy as her violet eyes.

“| see that you've survived, husband,” she says.

“Alas, my queen,” replies Beowulf, the sarcasm thick in hisvoice. “The Frigan invaders have been
pushed back into the sea from whence they came. And you, my good lady, are not awidow...yet.”

Wedlthow smiles, a amile that only looks sweet, and exchanges glances with the priest.

“How comforting, my husband.”

And then, feding confrontationa but having no desire to argue with Wealthow, Beowulf shifts his
gaze to the priest. Heis a gaunt man benegth his robes, athin man from some Irish longphort or another,
his face the color of goat’s cheese except for the broken veins on his hooked nose and the angry bail
nestled in the wrinkles of his protruding chin. Beowulf grins at the priest, and the priest acknowledges him
with a curt nod.

“You,” says Beowulf. “Father. | have a question that vexes meterribly. Perhaps you can answer it
for me”



“l cantry,” the priest replies nervoudy, and Wedthow glares at her king.

“Good. Fine. Then tdl me this Father, if your god is now the only god, then what has he done
with dl the rest, the AESr and the Vanir? Is he so mighty a warrior that he has bested them one and dl,
even Odin?’

The priest blinks and bows his head, gazing down & the stones a his feet. “There is but one
God,” he says patiently, “and there has never been any other.”

Beowulf moves to stand nearer the priest, who is a least a full head shorter than he. “Then he
mud be an awfully busy fdlow, your god, doing the work of so many. How, for example, does he
contend with the giants, keep Loki’s children in check, prepare his troops a Asgard, and yet still find
time each day to dispense so much love and grace and forgiveness upon his people?’

“I will not be mocked, my lord,” the priest says very softly.

“Mocked?’ chuckles Beowulf, looking first to Ursula, then to Wedthow and fagning innocence.
“l am not trying to mock you, good priest. These questions vex me, truly, and | believed that you must
surdy know the answers, as you say this unnamed god speaks to you.”

“When you mock Him,” the priest says, “you do so a the risk of your own immorta soul.”

“Well, then, | suppose | mug grive to be more careful.”

“ Beowulf,” says Wedthow, stepping between the priest and her husband. “ Stop it this minute”

“But | haven't yet asked him about Ragnardk,” Beowulf protests.

At ladt, the priegt lifts his head and dares to meet Beowulf’s gaze from behind the protective
barrier of the queen. “It is a heathen faerie story, this Ragnardk,” and then to Wedthow he adds, “Your
husband isan infidel, and | will not be ridiculed—"

“I only asked—" begins Beowulf, but the cold fire in Wedthow’ s eyes slences him.

“Forgive him, Father,” she says. “Heis a difficult old man and too set in his ways.”

“That’s right,” mumbles Beowulf. “I’'m hopeless. Please, do not mind me” And Beowulf puts an
am tight about Ursula and holds her close to him, but she tries to pull away.

“Wewill spesk later, husband,” Wedthow says.

“Of thet | am certain,” Beowulf replies, and Queen Wedthow and the priest turn away and head
back across the causeway toward the east tower. The snow isfdling harder now, becoming a sorm, and
soon Beowulf loses sght of them in the mig and swirling snowfdl.

“She frightens me,” says Ursula. “One day, shewill kill me, | think.”

Beowulf laughs and hugs her again. “Nay, my pretty little thing. She will not touch a hair upon your
head. Wedthow, she has her new Roman god now, so what need has she of an old warhorse like me?
Do not fear her. Sheisdl thunder and no lightning, if you catch my meaning.”

“We dhould get indde, my lord,” Ursula says, sounding no less worried for Beowulf’'s
reassurances. “I do not like thiswind.” Beowulf does not argue, because the wind is cold and his need to
wrangle words has been spent on the priest. He kisses Ursula atop her head.

“Indeed. It Sdl blow us dl away,” he laughs. “It shdl grab us up and blow us to the ends of the
earth.”

“Yes, my lord,” she says, and then she takes Beowulf’s hand and leads her king dong the
causaway high above Heorot and into the sanctuary and comparative warmth of the western tower.



16

The Golden Horn

The storm ended sometime before dawn, and morning finds a glittering mantle of fresh snow lad thick
over the rooftops and streets and courtyards of the keep. The giant eagle Hraesvelg, squatting high atop
his perch in the uppermost limbs of Y ggdrasil, beats mighty wings, and a vicous north wind howls across
the world, whisling between the towers and moaning beneeth the eaves. And Wiglaf, remembering the
days when winter did not make his bones ache and his muscles diffen, trudges through the deep snow to
the granite plaiform where he ddivers the king's decrees and news of battle and other such important
proclamations. He stands there in the shadow of the two great turrets, and his breath comes out like
mouthfuls of smoke. Already, a large number of people have gathered about the plinth, awating his
announcement. He acknowledges them with a nod, their pink cheeks and red noses, then dowly dimbs
the four steps leading up onto the platform. They are dick with ice and snow, and Wiglaf does not wish
to spend the rest of his days crippled by broken bones his body has grown too old to hed properly or
completely. He stands with his back to the towers and clears his throat, spits, then clears his throat again,
wishing he were back insde, gtting comfortably before a roaring fire and awaiting his breskfast.

“Onthisday,” says Wigldf, spesking loudly enough that dl may hear him, “in honor of our glorious
Lord of Heorot, let us tdl the saga of King Beowulf.” He pauses to get his breath and spit again, then
continues. “How he so fearlesdy dew the murderous demon Grendel and the demon’ s hag mother.”

And the wind from under Hrassvelg's wings lifts Wiglaf’s words and carries them out beyond the
inner fortifications and the confines of the keep, to echo through the village and off the wadls of the horned
hall. Those who hear stop to lisen—men busy with ponies, women busy with ther stewpots and baking,
children making a game of the snow.

“Let his deeds of vaor ingpire us dl. On this day, let fires be lit and the sagas told, tdes of the
gods and of giants, of warriors who have fdlen in battle and who now ride the fidds of 1davall.”

And near the outermost wal of Beowulf’s stronghold, at the edges of the village, stands the house
of Unferth, son of Ecglaf, who once served Hrothgar, son of Hedfdene, in the days when the horned hdl
was new and mongters stalked the land. The house a sturdy and imposing manor, fashioned of stone and
from timber hauled here from the forest beyond the moors. The steeple at the front of its pitched roof has
latdy been decorated with an enormous cross, the symbol of Christ Jesus, for laidy has Lord Unferth
forsaken the old ways for the new rdigion. And even this far out, Wiglaf’s words are dill audible.

“l declare this day to be Beowulf's Day!” he shouts, ddivering the last two words with dl the
force and enthusasm he can mugter, before a coughing fit takes him.

Unferth stands shivering in the shade cast by the cross on his roof, and a little farther dong, his
son, Guthric and his son’s wife and Unferth’s Sx grandchildren wait impatiently in the deigh, which has
not yet been hitched to the ponies that will pull it through the village to the keep. The long years have not
been even hdf so kind to Unferth as to Wigla and Beowulf, and he is stoop-shouldered and crooked,
bracing hmsdf on a g&ff of carved oak. He glares toward the towers and the sound of Wiglaf's voice,
then back at the deigh and hisfamily.

“Where the hdl is that fool with the horses?’ he cdls out to Guthric. Then he turns and shouts in
the direction of his stables, “Can? Hurry it up!”

It has begun to snow again.

In the deigh, Guthric—who might esslly pass in both appearance and demeanor for his father in
Unferth’s younger days—fiddles restlesdy with the large cross hung about his neck. He looks at his wife
and frowns

“Beowulf Day,” he mutters. “Bloody, stupid old fool’ s day, more like. He's as senile as Father.”

Lady Guthric hugs hersdf and glances a the ominous sky. “He is the king,” she reminds her
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husband.

“Then heisthe senile king.”

“The snow’s darting again,” frets Lady Guthric, wishing her husband would not speak so about
Lord Beowulf, whether or not she might agree. She fears what might happen if the king were to learn of
Guthric's opinions of him, and she a0 fears that the sorm is not yet over.

“Wife” says Guthric, “do you know how bloody sick | am of hearing about bloody Grendd and
bloody Grendd’s bloody mother?’

“l should,” she says, “for you have told me now a thousand times, at least.”

“Whet the hdl was Grendd, anyway? Some kind of giant dog or something?’

“I'maure | could not tdl you, dear,” she replies, then tells the oldest of the children to settle down
and stop picking on the others.

“And what the bloody hdl was Grendd’s mother supposed to be? She doesn't even have a
bloody name!”

“| believe she was a demon of some sort,” hiswife says, and looks worriedly at the sky again.

“A demon? You'd have me bdieve that broken-down old Geat bastard dew a goddamned
bloody demon?

“Guthric, you must learn not to blaspheme...at least not in front of the children.”
“A demon, my ass,” grumbles Guthric, watching his father now. “A toothless old bear, maybe.
Or—’

“Canwejust go?’ hiswife asks wearily, and dusts snow from her furs.

And now Unferth approaches the deigh, shouting as loudly as he dill may. “Cain! Cain, where are
you!”

Guthric stands up, and, cupping his hands about his mouth, takes up his father’s cry. “Cain!” he
ydls with much more vigor than the old man. “Where the bloody Christ are you?”

And Unferth strikes him with his walking stick, catching hm hard on the rump, and Unferth
immediatdy gts down agan beside Guthric’ s wife,

“Don’'t you dare blasphemeinmy presence!” growls Unferth, brandishing the stick as if he means
to land a second blow, thistime across his son’s skull. “I will not have you speak of the One True God,
fether of Our Lord Jesus, in such a manner!”

Guthric flinches and looks to his wife for support or defense againg the old man’'s wrath, but she
ignores him, an expression of sdf-righteous vindication on her round pink face.

“You will learn,” Unferth tdls the cowering Guthric, and his 9x grandchildren watch wide-eyed
and eager, wondering just how bad a thrashing their father’s going to get thistime.

There s a sudden commoation, then, from the direction of the village gates, and Unferth turns away
from the deigh and his insolent, impious son to find two of his house guards approaching, dragging Cain
roughly through the snow and frozen mud. One of the guards raises his free hand and jabs a finger a the
dave—filthy and bedraggled, clothed only in a tattered hemp tunic and a wool blanket, rags wrapped
tightly about his hands and feet to stave off frosthite.

“Heran off again, my lord,” says the guard. “We found him hiding in a hollow log at the edge of
the moors. A wonder the fool didn't freeze to death.”

The guards shove Can roughly forward, and he sumbles and lands in a spranvling hegp at
Unferth’'s feet. His woolen blanket has dipped off his skinny shoulders, reveding the glint of gold among
the dave' s cagoff garments.

“What have you got there?” Unferth asks, and bends down for a closer look, but Cain clutches
something to his chest and curls up like a frightened hedgehog. Unferth raises his stick again. “Show it to
me, damn you!” he snarls. “You know well enough | do not waste my breeth on idle thrests.”

Cain hesitates only a moment longer, something desperate in his cloudy, sickly eyes, and then he
produces his golden treasure. It shines dimly in the overcast daylight, and Unferth gasps and drops his
waking stick. He has begun to tremble uncontrollably and he leans againg the deigh for support.

“Father,” asks Guthric. “What's wrong?’

“Do you not seeit?’ Unferth whispers, taking the golden drinking horn from Cain's rag-swaddled



hands. “My Lord Hrothgar's mogt precious...” and he trails off, dumbstruck by the sght of the horn, lost
s0 long ago.

“Isit gold?’ asks Guthric as he turns about for a better view, hisinterest piqued.

“Yes, yes,” hisses Unferth. “Of courseitis gold. This...thisis the drinking horn King Beowulf was
given by King Hrothgar in return for daying Grendd...”

“But that was lost, wasn't it?" asks Guthric.

His eyes wide with dishdief, Unferth looks from the golden horn to Cain, shivering on the ground,
then back to the horn.

“Yes” he tdls his son. “It was lost. Beowulf cast it into the tarn, into the burning waters of
Weormgrad, for the merewife greatly desired it. When she was dain...he said that he searched for it, but
could not discover where it had come to rest in the mud and pest.”

“It mugt be worth a fortune,” says Guthric, dimbing down from the deigh and reaching for the
drinking horn. But Unferth daps his hand away.

“How came you by this?’ he asks Cain, and when the dave doesn't answer, Unferth kicks him in
the belly.

“Shdl | have a go a hm?’ one of the guards asks. “A few lashes, and the rat will start talking,
sure enough.”

“No,” Unferth replies, shaking his head. “Thisis the king's horn, and now it will go to the king.
And so will Cain. Perhaps he will tdl Lord Beowulf how he came upon it. Perhaps the questions of our
king mean more to him than the questions of his master.” And Unferth kicks Cain again, harder than
before. The dave gags and coughs a crimson spatter onto the snow.

“Bring out my ponies,” he tdls the two guards. “And Guthric, you hdp them.”

“But Father—"

“Do not argue with me” Unferth says without looking at his son. “Consider it fair penance due for
your earlier transgression.”

And when the guards and his son have gone, Unferth kneds in the snow beside Cain and wipes
blood from the dave s lips and nogtrils.

“You will tdl where you came upon it,” Unferth tdls him. “Or | shdl have the pleasure of killing
you mysdf.”

And far across the village, beyond the walls of the keep, Wiglaf descends the four steps leading
down from the granite platform. The crowd is bresking up, going on about ther business, and he has
much left to do before the celebration begins. He glares up at the leaden sky and curses the faling snow,
then adds another curse for his aching joints. Then he spies a lone figure wetching from the causeway
connecting the two towers and thinks it must be Beowulf. Wiglaf waves to him, but the figure does not
wave back.

“What's on your mind now, old man?’ Wiglaf asks, uncertain if the question was meant for himsdf
or for the figure standing on the causeway. And then he begins picking hisway carefully back through the
snow and ice, and his only thoughts are of hot food and a crackling hearth fire.

Unferth’s deigh has dmost reached the gates of the keep when Guthric tugs at the reins and brings the
ponies to a hdt. Despite the day’s foul weather, the Streets are crowded with travelers who have
journeyed to Heorot from other, outlying villages and farmsteads to celebrate Beowulf’'s Day and the
Yuletide. Too many unfamiliar faces for Unferth’s liking, too many wagons and horses and beggars
dowing them down, and now that Guthric has stopped the deigh, the unfamiliar faces stare back a
Unferth as though it is he who should not be here. Cain Sts behind his master, on the bench that Guthric's
wife and children occupied until he ordered them to remain a home. And Cain gazes disconsolately at all
the men and women and children on the streets. The dave's feet have been manacled so he cannot run
agan.

“What are you doing? Unferth asks his son, and tries unsuccessfully to take the reins from
Guthric. “We have to see our king. We mug see him at once. We may have taken too long dready!”

Guthric winds the reins tightly about his fists and stares up a the two towers of Beowulf’s castle,



the one built sraight and the other spiradling upwards like the shdll of some gargantuan snal. His entire life
has been lived in the shadow of those towers and in the knowledge that his father would have been king
hed not some adventurer from the east shown up to defeat mongters Guthric has come to doubt ever
even exised. Some dark plot, more likdy, some intrigue by which a foreign interloper might dupe
doddering old Hrothgar and sted the throne for himsdf. Years ago it firg occurred to him that “the
demon Grendd” and the demon’s nameless mother might only have been fictions concocted by Beowulf
ina campaign to wrest control of Denmark from the Danes. Perhaps the Geat and his thanes merdy set
some wild beast |oose upon the unsuspecting countryside, some bloodthirsty anima that would not be
recognized and so would be believed by the gullible and superdtitious to condtitute a sort of monster or
otherworldly demon, atrall or even the spawn of giants. In the end, by whatever means the deception
was carried out, his father was robbed of his kingship and Guthric of his own birthright. And now there is
this horn, this rdlic from that faerie tale, supposedly lost forever.

“Father,” he says, “I would have you tdl mewhy thishorn is so very important. Clearly, it mugt be
vauable, but there' s something else, ian't there?”’

“Thisis none of your concern,” snaps Unferth. “But we mugt hurry. We mug—"

“Why, Father? Why must we hurry? What is so damned important about a bloody drinking horn
thet it has you so excited?’

Unferth wrings his hands anxioudy and stares at the flanks of the two snow-dappled ponies, as
though he might spur them to move by dint of will done.

“Some things are not for you to know,” he tdls Guthric. “ Some things—"

“If the tdle isto be believed, Hrothgar’ s horn was logt a the bottom of a deep tarn. Tdl me, how
then might an idiot like Cain have come upon it. | do not even think he knows how to swim.”

“There is not time for this impertinence” growls Unferth, going for his waking stick, but Guthric
kicksit from the deigh before his father can reach it. Then he turns and looks at Cain.

“ Can you svim?’ he asks the dave.

Cain looks confused for a moment, then he shakes his head.

“You see, Father? He cannot even swim, so how could he have possbly found a drinking horn
logt at the bottom of a bottomless lake. Unless, of course, it was never logt there at dl. Perchance, it was
only hidden.”

Unferth glares furioudy back at his son, then down & his g&ff, lying in the snow beside the deigh.
“Why,” he asks, “would King Beowulf hide his own drinking horn? Y ou're being a dolt, Guthric, which
Comes as no surprise whatsoever. Y ou have as little sense as that bitch who gave birth to you.”

Guthric ignores the dight and continues, giving voice to thoughts he has so long kept to himsdf.
“He would have needed it to appear as though he had bested this demon heg at great persond loss. So,
he loses the prize he won for killing Grendd. And your ancestral sword, | might add. He gives up a horn
and gains a kingdom. It seems afar enough trade to me”

“The horn was his already,” inggs Unferth, dutching tight to the golden horn, now tha he has logt
hisgtick. “I keep telling you that. Are you deaf aswdl as afool?’

“Fether, ligen to me. We will do as you wish. We will take this thing to King Beowulf, but firg |
would like to show it to someone dse”

“Who?" asks Unferth, rasing one bushy gray eyebrow suspicioudy.

Guthric takes a deep breath of the freezing ar and glances aout at the crowd moving dowly
toward the mead hdl and the night's coming celebration. There is a troupe of actors, mosly dwarves,
and they're carrying a grotesque contraption made of furs and bones and legther, and Guthric redizes it's
meant to be the mongter Grendel. A puppet or costume the actors will use to reenact that glorious bettle
between Beowulf and the fiend.

“A seer,” says Guthric. “A wisewoman | have spoken with before.”

Unferth looks horrified, then begins to scrabble out of the wagon to retrieve hiswalking stick.

“A seer? A witch is what you mean!” he says. “Have you learned nothing from the teachings of
our Chrigt Jesus, that you would traffic with witches and have me do likewise!”

“I wear your cross,” replies Guthric.



“Itisnot my cross, and it means nothing, if you do not believe in what it represents. You profane
God, wearing the cross and meeting with witches.”

Guthric scowls and lets go of the reins. He grabs his father's cloak, hauling him back into the
degh. “She is not a witch,” he tdls Unferth. “She is only an old woman—older even then you,
Father—who knows many things”

“Because she consorts with spirits and demons,” sneers Unferth, dill without his saff. “Because
she keeps counsd with evil beings who wish to deceive usdl.”

“I only want to show her the horn,” says Unferth. “Then wewill go to the king, as you wish.”

“Thisis madness,” hisses Unferth. “We are wasting time, and now you would have me seek out
the company of awitch and let her look upon this treasure which should be seen by Beowulf and none
other.” Unferth has begun excitedly waving the horn about, and severd passersby have stopped to gawk
a the old men.

“You seem to think everyone in Heorot deserves a good look,” says Guthric, and Unferth
immediatdy hides the horn benesth his robes once more.

“There is not time for this madness” Unferth says again, though he seems to have exhausted
himsdf, and much of his anger and panic seem to have drained away.

“Fether, the damned thing has been logt for thirty years. | suspect another few hours will make no
difference, one way or the other.”

“You do not know,” sghs Unferth.

Guthric glances back at Cain again. “ Retrieve your master’s gaff,” he says. “It has fdlen from the
dagh” When Can nods forlornly at the iron shackles about his ankles, Guthric merdly snorts. “You
cannot run, but you can walk well enough to do as | have asked. Now, Cain, do as | have said and get
Father's gaff, or | swear that | shdl beat you mysdf.”

“Yes, my lord,” mumbles Cain, managing to clamber down from the deigh.

“l knew you were never a true convert,” says Unferth. “But | did not know that you consorted
with sorcerers and witches.”

“| consort with those who can tdl me what | need to know,” replies Guthric, and again he looks
toward the troupe of dwarf actors and their hideous Grendd suit. Something to frighten children and old
men, an offense to thinking men and nothing more. One of the dwarves has set the immense head down
upon the snow and is busy with the straps that seem to work its fierce jaws, which appear to Guthric to
be nothing more than an absurd composite of bear teeth and boar tusks. A child points at the head and
runs back to its mother, sobbing. The dwarves laugh and roar at the child. One of them works the phony
jaws up and down, up and down, chewing a the air.

Better be a good boy, Guthric. Better be good and say your prayers, or Grendel will comein
the night and gobble you up! How many nights had he lain awake, fearing the sound of Grendd’s
footsteps or a misshagpen face learing in at the window of his bedchamber?

And dl a once Guthric is seized with a desire to put an end to this pathetic charade, to draw his
sword and hack away a the dwarves puppet until nothing remains but dust and dring and tatters.
Nothing that can frighten children or keep dive the fasehoods that put a foreigner upon the Danish
throne.

“Can!” he shouts. “What the bloody hel is taking you so long?’ but when he turns back toward
his father, he sees that Unferth is holding on to his oaken gaff and that Cain has aready dimbed back
into the deigh.

“How can | persuade you not to do this?” asks Unferth, staring down at the gtick in his wrinkled
hands.

“You cannot, Father. Do not waste your bregth trying. You shdl see, it's for the best. And then,
when my questions have been answered, we will go to see King Beowulf in his horned hdl.” Unferth
gvesthereins a hard tug and shake, and he guides the deigh away from the main thoroughfare and down
anarow Sde Strest.

And so it isthat the old man and his son find themsalves sanding outside avery smdl and cluttered hove



wedged in between the village wdl and the muddy sprawl of a piggery. At fird, Unferth refused to enter
the rickety shack, fearing for both his immorta soul and the wefare of his mortd flesh. The whole
sructure seems hardly more than a deadfal in which someone has unwisdy chosen to take up residence,
a precarious jumble of timber and thatch that might well shift or smply collgpse in upon itsdf a the
dightest gust of wind. But Guthric was persstent, and the snow was coming down much too hard for
Unferth to remain behind in the deigh with Cain (covered now with a blanket and tied fast to his seet).

The crooked front door is carved with dl manner of runes and symbols, some of which Unferth
recognizes and some of which he doesn't, and a wolf’'s skull—aso decorated with runes—has been
naled to the cornice. When Unferth knocks, the entire hove shudders very dightly, and he takes a
cautious step back toward the deigh. But then the door swings open wide and they are greeted by a
dender woman of indeterminate age, neither particularly old nor particularly young, dressed in a nappy
patchwork of fur and along leather skirt that appears to have been stained and smeared with every sort
of filth imaginable. Her black hair, speckled with gray, is pulled in braids, and her eyes are a bright and
dartling shade of green that makes Unferth think of mossy rocks at the edge of the sea.

“Father,” says Guthric, “thisis Sigga, the seer of whom | spoke. She was born in Icdland.”

“ledand?’ mutters Unferth, and he takes another step back toward the deigh. “Then what the hell
is she doing here?’

“I often ask mysdf the same thing,” says Sigga, fixing Unferth with her too-green eyes.

“Wel, then tdl me this, outlander,” growls Unferth. “Are you some hesthen witch, or are you a
Chridian? Do you offer your body up to evil spiritsin exchange for the secrets you sdl?’

Hearing this, Sgga grunts, some unintdligible curse, and shakes her head.

“I'm sorry,” Guthric says, frowning at his father. “My father takes his converson very srioudy.”

“l keep to the old ways” Sgga tdls Unferth, sanding straighter and her eyes seeming to flash
more brightly gill. “And what | do with my body is no concern of yours, old man. | know you, Unferth,
Ecgla’s son, though you do not now seem to remember me. | midwifed at the birth of your son, and |
did my best to save his mother’s life”

“Then you are awitch!” snarls Unferth, and spits into the snow. “You admit it!”

Sggaclicks her tongue loudly againgt the roof of her mouth and glances a Guthric, then back to
Unferth. She points along finger at the old man, and says, “ State your business with me, Ecglaf’s son, for
| have better things to do this day than stand here in the cold and be insulted by Hrothgar's forgotten
lapdog.”

Unferth makes an angry blugtering noise and shakes his gaff at the woman. “Witch, | have no
busness here” he sputters. “Ask my infidd son why we' ve come, for this was dl his doing, | assure
you.”

“Sgga there is something | wish you to see” says Guthric. “Our dave found it out on the
moorlands, and—"

“Then come indde” Sgga says to Guthric, interrupting him. “I will not catch my own death
ganding in the snow. As for you, Ecglaf’s son, you may come in where there is a fire or you may stand
there shivering, if that’s what pleases you.”

“Father, show it to her,” says Guthric. “Let her see the golden horn.”

“Ingde,” Sgga says again, and vanishes into the hovel. Unferth is dill mumbling about demons
and sorcery, whores and succubae, but when Guthric takes him by the am and leads hm over the
threshold of Sigga's house, he doesn't resis. Indde, the ar stinks much less of the piggery, redolent
ingead with the scent of dried herbs and beeswax candles, cooking and the smoky peat fire burning in
the amd| hearth. In places, weak daylight shows through chinks in the walls. There are severd benches
and tables crowded with dl manner of jars and bowls, alarge mortar and pestle, dried fish and the bones
of many sorts of animas. Bundles of dried plants hang from the low celing and rustle softly one againgt
the other. Guthric takes a seat before the fire, warming his hands, but Unferth hangs back, teking greet
care to touch nathing in the place, for, he thinks, anything here—anything at dl—might be tainted with
some perilous mafeasance.

“A golden horn?’ Sigga asks, Stting down on the dirt floor beside the hearth. “Is that what you



sad, Guthric? A golden horn?’

“Show it to her, Father,” says Guthric impaiently, then to Sigga, “Surdy you have heard of the
golden drinking horn that Hrothgar gave to King Beowulf, the one Hrothgar dways daimed to have
taken from a dan dragon’s hoard?’

“I know the story,” Sigga replies. “The golden horn is said to have been lost when Beowulf the
Geat fought with the merewife after Grendd’s death. But...l do not set much store in the boasting of
men. | say if Hrothgar ever saw a dragon, he' d have run the other way.”

“Insolent crone,” mutters Unferth. “Hrothgar was a great man, a grest warrior.”

Sgga sares a him a moment, then asks, “So, have you come to argue palitics and the worth of
kings?’

Unferth glares back at her and his son, gtting there together like confidants or coconspirators, his
one and only son keeping company with the likes of her. He grips his gaff more tightly and says a dlent
prayer.

“What isit you have brought me?’ Sigga asks Unferth. “I trust in my eyes. Now, show me this
golden horn, and | will tel you whet | see.”

“l once saw a drawing of Hrothgar's horn, years ago,” says Guthric. “It was identica to the one
found by our dave.”

“Shut up,” barks Unferth, producing the golden horn from a fold of his robes. It gligens in the
firdight, and Sigga’s eyes grow very wide and she quickly turns away, saring into the hearth flames. “So
now you see,” sneers Unferth. “The prize that Beowulf won thirty years ago, logt dl these years in the
black depths of Weormgrad when he battled the demon hag.”

“Is thet true?’ Unferth asks Sigga, his voice trembling now with excitement. “Is that what this is,
Hrothgar’' s royd drinking horn?’

“Pease” says Sigga “Put it away.” She licks her lips and swalows, and though there are beads of
sweat sanding out on her forehead and cheeks, she tosses another block of peat onto the fire and dirs a
the embers with an iron poker.

Guthric looks confused, but moations for his father to hide the horn once more benesth his robes.
Unferth ignores him and takes a step nearer the place where Sigga Sits.

“Is something wrong, witch?’ he asks. “Does it so upset you to be wrong about the boasts of
men?’

“Sigga, isthis Hrothgar' s horn?” Guthric asks again, and she glances at him uneeslly.

“She does not know,” snickers Unferth. “This bitch does not know what she sees. Let us take our
leave, my son, and never again darken this vile doorstep.”

And now Sgga turns dowly toward Unferth, but she keeps her green eyes downcast, Saring a
the dirty straw covering the floor so she won't see the glimmering object clasped in the old man’s hands.

“You ligen to me, Unferth Ecglaf’s son, and heed my words. | cannot say for certain what that
thing is, for there is a glamour upon it. The most powerful glamour | have ever glimpsed. There is
dokkalfar magic a work here, | believe. | have seen their handiwork before. | have fet them near, when
| was yet only a child.”

“ Dokkalfar 7 asks Guthric, his tongue fumbling &t the unfamiliar word.

“Aye, the Nidafjoll dark eves” Sgga replies, and wipes sweat from her face. “People of
Svartdfheim, hillfalk, the dwellersin the Dark Fdlls”

“Hesathen nonsense,” scoffs Unferth. “Faerie tales. | thought you had no use for fagrie stories,
Guthric, but you bring me to hear them uttered by alundtic.”

“Hear me” whigpers Sigga, her voice gone dry and hoarse. “I do not say these things lightly.
Whatever it is, this horn you hold, it was not meant to be found. Or, it was meant to be found by
something that harbors an ancient hatred and would see the world of men suffer.”

“She'sinsane” Unferth chuckles. “Come now, my son, let's leave this wicked place. It should be
razed and the earth here salted. And this witch should be stoned to degth or burned at the stake.”

Sgga clenches her figs and amiles, and now the sweat from her face has begun to drip to the
graw and dirt at her feet.



“Do not trouble yoursdf, Ecglaf’s son, for you hold this kingdom'’s doom there in your hands. The
one from whom that horn was stolen, she will soon come to reclam it, her or one very like her, for it has
been brought to Heorot in violaion of some blood pact. A binding has been broken, and | would have
you know that | will try to be far away from thisvillage and our King Beowulf ere its owner misses it and
comes cdling”

“A pact?’ asks Guthric, his curiogity piqued. “What manner of pact?” And Sgga turns and stares
a him a moment, then looks back to the fire.

“l do not know, Guthric, why you come here. You do not believe—"

“l believe dl is not what it seems with our king,” Guthric tdls her. “1 believe there are secrets,
secrets that have robbed my father of the throne and mysdf of princedom. And | would know these
secrets.”

Sgga takes a deep breath and exhades with a shudder. “Child, you come aways asking questions,
but ever you seek only the answers that would make you happy, the answers which you believe you
know dready. And | ask you, please take this accursed thing from my home.”

“I will, Sgga. My father and | will take our leave and never come here again, but first, you will tdl
meof this pact.”

“She knows nothing,” grumbles Unferth, tucking the golden horn away. “Leave her be. | have
busness with the king.”

“She knows something, Father. She would not be so frightened if she knew nothing.”

Sgga dirs a the fire and shakes her head. “I ligen to the trees” she says. “The trees tdl me
things The rocks speak to me. | speak with bogs and birds and squirrels. They tdl me what men have
forgotten or have never known.”

“Guthric, do not be a fool. She talks to rocks,” says Unferth, tapping at the floor with his saff.
“She taksto squirrels.”

But Guthric ignores his father and leans closer to Sigga. “And what do they tdl you?' he asks.
“Wha have they told you of King Beowulf?’

“Itis your death, that horn,” she says, dmogt too quietly for Guthric to hear. “And dill, you care
only for your question. Fine. Then | will tdl you this” and she sets the poker aside, leaning it againg the
hearth.

“Sheisamadwoman,” says Unferth. “Leave her be”

“Thereis atde” says Sigga “a story that the spruces growing at the edge of the bog whisper
among themsalves a the new moon. That Lord Beowulf made a pact with the merewife that he would
become King of the Ring Danes and Lord of Heorot, and that this same pact was made with King
Hrothgar before him.

“What isthis merewife?’ asks Guthric, and Sigga makes awhisling sound between her teeth.

“Thet | do not know. She has many names. She may have been worshipped as a goddess, once.
Some have cdled her Njordr, wife of Njord, and others have named her Nerthus, earth mother. 1 do not
bdieve that. She is something crawled up from the seg, | think, a terrible haunt from Asgir's hdls Long
has she dwdled in the tarn your father cals Weormgraef, and in unseen caverns leading back to the sea.
By her, Hrothgar sred hisonly son.”

“How much more of this nonsense must we ligen to? Have you not heard enough?’ asks Unferth,
gaking back and forth near the door, but Guthric shushes him.

“Hrothgar sred no sons,” says Guthric. “Thisiswhy the kingdom could be passed to the Geat 0
reedily.”

“He gred one,” Sgga replies. “The mongter Grendel, whom Beowulf dew. Tha was Hrothgar’s
gift to the merewife, in exchange for his crown.”

“You cannot bdieve this” says Guthric, looking toward his father, who has opened the cottage
door and is garing out at the snow and the deigh, Cain and the darkening sky.

“| tel you whet the trees tdl me” she answers. “Grendd was Hrothgar’s child. But the pact was
broken when Hrothgar dlowed Beowulf to day the merewifeé s son. So, she took her revenge on both
men—"



“I've heard enough,” says Guthric, sanding and stepping away from the hearth. “I’'m sure there is
some speck of truth in this, somewhere. | have dways known that Beowulf could not have come by the
throne honestly. But | cannot believe in sea demons, nor that Hrothgar Sred a mongter.”

“You hear that which you wish to hear,” Sigga Sghs. “Your ears are closed to dl ese. But | will
show you something, Unferth’s son, before you take your leave” And a that she reaches one hand into
the red-hot coals and pulls out a glowing lump of peat. It liesin her pam, and her flesh does not blister or
burn. “I brought you into Midgard, and | would have you know the danger that is now upon usadl.”

The ember in her hand sparks, then seems to unfold like the petals of a hegather flower. “Watch,”
she says, and the flames become golden wings and dlittering scales, angry red eyes and razor taons. “He
iscoming,” she says. “Even as we speak, heis on hisway.” And then Sgga tilts her hand, and the cod
tumbles back into the fire. “If you care for your wife and children, Guthric, you will take them and run.
You will leave Heorot and not look back.”

Then the head of Unferth’s gaff comes down hard againg the back of Siggd's skull, and there's a
sckening crunch before she dumps from the stool and lies dead before the hearth.

“Will you leave her now?” Unferth asks his son. “Or do you wish to remain here and keep her
corpse from getting londy?’

“Fether...” gasps Guthric, the image of the dragon dill dancing before his eyes. “What she said. |
saw it”

“Hne” growls Unferth, wiping the blood from his gaff. “Then go home to your wife and children.
Run away, if cowardice suits you so wdl. Hide somewhere and cower from the lies this witch whore has
told you. But | have business at the keep, and | will wait no longer. Already, the day is fading, and you
have cost me hours | did not have to spare.”

“You saw it, too,” Guthric says.

“| saw a sorcerer’ strickery,” replies Unferth, and he turns and walks back to the deigh as quickly
as his bent and aching bones will dlow. Later, he thinks, hewill send men to feed the woman's carcass to
the pigs and burn the hovd. Cain dts shivering pitifully beneath his blanket and does not say a word as
Unferth dimbs aboard the deigh and takes up the reins in both his hands. When he looks up, Guthric is
watching him from the doorway of the witch’s foul abode.

“Are you coming with me?’ Unferth asks.

“You saw it,” Guthric says again. “Maybe it was something you knew dl dong. Either way, | must
go to my wife and to my children now. We must leave Heorot while there is il time”

“| thought you did not believe in stories of mongters and demons,” laughs Unferth as he turns the
ponies around in the narrow dleyway outside the hovel. “I thought you even doubted the God and savior
whose cross you wear there round about your neck. But now, now you will flee from a dragon? Fine.
Do as you will, son.” And then Unferth whips at the ponies backs with the reins, and they neigh and
champ at their bits and carry him and Cain and the golden horn away into the white storm.

This near to midwinter, the days are dmog as short as Danish days may be, hardly Sx hours from dawn
until dusk, and by the time Unferth has secured an audience in the antechamber behind the king's dais,
the sun has set, and night has fdlen. Already, the celebration in the horned hdl has begun in earnest, and
from the other sde of the door come drunken shouts and musc, the songs of scops and the rowdy
laughter of thanes and ther women. There is but a dngle table in the room and a Sngle empty chair.
Unferth pushes back the hood of his cloak and stomps his feet againg the stone floor, didodging muddy
dumps of mdting snow. Behind him, Cain stands shivering and staring out a the bacony and the dark
sea beyond. There is a amdl fire burning in the fireplace, but the room is dill so cold that their breath
fogs

Then the door leading out to the dais and the mead hdl opens, and the noise of the celebration
grows suddenly louder, but it is not King Beowulf come to speak with him, only Wiglaf, and Unferth
curses slently.

“Unferth, you're not celebrating your king's glory tonight?” Wiglaf asks, and Unferth glares at the
open door until Wiglef shutsit again. “Y ou and your family are missed in the hl,” adds Wigl&f.



“I have brought something for the king,” Wiglef says, and he holds up the golden horn, wrapped in
afold of hisrobes.

Wiga extends his hand. “Then you'll show it to me fire.”

“Ballocks, Wigla. I'll show it first to Beowulf. Believe what | say. The king needs to seeiit!”

The door opens again, and now Beowulf stands in the entryway, glaing a Unferth. “The king
needs to see what?’ he asks, and narrows his eyes.

Unferth steadies himsdf againg that stedy gaze and takes a deep breath. His frown mdts into a
amirk. “A gift fit for aking,” he says. “Lost and now found.”

Unferth unwraps the golden horn, and once again its curves and the ruby set into the dragon’s
throat glitter in the firdight. At the 9ght of it, Beowulf’'s eyes widen with an expresson of astonishment
and also what Unferth hopes is fear.

“Do you recognize it, my lord?’ asks Unferth, adready certain of the answer.

Beowulf stares a the horn, and for a time there is only the muffled noise from Heorot Hal, the
wind howling around the corners of the bacony, the sea damming itsdf againg the diffs far, far below.

“Where did you find...this?” Beowulf asks at lagt.

Unferth moves to stand nearer the king, holding the horn up so that Beowulf might have a better
view of it.

“Somewhere in the wilderness beyond the village wdls. My dave, Cain...he found it, if the truth
be told. He will not say exactly where. | have besten him, my lord, and gill he will not say where it was
he came upon it. My lord, isn't this—’

“Itis nothing!” roars Beowulf, and with a sweep of his ams, he knocks the horn from Unferth's
hands and sends it skidding, end over end, across the floor of the anteroom. The golden horn comes to
rest a the fet of Queen Wedthow, who standsin the doorway, behind her husband. She reaches down
and lifts the horn, once the finest prize in dl King Hrothgar' s treasury.

“S0,” she says. “I seeit has come back to you...after dl these years.” And she passes the horn to
her husband; he takes it from her, but holds it the way a man might hold a venomous serpent.

“Whereishe?" asks Beowulf, and thereisatremor in hisvoice. “The dave. The dave who found
it. Isthat im?" And he points toward Cain.

“Indeed, | have brought him here to you,” replies Unferth, and he turns and seizes Can by the
shoulders, forcing him roughly down upon the floor at Beowulf’s feet.

“Pease” Cain begs, “please don't kill me, my king.”

Beowulf kneds beside Cain and shows him the horn. “Where did you find this treasure?’ he asks.

Cain shakes his head and looks away, saring instead at the floor. “I...I'm sorry | ran away, my
lord. Please...don’t hurt me anymore.”

At that, Unferth kicks Cain as hard as he can, and the dave cries out in pain and terror. “Answer
your king!” snarls Unferth.

“Stop!” orders Beowulf, glaing up at Unferth. “He will tdl us nothing if you beat him senseless”

Cain gasps, and now hislips are flecked with blood. “I didn't stedl it,” he says. “I swesr, | didn't
Sed it”

“Where?" asks Beowulf, lowering his voice and spesking as cdmly as he can manage. “Where did
you find it?’

“The bogs,” answers Cain, his voice bardy louder than a whisper. “Through the forest and down
to the bogs.”

“The bogs,” says Beowulf, getting to his feet again.

“l was lost,” Cain continues, rubbing his hands together, then wiping a his bloody lips. “Logt in
the bog, and | thought | would never find my way out again. But | found a cave...”

“A cave?’ asks Beowulf. “That's where you found the horn, insde a cave?’

“Aye” mutters Cain, nodding and looking at the bloodstain and snot smeared across the back of
hisleft hand. He snifflesloudly. “I found it in the cave. There was so much treasure in the cave, my lord.
So many pretty rings and bracdets, so much gold and silver and so many pretty stones. Such riches.
Oh, and there were statues—"



“And you took this from the cave?’

“I did, my lord. But there was so much treasure. And | only took this one amdl thing.”

“And that's all you saw there?” asks Beowulf, glancing toward Wedthow, who's waiching the
dave and so doesn't notice. “Only treasure? No demon? No witch?’

Cain looks up and shakes his head. “I was going to take it back,” he says. “I swear. | only meant
to keep it for atime, then return it.”

“There was no woman there?’ asks Queen Wedthow.

“No woman, my lady,” Cain tdls her. “Only treasure.”

And now Wedthow does look toward Beowulf, and her violet eyes seem to flash in the dim
room.

“No woman was there,” Cain repeats, and sniffles again.

“Ligen to me, Beowulf,” Unferth says, and takes a step nearer Beowulf and Wedthow. “While
there is yet time, hear me. | know what this means.”

“You know nothing,” Beowulf replies. “It isonly some trinket, some bauble misplaced a thousand
years ago.”

“My lord, | have seen this horn before. | have held it, as have you and my lady Wedthow. Thisis
no lost bauble. Thisisthe very horn that Hrothgar gave to you.”

“My king,” Unferth continues, looking anxioudy from Beowulf to Wedthow, then back to
Beowulf, “you have no her. But | have a son. | have a strong son. Now, while there is time, name
Guthric her to your throne.”

“Truly, it saddens me...how age has robbed you of your wits, friend Unferth,” says Beowulf. “But
| will hear no more of this madness tonight or ever. Y our dave found a trinket and nothing more.”

“A trinket from adragon’slar,” hisses Unferth. “ Goddamn you, Beowulf, | know—" But before
he can finish, Beowulf turns around and leaves the anteroom, disappearing through the doorway,
swalowed dive by the noise and smoke of the celebration and Heorot Hall.

“I did not think you a man who spoke in blasphemies,” Wedthow says. Then she takes two gold
coins from a pocket of her dress and holds them out to Unferth. “And please, take these in exchange for
this man's freedom.” She looks down at Cain, cowering on the floor. “I will not stand by and watch again
while heis beaten like a cur for your amusement, old men.”

Unferth blinks at the coins and laughs, a sick and cheated sort of laugh, a laugh tinged through and
through with bitterness and regret. He taps his saff smartly againgt the flagstones and jabs a crooked
finger a the queen.

“I would take no gold from out this cursed house” he sneers. “But if you wish a dog, my queen,
then heisyours. Bid my lord to keep the golden horn for hisown. | fed quite certain it has been trying to
find its way back to him these lagt thirty years. Pray that none come seeking it, Queen Wealthow.”

“Show him out, Wiglaf,” says Weathow, returning the coins to her pocket. “Then please care for
this poor man. Find him some decent clothes” Then she sets her back to Unferth and follows her
husband, shutting the door to the dais behind her.

“l know the way,” Unferth tdls Wiglaf, and as he hobbles dowly down the long hdlway leading
back out to the snowy night and his deigh, the son of Ecglaf tries not to think about what he might or
might not have seen dancing on awitch's palm.



17

Firein the Night

Sesping safe beside King Beowulf, Ursulais dreaming of the very fird time she laid eyes on Heorot. She
was dill only a child when her family gave up ther farm on the hinterlands. Her brother had been taken
by wolves one summer, and theresfter her mother’s mind became unhinged. She would wander done at
night across the moorlands, risking her own life, and nothing her husband could do or say would
persuade her that the dead boy would never be found. So they came to Heorot, where Ursula's father
found work in the stables and, in time, her mother accepted the loss of her son. In the shadow of the
keep towers, behind walls no walf could breach, Ursula grew to be a woman.

Inthe dream, she is sanding in the back of her father’'s rickety wagon as it bumps and shudders
aong the rocky road leading to the village gates. She beholds the world with a child's eyes, and though
she has heard tales of Heorot and the mead hdl of mighty King Beowulf, she did not imagine anything
half so grand as this. Surdly even the gods and goddesses in Asgard must envy such a magnificent edifice,
and, as the keep looms nearer, it seems as though sheis dipping out of the world she has dways known
and into the sagas and bedtime stories her mother has told her.

“Papa, are there trolls here?’ she asked.

“No trolls” he replied. “There was one, long time ago, when | was dill a young man. But it met its
end in the coming of King Beowulf from Gestland.”

“Are there witches?’

“No witches, ether,” said her father. “There was one, an evil hag from the bogs, but she, too, was
dan by good King Beowulf.”

“What about dragons, Papa? Are there dragons here?’

And upon hearing this third question, her father shrugs and glances up at the leaden sky. “I an
only afarmer,” hetdls her. “What would | know of dragons? But | wouldn't worry, child. Hrothgar, who
was king before Beowulf, he dew the last dragon in these lands before | was born, or so my own father
dways sad.”

And then she turns to her mother. In the dream, her mother’s eyes are bleeding, and there are
black tufts of feathers sprouting from her arms.

“Wheat about the wolves, Mama?’ she asks.

“No wolves” replies her mother. “Not here, for the walls are too high, and the warriors kill any
wolves that come too near.”

“What if the wolves grew wings?’ Ursula asks her mother, who scowls and grinds her teeth.

“Wolves cannot grow wings,” her mother answers. “Don’'t be such adlly child”

“They might dig tunnds deep below the ground,” Ursula suggests. “The dwarves might help them
dig tunnels under the walls of Heorot.”

“The dwarves are no friends to the wolves” her mother says. “Do not forget how they forged the
chain Glepnir, thin as a blade of grass, yet stronger than any iron. And the wolves could never do such a
thing dl on their own.” And then her mother coughs out a mouthful of black festhers and blood.

“What if the wolves came by sea? asks Ursula. “What if the wolves built ships and learned how
to sl the whal€ s-road?’

“The diffs are too steep,” her mother says, spitting more feathers. “And Lord Beowulf’s archers
are dways watchful of the sea for invaders and wolvesin boats.”

“You worry about dragons,” says her father, giving the reins a sudden tug. “Worry about trolls and
witches, girl, but say no more this day of wolves.”

“Then may | worry about bears? she asks her father.

“You are abear,” he says. “You are Ursula, our little bear, and bears should not fear their own.”



C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

“l am a bear,” she says very softly, spesking only to hersdlf, and her mother, who has become a
raven, caws and flies away toward the sea. Her black wings seem to dice the edges of the sky, so that
soon it has begun to rain. Not drops of water, though, but drops of blood that spatter on the fidds and
road. Her father tdls her not to worry, that her mother will be better soon.

But then the dream has changed, as dreams are wont to do, and Ursula is grown and wandering
the moorlands aone, just as her mother did years before, searching in vain for a solen boy. The sky
above her has been torn asunder, ripped to hang in blue-gray strips, and she knows tha the time of
Ragnarok mugt at last be upon Midgard. The monster wolf Fenrisulfr has at last grown so large that when
he opens his mouth, his snout brushes the stars aside and his chin drags upon the earth. He has broken
free of the dwarves chain and escaped hisidand prison of Lyngvi, and soon will the son of Loki devour
Odin Allfather, before it is cut down by Odin's son, the slent god ViZar. Ursula wants to look away,
wants to turn and run back to the keep, but she cannot take her eyes from the sght of the Fenrisulfr,
filling up dl the tattered sky. His teeth are as mountains and his shaggy slhouette blocks out even the light
of the sun. His jaws drip steaming rivers to scorch the world.

“l don't want to see the end,” whispers Ursula, wishing now that the wolves had aso taken her
when they took her brother, that she would not have to live to see the Twilight of the Gods and Loki’'s
children set free to bring about the end of dl things. The ground shakes benegth her feet, and everywhere
she looks, the heather and bracken writhes with serpents and worms and maggots.

“It is only a golden drinking horn,” Beowulf tdlls her, but he sounds frightened, and never before
has Uraula heard fear in hisvoice. “Something | logt. That isdl.”

“My father,” she says, “told me that Hrothgar took it as a trophy when he defeated the dragon
Fefnir.”

“That may be s0,” Beowulf sighs. “I could not say.”

All around her, there is the terrible rending and splintering of the brittle spine of the world,
wracked by the thunderous footsteps of Fenrisulfr as he marches past Heorot to keep his appointment
with Vi7ar. The two towers of Beowulf’'s keep crumble and fdl into the sea, and the sky has begun to
ran liquid fire.

“Itisvery beautiful,” Ursula says, admiring the golden horn in Beowulf’s hands.

“The gods dways knew that chain would never hold the beast,” her father mutters as the gates of
the village come into view. “The beard of a woman, amountain's roots, afidh's breath...such awaste”

“It means nathing to me” says Beowulf.

“It was your prize for killing Grenddl,” Ursulareplies. “It was your reward.”

“My reward,” Beowulf whispers. “No, my reward was to die an old man and never ride the fidds
of Idavall with the glorious dead. My reward was a frigid, Chrigt-worshipping wife and a pile of stones
beside the sea”

Fenrisulfr turns and stares down at her, and his eyes are ggping caverns filled up with fire and
thick, billowing smoke. He sees her and flares his nogtrils,

“Father,” she says. “Look. He is edting the sky dive”

“No wolves” hereplies. “Worry about your dragons, little bear. Or you'll end up like your poor
mother.”

And she stares up into the furnace eyes of Fenrisulfr, seeing how little difference there is between a
wdf and a dragon, on thislast day, that they may as wdl be one and the same. A dragon devoured her
brother, and King Hrothgar raided a wolf’s golden hoard.

King Beowulf places a dagger to the soft spot beneath his chin, but she feds the blade pressng
agang her own throat. And then the dream breaks apart in the ingant before Ursula can scream, the find
indant before she dreams her death and her king's suicide, before Fenrisulfr swvalows her and dl of
Heorot with her.

She lies naked and swegting and bresthless beside Beowulf, and when she looks & him, he's
dutching the golden horn to his chest, muttering in his deep, lost somewhere in the labyrinth of his own
secret nightmares. She watches his restless degp and dowly remembers what is red and what is not.
When she is findly certain that she is awake, Ursula rises from the bed and pulls on her furs and



fleece-lined boots and very quietly leaves the king's bedchamber.

A soird gairway leads up to the causeway connecting the two towers of the keep, and Ursula hugs
hersdf againg the chill air and dimbs the granite steps. After the dream, she needs to see the sky and the
sea and the moonlight faling slver on rooftops and the land beyond the village wdls. She reaches the
landing, a short hdlway leading out to the causaway, and the ar here is even colder than it was in the
gairwdl, and Ursula wishes she were wearing something benegath her furs.

She passes a tapestry, very old and neglected, torn in places and in need of mending. But even in
the dim halway, she can recognize the scene depicted there, Beowulf tearing the mongter Grendd’s arm
from its shoulder. She keeps waking, and soon she has reached the place where the hal opens out onto
the causeway and the winter night. She takes one step out into the moonlight, then she stops. Queen
Wedthow is standing on the bridge, only a dozen or so yards away, clothed in her own fur cloak. She
does nat turn toward Ursula, but stares up at the twinkling stars.

“Ancther restless night?” she asks Ursula.

Terified, Ursula can only manage to nod, and then the queen turns toward her. In the darkness,
Ursula cannot be certain of Wedlthow' s expresson, but there is no anger in her voice.

“It' sdl right, girl,” the queen says. “I’'m not an ogre. I’'m not going to eat you.”

Uraula takes afew hedtant steps nearer Queen Wedthow. In the light of the moon and dtars, the
queen’s har seems to glow like soun Silver.

“He has bad dreams,” says Ursula. “They’ve been coming more often, and tonight they are very

Wedthow sghs and her breath steams.

“Heisaking,” she says. “Kings have alot on their conscience. They do not have easy dreams.”

Neither do I, thinks Ursula, wondering what sort of dreams queens have, what private demons
might have brought Wedlthow out into the night. Ursula glances at Wedthow, a the stars spread out
overhead, then down at the stones benesth her feet. She wishes she could turn and flee back into the
tower, back down to Beowulf's bed. The ar andls like sdt, and she can hear the waves againg the
rocks.

“Sometimes” she says, “he cdls your namein his deep, my Lady.”

“Does he?’ asks Queen Wesalthow, sounding distant and unimpressed.

“Yes, my Lady,” replies Uraula, trying not to sammer. “1 believe he dill holds you in his heart.”

Wedthow cocks one eyebrow and stares skepticaly at her husband's migtress. “Do you indeed?’
ghe asks. Uraula catches the bitter note of condescension, and for a moment neither of them says
anything else. The slence lieslike ice between them, like the empty spaces between the stars, until Ursula
finds her voice.

“| often wonder. What happened...”

“...tous?’ asks Wedthow, finishing the question.

Ursula only nods, wishing she could take back the question, dreading the answer.

Wedthow watches her a second or two, then turns back to the stars. “Too many secrets,” she
says.

And then, from somewhere across the moorlands, thereis a low rumble, and & firs Ursula thinks
that it is only thunder, though there is not asngle wisp of cloud anywherein the sky.

“Did you hear—" she begins, but Wedthow raises a hand, slenang her. And only a heartbest
later, the southern sky islit by a brilliant flash, a hundred times brighter than the brightest flash of lightning,
brighter than the sun a midsummer noon. Ursula squints and blinks, her eyes beginning to smart and
water.

It's only the dream, she thinks. I'm till adeep, and this is only the dream, for after the white
flagh, a brilliant yellow-red-orange stream of flame erupts and rains down upon the homesteads beyond
the gates of Heorot. The fire pours across the landscape like a flood, and the causeway rumbles and
swvays.

“God help us” says Wealthow, and then she takes Ursula roughly by the arm and leads her back



into the tower.



18
Scorched Earth

In his dreams, Beowulf has watched the fire fdl, the Szzing gouts spewed forth from fanged jaws and
gplashing across the roofs and winter-brown moors. Everything become only tinder for the dragon’s
bregth, everything only fud for the greedy flames. Sesping, he has been shown the burning of homes and
fidds and livestock, has seen the outermost walls of the village seared and il the fire came surging
forward, coming on like the tide, enveoping and devouring everything it touched. She has shown him
everything, so much more than Beowulf could have possbly seen with waking eyes. He has seen the
night split wide by this holocaust, and he has looked deep into the eyes of Desth.

In the courtyard below the two grand towers of Heorot, King Beowulf stands and watches the
dream of refugees fleang the smoldering wreckage of the village, bdieving there may yet be some
sanctuary to be found within the castle keep. But she has shown him everything, and he knows there will
be no place to hide when next the sky begins to burn. The lucky ones have died in the night. Beyond the
wadls of the keep, an immense gray-black column of smoke and ash rises high into the sky to meet the
winter clouds.

“By the gods,” whispers Wiglaf. “I have seen war, and | have seen murder and atrocities, but
never have | seen such athing as this”

Beowulf does not answer, and he would shut his eyesif he thought it would drive these desperate,
hurting faces from his mind. The freezing air reeks of smoke and brimstone and cooked flesh, and what
snow dill lieswithin the courtyard has been sullied with a thick covering of sticky black soot.

“l have even seen the work of demons,” says Wigdlaf, “but this...”

“How many?’ asks Beowulf, his mouth gone dmogt too dry to speak. “How many are dead?’

“I cannot say,” replies Wiglaf, shaking his head. “I have been dl the way to the village gates and
back, but...| just don't know, my lord. Too many.”

The procession of the burned and bleeding, the broken and maimed, files dowly past, and most
are glent, struck dumb by their pain or grief or the horrors they have witnessed. Others cry out, giving
voice to ther losses or injuries or dismay, and dill others pause to look up into the face of ther king.
Faces dick with blood and fever and seeping blisters, faces filled with questions he does not know how
to answer. Those who can yet walk stagger or shuffle or sumble dong, but many more are carried into
the keep by thanes or by the strongest of the survivors.

“It came out of the night sky,” a wide-eyed woman says. There's a baby clutched tight in her
ams, and Beowulf can planly see the child is dead. “Our houses and farms; it burnt everything.”

He knows no words to comfort her. He has no words to comfort any of them. Wedthow is
nearby, moving among the wounded, handing out wool blankets. The red-robed priest is with her, but he
seems logt, and his lips mouth a prayer that seems to have no end. Beowulf wonders what consolation
Chrigt Jesus and the god of the Romans has to offer, what sdvation they might bring to bear againg this
wanton terror and destruction.

As much as any god watching on from Asgard, he thinks. Little, or none at all.

Then Wiglaf takes hold of his shoulder and is saying something, smple words that Beowulf should
understand but can't quite wring the meaning from. And then he sees for himsdf and so does not need to
be told—old Unferth in the arms of one of his guards, Unferth scorched and steaming in the cold morning
ar, his charred robes dmogt indisinguishadle from his flesh. His beard and dmogt dl his har have been
singed away, and there isonly a crimson welt where his|eft eye used to be. The wooden cross dill hangs
about his neck, gone as black as the scalded, swollen hand that dingsto it.

“My son,” murmurs Unferth, and so Beowulf knows that he is dive “His wife and my
grandchildren. All of them dead. All of them burned in the night. But not me, Beowulf. Not me.”
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“You saw what did this?” Beowulf asks him, and Unferth grimaces, exposing the jagged stubs of
teeth reduced amog to charcoal.

“The dragon,” replies Unferth. “I saw...the dragon. Your dragon, my lord.”

Beowulf glances up a Unferth’s guard. There' s a wide gash on the man’s forehead, and hisface is
bloodied, but he seems otherwise unharmed. “Did you see it, as wdl?’ Beowulf asks the guard.

“l cannot say what | saw,” the guard replies. “But they are dl dead, my sre, just as my Lord
Unferth has said. | do not know how we done escaped.”

“My son,” Unferth says again, then he coughs and there's a Sckening rattle in his chest. “Because
that wretch Cain found the golden horn, yes? You had an...agreement with her. But now...now, you
have the horn again, don’'t you? Now...the pact is broken.”

“He is delirious,” says the guard, and Beowulf sees that the man is weeping now. “His reason is
overthrown. | can make no sense of the things he says.”

“You have the damned horn,” snarls Unferth and a fet blister a one corner of his mouth bursts
and oozes down his chin. “ So the agreement is now ended...and my son...my sonisdead.”

“What agreement?’ asks Wigldf. “Unferth, who said these things?’

Unferth’s remaining eye swings about wildly for a moment, then comes to rest on Wiglaf. “You
must know...surely you know, good Wiglaf. Or has the King kept his secrets from you...dl these
years.”

“He is ddirious” the guard says again. “He does not know what he's saying. Lord Unferth is
dying, my king, and | should find the priest.”

“3n,” sneers Unferth, and now that one eye, cloudy and bloodshot, glisening with pain, comes to
rest on Beowulf. “Sins of the fathers. That's the lagt thing | heard...before my family was burned dive,
the very last thing | heard...before their screams. The sins, Beowulf. The sns of the fathers.”

“Who said this?” Beowulf asks. “Tdl me, Unferth. Who said these things?’

“He did,” Unferth whispers, his voice shrunken now to hardly the faintest whisper, and Beowulf
has to lean close to hear. “The pretty man with golden wings. He said it. You have a fine son, my king.”
And then Unferth closes that mad and ralling eye, and Wigla points the guard toward the priet, dill
ganding with Queen Wedthow and dill muttering his futile pleas and supplications. When the guard has
carried Unferth away, Wigla runs his fingers through his har and takes a deep brezath.

“He was insane, my lord,” says Wigla. “To have seen what he's seen, the death of his house—
any man would lose hiswits. When | went down to the gates, | saw dl that now remains of Unferth Hall.
Sag and cinder, Beowulf, a glowing holein the ground, and litlle else.” Wiglaf Sghs and stares up a the
column of smoke risng from the ruins of the village. “A dragon,” he says and swalows. “Do you believe
that, my lord, that a dragon is abroad, that a fyrweorm has come among us”

The pretty man with golden wings.

“What does it matter what | believe. What any of us believe. Unferth believed his crosses kept
hm safe from evil. | believed the age of monsters was behind us. Do not trouble yoursdf with belief,
Wigld. Trust only what your eyes now see,” and he mations toward the village. “This was not the work
of man.”

“But adragon?

“Or something near enough,” says Beowulf. “Cdl my officers. Have them meet mein the armory.”

“Some have surdly died,” says Wigld'. “ Others are unaccounted for.”

“Then gather those who 4ill draw breath, however many you can find. There is not much time, |
fear. We mugt try and discover thisfiend slar before it returns to finish what it began last night. And we
mus make such defenses as we are 4ill able, to protect those who have so long looked to us for
protection. | have faled them al, Wiglaf.”

“I will not believe that,” Wigla says. “No king has ever guarded the land of the Danes as you
have. If thisthing...if it isadragon...”

“Then perhaps we will have one last chance to seek our place in Vahdla” Beowulf tels him,
watching Wealthow moving among the refugees. “Maybe we shdl not die in our beds, sck old men fit
only for Hel’s gray redm.”



You have a fine son, my king.

Widgld nods, but there is nathing like certainty or hope in his eyes. “This is not a trall and its
moather,” he says. “Whatever it is”

“Enough talk, Wiglaf. Make haste. The day will not be long, and we do not know what our enemy
intends”

And so Wiglaf leaves him there, surrounded by the dead and the soon to be dead, and Beowulf
can 4ill hear the firestorm from his dreams, and the screams, and the fearful sound of vast wings bruisng
the night sky.

The day shines dimly through the narrow windows set into the thick stone wadls of the king's
bedchamber, but there is naither warmth nor joy nor even solace in that wan light. Beyond the wals of
Beowulf's keep, the village dill burns, and the king's warriors have reported that dl their efforts to
extinguish the blaze have been in vain. The breath of the great weorm has poisoned everything it touched,
some strange incendiary substance that continues to burn even when doused with water and earth. The
ground itsdf is burning. They have managed only to keep the flames from spreading insde the walls of the
keep, and that pillar of smoke and ash 4ill rises into the winter sky above the ruins of Heorot. It has
turned the afternoon to twilight.

King Beowulf tugs at the straps of his breastplate, adjudting the fit of armor he has not worn since
he was a younger man. Then he chooses a sword and shidd from off the wal, and his longbow, too. He
glances toward the windows, that hazy light fdling across the bed he once shared with Weathow, the
bed he now shares with another woman—no, a girl, a gifl young enough to be his own granddaughter.
But it hardly seems to matter now, for surely he will not survive this day to ever again bed any girl or
womean. It iswating for him out there, what poor, mad, dying Unferth has named “the ains of the fathers”
The price of the life he has lived.

The life she gave me, he thinks, and takes a great ax down from the wall. It was never more
than that.

Beowulf has dready given Wiglef and the officers of his thanes their orders, to take up postions
adong the northern rim of the gorge dividing Heorot from the moorlands. If he cannot defeat this beast,
they will be dl that stands between the dragon and the keep’s uttermost destruction. He could dearly see
the doubt in Wiglaf's eyes, doubt that any man or amy of men might stand againgt such a cdamity, but
Beowulf dso saw in Wiglaf's eyes a grim determination.

The king lifts his heavy cape from an iron hook st into the wall, a great cloak sewn from wolf and
bear pets, and he drapes it around his shoulders. When he looks up again, Ursula is watching him from
the doorway, and her cheeks are streaked with tears.

“l beg you,” she says, her voice hardly more than a sobbed whisper. “Do not leave me. Please...”

“You are free to go,” hetdls her. “I release you. Find a good man, if one il liveswhen this day is
done. Bear him children...bear im a son, Ursula”

She crosses the room to stand beside him, and Beowulf sghs and gently cradles her face in his
scarred and callused hands.

“Please, child. Do as I’'ve asked,” Beowulf says. “Let me go down to this battle knowing that you
will not waste your life grieving for an old man.”

She shakes her head. “I don’t want anyone dse. | want you, my lord.”

“I'm not the man you think me to be, Ursula”

“You are King Beowulf,” she replies. “You're agreat man, and a hero. This| know to be true.”

“You know alegend,” 9ghs Beowulf. “Y ou know only the stories told by scops.”

“| believe—" Ursula begins, but Beowulf places his hand firmly over her mouth, for he will hear no
more of this, not today, not ever.

“Then you are as much a fool as dl the rest of them,” he tells her, making his voice as hard and
unfeding as he can manage. Confusion and fury flash bright in Ursula's wet eyes. She pushes him away
and runs from the room.

Beowulf turns back toward the wal and catches his reflection in a shied dill hanging there. “You



are atired old man,” he says, spesking to that haggard image of himsdf trapped in the polished metd.
“You go to seek your degth in the wilderness”

“Indeed you do,” says Queen Wedthow, and he turns about to find her standing in the open
doorway. Her gown and furs, her face and hair, are smeared with black soot and stained with the blood
of the dying and wounded whom she has helped to tend. “And indeed, husband, you are atired old man.
Cladding yoursdf in the armor of a younger Beowulf will not change that in the least.”

“Woman, have you nothing better to do thisday,” he says, “than to trouble yourself mocking me?
Shouldn’'t you be with your priest, doing the holy works of your weeping, merciful Christ Jesus?’

Wedthow steps into the room, pulling the door shut behind her.

“Why don't you take that poor girl and live out your remaning years in peace. You are an old
mean, Beowulf. Let some young hero save us. Some wanderer from a far shore, a Frisan, perhaps...or a
Swede. Some cdlow fool come looking for gold and glory and a crown.”

Beowulf glares a her for a moment. He can amd| the stink of burning seeping from her clathing.

“And gart the whole nightmare dl over again?’ he asks, then shakes his head. “No. | have visted
this horror upon my kingdom, like Hrothgar before me. And so | mugt be the one to make an end to it.
Now. Today. | must be the one to finish her”

Wedthow's gartling violet eyes, hardly dimmed by age, match his glare, match it and double it,
and she walks quickly from the closed door to stand before him.

“Was she s0 beautiful 7’ Wedlthow asks, and now there is anger in her voice. “Beowulf, is there in
dl the world any beauty so costly, any mere earthly beauty worth what you have seen today?’

“I could lie,” Beowulf says. “I could tdl you, my queen, that in the wisdom of my many years |
have learned there is no beauty worth this terrible price. | could tdl you she was only a hideous sea hag
who bewitched me, cagting a wicked glamour that only caused me to think her so beautiful a being. But
how would that profit either of us? Yes, Wedthow, she is beautiful, a beauty beyond reckoning and
beyond mere words and amost beyond imagining. A beauty the gods in Asgard would themsalves die
for.”

“The gods,” scoffs Wedthow.

“Or even your ghodly Jesus,” adds Beowulf. “Even he would have climbed down off his Roman
cross for the love of such beauty.”

“Thet is heathen blasphemy,” Wedthow muiters.

Beowulf tries to laugh, but it's a dry and humorless sound. “Aye” he says. “For | am dill a
heathen king, and so | have not yet learned proper Christian blasphemy.”

“Itisnot too late. You do not have to go to meet this fiend as an unbeiever and unbaptized. The
priest—"

“—will get none of me,” cutsin Beowulf. “Oh no, not that Irish sheepfucker. It isenough, | should
think, that he has duped the better part of my kingdom with his talk of sn and savation and heavenly life
eternd. No, | will keep the gods of my father and his fathers before him. If there is any life awaiting me
beyond this one, then | will be content to take my seat in Odin’s hdl, should | earn that honor. Else | will
find mysdf with Loki’ s daughter in her foul hdl on the banks of the Gjdll.”

“You dill believe these things?” asks Wedthow.

“In more than gxty years, | have heard nothing better. Certainly not the ravings of your dear
sheepfucking Irish priest.”

Wesdlthow takes a deep, resigned bresth.

Beowulf swalows and scratches at his beard. “My lady, | do not wish to leave you with anger and
bitter words,” he says. “I would have you know, Wedthow, that | am sorry, that | do regret the suffering
| have visited upon you and my people. | was afool.”

“You were a young fool,” she tdls him, dill trying to sound angry, but her voice has softened,
losng its keen sdf-righteous edge.

“Now | am a sorry old fool,” Beowulf says. Then he pauses, lost for a moment in those eyes, lost
in the memories of this strong woman who was hersdf only a girl when firg he came to Heorot. “You
should know, | have dways loved you, my queen.”



“And | have dways loved you,” she whispers, and amiles a sad and weary amile, then looks away
s0 that hewill not see the tears brimming in her eyes.

“Sheisonly achild,” Beowulf says. “Do not be unkind to her when | am gone.”

“She is much more than a child,” Wedthow replies. “You should have recognized that by now.
But do not worry yoursdlf, husband. | mean her no harm. She knows that. She will dways have a place
here, if she so wishesit.”

“Thet is very gracious of you.”

Wedthow shrugs, then glances back to her king.

“I will missyou,” she says. “May you find whatever it isyou seek.”

Beowulf amiles, wishing that he might know one last night with the woman he took as his wife and
gueen so many long years ago, that he might hold her and know the peace he once knew in the sanctuary
of her ams.

“Keegp amemory of me” he says. “Not as aking and a hero, not as a demon dayer, but only as a
mean, fdlible and flawed as any man. That is how | would be remembered.” And then the King of Heorot
kisses hiswife for what he knows will be the find time, and she does not flinch and does not pull away.



19

Dark Harrower and Hoard-Guard

In truth, Beowulf is glad for Wigla’s company. The king had ordered his herad and oldest friend,
Weohstan's son, to remain behind with those warriors charged with defending the keep and what little
remained of the village, the thanes commanded to protect the lives of those who survived the dragon’s
night raid. But Wiglaf protested, saying that the king should not ride out across the moorlands done, and
that one old man more or less would make little difference if Beowulf should fal and the fyrweorm return
to Heorot. Better | ride a your sde, Wiglaf said, and in the end Beowulf had relented. It is a grim
prospect, to face death, but grimmer by far isthe prospect of facing it in the wilderness alone. By thetime
the Gests rode out, the fires that had engulfed the village had mosily burned themsdves out, leaving
behind little to show that only the day before had stood aliving, bresthing town of men.

And now, looking once more out across the aily tarn, the peat-stained waters of Weormgrad,
Beowulf isthankful he did not come here aone. In three decades, the place has changed in no way that
he can detect. The poisoned surface of the lake dill dances with that same unclean iridescent sheen. The
grass 4ill grows thick and brown around its boggy shores, and at this spot where the mist-bound land
rses up into a steep bank crowned with three mighty oaks, the steaming lake dill flows down benesth the
earth, gurgling softly as it passes between the knotty roots of the three oaks. The ar ginks of rotting
vegetation and fungi, mud and peat and dead fish.

But this time, Beowulf and Wiglaf did not cross the ancient forest beyond the moorlands and then
the wide and treacherous marches, picking their way on foot. There is another route, one not known in
those faraway days when Grendd and its dam terrified the men and women of the horned hdl. And so
the two men have come on horseback, wandering bleak and rocky paths down to the lake and the three
trees and the cave leading deep below ground. But as they near the trees and the water’s edge, thar
mounts whinny piteoudy and stamp their hooves agang the gravely soil and shy away from the
Weormgrad.

“You cannot blame them,” Wiglef says, then he leans forward and whispers something comforting
into his horse' s right ear.

“Thisis the place,” says Beowulf, tugging hard at the reins of his own mount, pressng his heds
lightly into the frightened horse' s ribs. “Long years has it haunted my dreams, Wigldf. In nightmeares, I've
come here a thousand times. But never once did | suspect I'd have need to vigt it again awake.”

Widld pats the horse's neck, then Sts up draight in his saddle and stares out across the tarn. “It
hasn't changed,” he says. “It's the same sorry piss hole it was the day you killed Grendd’s mother, a
blighted wagte fit only for demons and therr kin.”

“But | have changed. | am no longer a boastful young man,” Beowulf mutters, hdf to himsdf.
“Once, | might have cdled this night-ravager out to face me in the open. | might have faced it as | faced
Grendd, naked and without any weapon but my own strength.”

Wigld turns his head and looks to Beowulf, who is staring at the three trees and the entrance to
the cavern. His eyes are digant, and to Wiglaf he seems lost in unpleasant thoughts. For a while, there
are only the sounds of the skittish horses, the wind, and a noisy flock of ravens weatching from the oaks.
When the King of the Ring-Danes speaks again, his voice seems to Wiglaf to have grown heavy as the
cold air, as though every word is an effort.

“Thereis something | must say, my Wiglef.”

“Yes, my lord?’

Beowulf takes a bracing, deep breath and exhdes fog. Some part of him had wished that they
would reach this place and find that the grasping, probing roots of the trees had long ago seded the
entryway, tha the ground itsdf had collgpsed, dosng off the path leading down to those haunted
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Subterranean poals.

“I have no har,” he says. If | should be dan by this creature...” and he pauses and takes another
deep breath. “...if | should die this day,” Beowulf continues, “then you shdl be king, Wiglaf. | have
arranged it with the heralds. They have been given my indructions”

Wigd turns away, looking back out across the tarn. “Don't speak of such things my lord,” he
tdlls Beowulf.

Beowulf sghsloudly and stares at the grim opening waiting for him there between the oaken roots.
A sorrow has come over him, and he has never been a man a ease with sadness. He is holding the
golden drinking horn, Hrothgar’s horn returned to Heorot by Unferth’s dave.

“Wigld, there is something | would have you know. Something you must know.”

“There's a gory about this place,” Wiglaf says, as though he has not heard Beowulf. “It was told
by awoman in the village, an Icelander wench caled Sigga. Some say sheisawitch and a seer. | expect
she's dead now, dead or dying. She sad this hill”’—and Wiglaf motions toward the trees and the steep
bank—"did not begin as a dragon’s hoard or as a demon’s den. She said that it's the barrow of the last
men of along-forgotten race. The name of that man and his people has been logt to the world for three
hundred years.”

“Wigd,” Beowulf begins, but Wiglaf shakes his head and points up a the trees, ther limbs heavy
with raven feathers.

“Sggasad that the three oaks were planted by that last man, and that they are meant to represent
the three Norns—Urd, Skuld, and Verdandi. The roots of the trees are the great tapestry of fate that the
Norns have woven. | have heard it said that the witch cdled this place—"

“Wiglaf!” Beowulf cutsinimpatiently, as his voice draws a raucous new chorus of caws from the
ravens. “There is something | have to say to you. And you have to listen.”

Wigla turns suddenly about to face his king, and Beowulf has never seen such fury in the Gesat's
eyes as he sees there now, some desperate wrath bailing up, wild and hot. Wiglal’s cheeks are flushed
an angry scarlet, and he narrows his eyes.

“Nay,” he says, rasng his voice to a shout. “There is nothing | must know | do not know
dready! You are Beowulf. Beowulf the mighty! Beowulf the hero! King Beowulf, the dayer of and
destroyer of trolls and sea hags and demon spawn! That is what | know, my lord, and all | need to
know, thisday or any other. Now...let’s do what we came hereto do. Let's kill this bloody flying devil
where it degps and get on with our bloody lives”

For a moment, Beowulf stares back a him in stunned slence, while the ravens caw and flutter
their wingsin the trees. He thinks that maybe he has never truly seen Wiglaf before now, that he has only
ever glimpsed some shadow of the man, and he knows, a leadt, that he has done the right thing, naming
Wigla his successor to the throne.

“Now,” says Wiglaf, then pauses to get his breath. Already, the anger is draining from his face.
“Do you want me to go in with you?’ he asks hisking.

Beowulf merdly shakes his head.

“Good, | will wait here,” replies Wigldf, eyeing the ravens in the three oaks. “Perhaps | can make
some decent sport of our blugtering friends up there,” and he reaches for his longbow.

King Beowulf has not forgotten the path down to the merewife slair, for too many nights has he retraced
it in hisfitfu deep. The path below the trees, the firg pool there below the hill—ill infested with white
eds and its muddy bottom dill srewn with bleached bones and skulls—then the treacherous
underground river sailling into some ancient chasm that the she-demon took for her home long ages ago.
Beowulf doesn't fight the current, though the rocks batter and bruise his flesh. And in time he emerges
once more from that lowest pool, from the icy water accumulated there in a void left when a buried
mongter rotted away—another dragon, perhgps—Ileaving only its bones to become the caverns wdls, its
massve spine to form a roof. Beowulf stands shivering and dripping a few feet away from the icy shore.
Unlike the tarn, this place has changed somehow since last he came here. It seemsto have grown,
the distances between the cavern’s walls, from its floor to the stalactite-draped celing, increesng by



hundreds of feet. The sckly blue dfin light that lit the chamber thirty years ago has dimmed, and the pool
is black as pitch. There does not seem to be nearly so much golden treasure as before, as though the
dave Cain is not the only man who has found his way here and plundered the hoard. Beowulf takes
Hrothgar’'s drinking horn from beneath his mall and sodden robes, and it glows, caging a warm light
across the rocks at his feet and pushing back some of the difling darkness. The sound of dripping water
is very loud, and Beowulf imaginesif he stood here long, that dripping might come to sound as loud as
the blows of Thor’s hammer.

Beowulf holds the horn high above his head, and shouts into the gloom, “Come forth! Show
yoursdlf!” But by some peculiar property of this accursed place, some aurd trick, along and eerie slence
fdls between the act of spesking and the sound of his own voice. When his delayed utterance does findly
greet Beowulf's ears, it seems to rall back as little more than an echo, diminished by the darkness and
distance of the place.

Come forth! Show your self!
Come forth! Show your self!
Come forth! Show your self!

He takes another step toward the edge of the pool, moving nearer the pebbly, muddy shore, but
the moment seems to Stretch itsdf into long minutes. So, thinks Beowulf, the sorcery dhrouding this fetid
grotto has been fashioned to twist sound and time, and that thought takes at least as long as a Sngle
footstep, fifteen minutes, ten, half an hour. His left boot sends up a crystd spray, each droplet risng so
dowly from the pool, every one of them a perfect liquid gem reflecting and refracting the red-orange glow
of the drinking horn or the soft blue phosphorescence of the cavern walls Beowulf looks down, and
there' s his face gazing back up at him from the pool. But it's the face of his younger sdif, not the visage of
the old man he's become. Those eyes are 4ill bright with the vigor of his logt youth, and the beard that
face wears has not yet gone gray. Then the duggish arc of the droplets brings them back down across the
water, and they dtrike the pool like deafening thunderclaps. Each drop creates a perfect ring of ripples
that languidly radiate across the surface, intersecting with other ripples, and for some period of time he
cannot judge, he stlands there trandfixed, watching them. When the water is findly dill again, the face
looking up a him from the pooal is only that of a battle-scarred old man.

And then he feds dizzy and sck to his somach and feds something dse, as wdl—an odd,
unwinding sensation, as though time is suddenly catching up with itsdlf again. His next footstep toward the
shore takes no more or less time than any footstep should.

“I have not come to play games” he mutters, dimbing out onto the shore, the rocks shifting and
crunching noisly beneath his feet. Breathless, he pauses a the edge of the pool, exhausted by the
arduous journey down from the tarn and the three oaks. There's a ditch in his Sde and the fant coppery
taste of blood on his tongue, and Beowulf wonders if maybe he cracked a tooth as he was tossed and
pummeled dong the underground river connecting the two subterranean pools. He spits pink foam onto
the ground &t hisfedt.

“l no longer have the patience for such games” Beowulf says. “So show yoursdf, and save the
trickery for someone who hasn't seen it dl before.”

There is a rattling, danging sound from the shadows to his right, and Beowulf turns to see hdf a
dozen figures shambling toward him across the stony beach. They are little more than skeletons, held
together by desiccated scraps of snew and shriveled bits of skin, wrapped up in rusty amor and rags.
Some of them have logt an am or aleg, and Beowulf sees that the nearest is missng his lower jaw bone.
Thefigures glare back a him from eyeless skulls, dazzling cerulean orbs of the cave's faerie light shining
out from otherwise-empty sockets. Beowulf reaches for his sword, but immediady the skeletal figures
stop their saggering advance and stand very 4ill, il as stone or mortar, dl of them watching him.

“Hall Beowulf,” the nearest says, its voice like iron scrgping dry bone. And Beowulf redlizes that
this wraith was once the Geat Hondshew, one of the boldest and bravest of dl his thanes. “Greet
Beowulf, who killed the monster Grendd.”



To Hondshew’ s I€ft, another thane, this one unrecognizable as its face is far too decomposed to
bear resemblance to any living man, raises a bony finger and jabs it in Beowulf’s direction.

“Hall Beowulf,” it croaks. “Great Beowulf, who dew Grendd’s demon mother.”

Behind it, another of the dead thanes makes an awful, choking sound that might be laughter. “Hall
mighty Beowulf,” it says. “The wisest king, and the mightiest who ever ruled the Ring-Danes.”

Now Beowulf takes severd steps backward, retregting to the edge of the wide black pool. His
hand dill rests firmly on the pomme of his sword, but he does not draw it from out its sheath.

“Thisis but some deceit!” shouts Beowulf. “ Some poor jest to throw me off my guard, to wesken
my resolvel”

“Hal Beowulf,” mumbles another of the fdlen thanes, and Beowulf thinks this one might have once
been Afvadr who dl the men cdled Afi. There is a dreadful commoation of raitling vertebrae and ribs, and
Afi grinds his decaying teeth and points at Beowulf. “Good and faithful Beowulf,” he says, “who left us dl
for dead.”

“You fdl in battle,” Beowulf replies. “I know my eyes have been deceived, for this day you ride
the battlefidds of 1davoll—"

“l was murdered by the monster’s mother while | dept,” snarls the gpparition. “That is no
glorious death. | will never have a seet in Vahdla”

“Thisisnot real,” says Beowulf. “I cannot be fooled by such shoddy witcheraft.”

Another of the shamblers has made its way to the front of the pack, and right away Beowulf
recognizes him. The once-corpulent Olaf is now little more than a scarecrow.

“Hal the guh-great King Beowulf,” snarls Olaf. “Liar and muh-muh-monster. Lecher and
fuh-fuh-fool .”

“You built your kingdom with our spilled blood,” says the thing that wants Beowulf to bdieve it
was once Hondshew and scurrying black beetles and dbino spiders dribble from its lipless mouth. “You
built your glorious keep from our bones.”

And now dl the dead men raise thair ams and cry out in unison, “Hall! Hall! Hall! Hall!”

“I will not see this” Beowulf hisses. “1 will not hear thisfilthy coward’ s lie. Show yoursdlf!”

And like a handful of dust in a strong gde, the wraiths come apart in some unfdt gust, vanishing
back into the hdf-light and murk from whence they came. At once there is a new disturbance in the
merewifé s cavern, the din of great, leathery wings from somewhere directly overhead. And before
Beowulf can draw his weapon, he is assailed by avidlent blast of hot wind that dmost knocks him off his
feet. The ar now reeks of brimstone and carrion rot. He hears footsteps and turns toward the ledge of
ancient granite dtar one where, thirty years before, Grendd’s corpse lay. The enormous sword, surey
a giat's blade, is gill mounted on the wdl above the stone. Near the dtar is a tunnd, yet another
tributary of this underground waterway, and from that tunnd comes the disquieting echo of a soft mde
voice.

“How drange,” saysthe voice. “When | ligened at windows and from rooftops to the talk of the
mighty King Beowulf, dl the talk | heard was of a hero, vdiant and wise, courageous and noble. But
here, now | see...you're nothing, a pathetic, empty nothing.”

Beowulf tries to push the images of the wraiths from his mind, seding himsdf for this new horror,
whatever it might be.

“l am Beowulf,” he says.

Now, the water in the tunnd has begun to burn, whirling sheets of flame racing across it and licking
a the travertine and granite wals. And in that flickering light Beowulf can dearly see the speaker, the
image of a dender, well-muscled young man, and he is not sanding in the water but waking upon it, as
though he might weigh no more then a feather. The man's skin is golden, as golden as the drinking horn,
and heis clothed only in a strapwork harness of curled leether. Except for his gligening, gilded skin, this
young man might well be Beowulf, as he was in his twentieth or twenty-fifth year. There is a anking, sour
redization growing in Beowulf’s mind, and he shudders and forces himsdf not to look away.

Give me a child, Beowulf. Enter me now and give me a beautiful, beautiful son.

You have a fine son, my king.



“l am Beowulf,” the Lord of the Ring-Danes says again.

“You are shit,” replies the golden man. Those three words bite a Beowulf's heart like the iron
heads of an archer’s shft.

“Who,” begins Beowulf, then stops and swalows, his mouth gone dry as dust. “What are you?’

The golden man, wreathed dl in flame yet unburning, smiles a vicious smile. “I'm only something
you left behind...Father.”

Beowulf feds a weakness in his knees, and his heart begins to race and skips a bedt.

“Here,” he says, halding out the golden horn. “Take back your damned, precious bauble. The
men who stole it has been punished. Have it, demon, and leave my land in peace” And with those
words, Beowulf hurls the drinking horn toward the golden man and the fiery tunnd entrance. It lands at
his feet with an audible splash, but also does not snk into the water as it should. The golden man looks
down at the horn and shakes his head.

“It ismuch too late for that,” he says, and raises one bare foot and gently presses it down upon the
horn, crushing it fla againg the water in an indant. Where the horn had been, there is only a bubbling
puddle of molten metd. It floats on the seaming water for a second or two, then Beowulf watches in
didhdief asit flows up over the foot and ankle that crushed it, meding seamlesdy with the golden man's
in.

“How will you hurt me, Father?’ he asks, stepping through a curtain of flane to stand on the stone
floor of the cave, between Beowulf and the atar ledge. “With your fingers, your teeth...your bare hands
pu

Beowulf licks his parched lips, and he can fed the heat from the flames againgt his face.

“Where is your mother?’ he asks. “Where is she hiding?” And then, shouting toward the cave's
caling. “ Show yoursdf, bitch!”

The golden man laughs a sound like ran and a handful of coins scattered across cobbles.
“Nobody ever sees my mother,” he tells Beowulf. “Unless, of course, she wishes. Not even me.”

“Thisis madness,” mutters Beowulf.

“You have a wonderful land, my Father,” the golden man says and takes another step toward
Beowulf. “A beautiful home. Oh, and women. Such beautiful, fral women. When | came and lisened a
windows, sometimes they spoke of your women. Y our wise Queen Wedthow. Your pretty bed warmer,
Ursula. | wonder—which of them do you think | should kill firs?’

“Why? Tdl me, please, why are you doing this?’

The golden man raises a shimmering eyebrow and pretends not to understand the question. “Why
am | offering you a choice?’ he asks Beowullf.

“No, you bastard,” snarls Beowulf. “Why would you harm either of them?’

The golden man nods his pretty head, and the amile returns to his face. “Oh, | see. Because you
love them both so much, Father. And because | hate you.”

“Your mother, she asked mefor a son. | only gave her what she asked for.”

Now the golden man is driding confidently toward Beowulf, trailing a mantle of flame in his wake.
And with each step he takes, he seems to grow larger. At fird Beowudlf thinks it's only some other
enchantment or guile of the cavern, but then he remembers how he watched the mortaly wounded
Grendd grow smaller.

“And she gave you a kingdom and crown,” the golden man says. “And you have them 4ill, your
lands and your treasure...your glory and your women. But what have |, dear Father? Where do | fit in
your grand scheme?’

“You are your mother’s son,” Beowulf replies. “She never asked—"

“Never asked? Haven't you ever wondered? Y ou, an old man without an heir to his throne, have
you never lain awake in the dillness of the night and wondered about the son whom you used to barter
for power and riches? That he might have dreams and aspirations, that he might wish to be something
more than a phantom and a bad memory?’

“My heir? You are an abomination.”

The golden man, taler than Beowulf now by a head, is sanding only ten or twenty feet away, and



he amirks and glances a the ground.

“An aomindion,” says the golden man. “Like poor Grendd, you mean? Grendd, the ill-made
and misbegotten son of good King Hrothgar—"

“The son of Hrothgar?” asks Beowulf, dishelieving. “ Can you speak nothing but lies?’

“You did not know? Did you truly think you were my mother’s firg ddliance with a son of Odin?
Y our Queen Wedthow knew, even before you met he—’

“l did not know it, and | do not know it now, for there is naught in you but bitter guile and
deception.”

“Say what you will, Father. My skin is thick, and you cannot make me hate you any more than |
dready do. Indeed, if you were to engrave my hatred on every star in the sky, upon every grain of sand
on every beach from now urtil the end of time, you would dill not possess the smdlest inkling of just
how much | hate you.”

“How could | have known?" asks Beowulf.

“What matter? | am, as you say, an abomination, a demon born of an abominable union and urtfit
to St upon your throne or upon any throne of man.”

And now the golden man, the son of Beowulf, has grown to such a great height that he stands
eedly twice astdl as hisfather, dmog as tdl as the monster Grendel. And his gleaming body has begun
another and far more terrible sort of transformation, that smooth metalic skin suddenly becoming rough
and scaled. The flourishes and whorls of the curled lesther strapwork he was wearing have vanished,
leaving only their intricate patterns behind, spirals of buff and amber on his gilded hide. From his face and
skull, an assortment of horns and other bony nodules and excrescences have begun to sprout. Where a
moment before towered a man of unearthly, incomparable beauty, now there stands some equdly
unearthly but hideous creature, neither quite reptile nor man.

“How will you kill me, Father?” the thing asks, but its dulcet voice has become an ugly, guttura
rumble as lips and cheeks fold back and shrink away, tissue retracting to reved a mouthful of uneven
ydlowed fangs and a purplish forked tongue. Its thick sdiva drips to the cavern floor and spatters across
the stones where it indantly flashes to puddles of blue-white flame. “Crush my am in a door and tear it
off? Do you think that will be enough? Or will you cut off my head and take it back to your pretty
women as a trophy?’

Beowulf draws his sword, and the creature sneers and laughs a him. Its hands have become
talons, and its arms have grown so long they reach the ground.

“Lagt night, you visited unspesakable suffering upon my people,” Beowulf says, holding the blade
out before him, horrified by the metamorphosis he is witnessing, but incapable of looking away. “You
have murdered—women and children, old men in their deep. You are as much a coward as was your
foul hdf brother, Grendd. You rain desth upon those you despise and never do you look them in the
face”

“l am looking you in the face, Father.” But its brigling, venomous mouth is no longer suited to
humen speech, and Beowulf can only just make out the durred and garbled words.

“Then fight me and leave the others be, for they have never done you harm.”

“But you love them, Father. Or so you profess, so you would have them believe. And | do hate
you, SO what better way might | ever ham you than by harming them? How better to take my
vengeance?’ More fire leaks from its jaws and spreads across the cobbles, Beowulf takes a quick step
backward to avoid the flames.

There is a loud splash from the pool behind him, but Beowulf does not look away from the
grinning dragon thing to see what might have made the sound.

“ Enough,” the creature snorts, and now it has grown enormous, its horned skull brushing against
the staactites, bresking off bits of the smdler dripstone formations. Its neck is long and ripples with
serpentine muscles, and where its arms were but a moment before there are gigantic leathery wings A
spiked and spiny tall lashes from side to side, and with one blow it smashes the dtar stone to rubble. The
beast is gigantic, the 9ze of a amdl whae a least, dmogt as large as the sea mongters Beowulf fought
when he swam againgt Brecca so long ago. It shakes its massive head from sde to side, and scading ar



washes over Beowulf.

“THERE WILL BE NO MORE TALK!” it bellows. “NOW, FATHER, YOU WILL WATCH
AS| BURN YOUR WORLD TO CINDERS!”

And as the dragon opens its jaws wide, belching blinding gouts of liquid fire, Beowulf turns and
dives headlong into the deep black pool. The cold water closes around him, soothing his blistered skin,
and he lets himsdf gnk to the muddy bottom bathed in the red-orange light from above. He looks back
up a therailing inferno writhing across the surface, wondering how long before the entire pooal is turned
to steam. Then there is a gentle but inggtent tug a his am, and when Beowulf looks down again, the
merewife is floating before him. Even more beautiful than his memories of her, and he thinks if only
Wedthow could see her, surdy then hiswife would understand why he has done the things he has done.
Her ydlow hair drifts like a wresth about her face, and her blue eyes seem brighter than any dragon’s
fire Her lips do not move, but he plainly hears her voice ingde his head.

At lagt, you have met our son? she asks, and amiles, then raises a hand and lightly brushes his
cheek with long, webbed fingers. Heis so very much more than my poor idiot Grendel, but then his
father...his father is so much more than that fat dullard Hrothgar ever was.

“Stop him,” Beowulf says, mouthing the words, and precious ar rushes from his throat, rigng in
slvery bubbles toward the fire overhead.

Why would | do that? she replies. He is his father’s son, dear Beowulf. He is a willful being,
a veritable wolf of the bees.

She drifts forward to kiss him, but now Beowulf can see the jagged, serrate teeth set into her
blue-gray gums, the shimmer of scales between her breasts, and the Geat King is gripped by a powerful
wave of revulson. He raises his sword between them.

You will not hurt me, she whispers without spesking. You could not, even if you tried. Now, go
and witness the grand deeds our beautiful son has come to work upon this land. He will be
disappointed if you are not there to see. And she motions toward the surface of the pool.

On the hill overlooking the tarn, Wiglef leans againgt one of the three oaks as the earth continues to
shudder and rall beneath him. He has lashed both the horses to one of the lower limbs, and is grateful for
having taken that precaution, for they would have fled in terror as soon as these convulsons began.
Ripples spread out across the iridescent mirror of Weormgrad, and amdl waves have begun to lgp a the
shore. The horses snort and neigh. Their eyesrall, and they buck and pull at their restraints.

“You old fool,” Wiglaf mutters. “What in the name of Odin’s hary scrotum have you gone and
dirred up in there?”’

And then Beowulf comes crashing through the tangled curtain of roots where the lake flows away
under the hill. He flings imsdf down flat againgt the shore, and before Wiglaf can cdl out to him, the hill
it seems to exhde a white-hot burst of fire that incinerates the roots and then spreads out over the
tarn, setting the aily, combustible water aflame. Beowulf rolls away from the edge of the tarn, and Wiglef
scrambles down the dope to hep him. But then the earth heaves as though the lagt day of al has arrived,
as though the Midgard serpent itsdf has awakened, and Fenrir is abroad and loosed upon the world.
Wiga loses hisfooting and tumbles over on top of Beowullf.

“What have you done?’ he asks, and the king glances back at the lake, squinting at the intengty of
the flames.

“Be patient,” Beowulf tdlshim. “I fear you will soon enough see thet for yoursdf.”

One lagt time the hillsde heaves and shudders, and there's a degfening crack as the oak farthest
from the reined horses splinters, its roots tearing free of the rocky soil, and it topples over into the tarn
with a tremendous splash. Only a moment later, the fdlen tree is brushed aside by the horror that comes
dawing itsway up from the caverns below, and Wigla stares speechless at the golden dragon asiit erupts
from the earth, scattering afusllade of dirt and stone, mud and glowing embers. It unfurlsits mighty wings
and salls out across the burning lake.

Beowulf isdready on hisfeet again, moving swiftly up the hill toward the terrified horses.

“It'sa bloody damned dragon,” says Wiglaf, pointing at the beast soaring across the bog.



“And it's heading for Heorot!” Beowulf shouts back at him. “Now, get up off your arse and stop
gawking like you' ve never seen a monger before!”

“I've never seen a swifan dragon,” mutters Wiglaf, anding up, but ill wetching the fyrweorm as
it hammers at the ar with its wings, slhouetted againg the winter sky and risng ever higher, moving out
across the marches toward the old forest and the moorlands beyond.



20

FireWorm

If Wiglaf hadn’t stopped him, Beowulf would have set out on horseback across the marches. And by
now his mount would likely be hopdesdy mired, leaving him to make the long, dow crossing on foot.
Beowulf thinks it might have been his lagt idiotic mistake. Instead, he and Wiglaf have ridden back
toward the moors by the same route that carried them to the poisoned, haunted tarn, a winding, rocky
path skirting the bogs and the edges of the forest. And though they have ridden as fast as the horses can
carry them dong this craggy, treacherous path, it dmost seems to Beowulf that he is back in the cavern
agan, caught once more in the merewife' s time-bending spell so that each second takes an eternity to
come and go. He cannot imagine that they will reach Heorot ahead of the mongter, that they will return to
find anything remaining but blazing debris where the keep once stood. And then Wigla shouts and points
to the sky above the ancient trees, and Beowulf sees that the dragon is soaring in wide circles beyond the
highest limbs

“Wha's it doing?’ asks Wigldf.

“The bastard's waiting on me” replies Beowulf.... what better way might | ever harm you
than by harming them? How better to take my vengeance?

Beowulf tugs back hard on the reins, and his horse skids to a stop in a cloud of dust and grit.
Wigd rides past, then dows his own mount and circles back.

“Ride on to the keep,” Beowulf tdlshim, not taking his eyes off the dragon. “Warn them. Tdl the
archers to be ready. I'll see what | can do to dow it down.”

“No,” Wiglaf says. “I'll not leave you to face that beast done, my lord. WE Il face it together. The
archers dready have their orders.”

“Youwill do as | have said, Wiglaf. We will not argue. | know what has to happen now.”

“Oh,” snorts Wigldf. “So, it's not enough to kill demons and be crowned King of Denmark and
bed a queen. Now you'd have me bdieving you know the weaving of the Norns and have seen their
skein for yoursdf.”

“Only a glimpse” Beowulf replies. “Now, do what | need you to do. Make haste for Heorot.
Ride as though Loki’s wargs were on your ass, and do not look back.”

Wigd lingers a few seconds more a his king's side, peering through the sdttling dust as the
dragon wheds and dips just above the tops of the tallest trees. There is a dreadful mgesty in the rise and
fdl of those vast wings, afearful gracein the motions of its unhurried flight.

“He s going to kill you,” Wiglaf sighs. “You know that, right?’

“Thereis an old score to be sttled this day,” Beowulf says. “An old debt, friend Wiglaf, and it is
none of yours. Now ride. Do not make me ask you athird time”

“Veay wdl. But I'm warning you, therell be Hel to pay if you reach the gates of Vahdla before
me. How’ s that going to look to Hondshew and Afi and the rest, me staggering in last of dl?’

“I'll be dong soon,” Beowulf tdls him, and Wiglef frowns and gives the reins a firm shake, urging
his horse forward again. Soon, Beowulf is done at the edge of the shadowy wood, and Wiglaf is only a
digant, dusty smudge.

Riding dong beneath the canopy of the old trees, it ign't difficult for Beowulf to keep an eye on the dowly
arding dragon. There are enough gaps in between the boughs, and so many of them are completely bare
of leaves in this dead month of Frermanudr that he only occasiondly loses sght of the creature. His
horse’' s hooves seem to clop unnaturdly loud againg the forest floor as Beowulf picks his way between
theimmense boles of ash and spruce and oak, larch and birch and fir. There is no trall here, except the
indidinct paths made by deer and auroch and wild boars, and more than once he has to backtrack to get
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around a deadfdl. He fears that the dragon might choose to follow Wigldf, that it might take note of his
dash back to Heorot and choose to pursue instead of waiting for Beowulf to catch up. But no, the
dragon is waiting. This has been its plan dl dong. Beowulf understands that it, and its wicked mother,
want him to miss none of the coming devastation. And were it to gain the keep before him, Beowulf might
arive too lae and only see the aftermath. Overhead, the fyrweorm beats itswings, a sound tha reminds
the Geat of a slorm wind whipping at canvas sails, and Beowulf glances up at the beast.

“Be patient,” he says. “I am coming, worm. Do not fear tha your previous hatred will be
misspent.”

Before very much longer, Beowulf has ridden far enough into the wood that the dragon passes
directly overhead. His horse whinnies and staunchly refuses to go any farther.

“Far enough,” he tels the horse, and pats its withers and the strong crest of its neck. Then, very
caefully, he gets to hisfeet and stands upright in the saddle, atrick he learned when he was 4ill a boy in
Geatland. Though his balance isn't what it once was, he only wobbles a little There's a low oak limb
within reach, and he uses it to pull himsaf into the tree. Beowulf straddles the limb and stares up as the
dragon soars past once again, trailing smoke and embers. Below him, the horse snorts.

“Aye it is along damn dimb,” he says to the horse. And then Beowulf claps his hands together
loudly, and the dartled animd turns and galops back toward the moors. Beowulf dts on the limb a
moment, watching the horse go and getting his breath, then he begins to dimb the oak. The limbs are
large and spaced dosdy together, and it proves an easer undertaking than expected. Hafway up the
tree, he remembers that this day is Y ule, the day after Beowulf’s Day, and that it is dso Chrigmond, the
day the followers of the Roman Chrigt Jesus have clamed as their own. Either way, he should by rights
be gtting on his throne in the horned hall, feasting on roast pig and drinking mead and marking the tuming
of the whed of the year toward spring, not dimbing this bloody huge tree to confront a dragon intent
upon destroying his kingdom. He's certain that it's no accident that the dragon—this cresature born of his
union with the merewife thirty years ago—has chosen this day over dl others to make itsdf known.

When he has climbed more than hdfway up the oak, higher now than the tops of most of the trees
in the forest, thereé's a horrendous screeching from the sky. Beowulf looks up to see the dragon
swooping low, coming in close this time around, its jaws agape and seaming with noxious vitriol. He
wraps one am tightly about the tree, then uses his free hand to tug the bearded ax from his belt.

“Let’'s make an end to thid” he shouts, as the mongter comes skimming across the treetops,
decapitating a spruce with the leading edge of its left wing. But at the last possible moment, it veers
sharply away, and Beowulf redizes that it means to make a game of this to toy with him as long as
possible. On its next pass, however, he's ready, and when the dragon swoops down, he pushes off from
the tree, lunging toward the mongter and managing to snag the spiked blade of his ax upon one of its
hooked tadons. An indant later and Beowulf is soaring above the forest, carried doft below the beast’s
armored belly. He dingstightly to the ax handle and tries not to think about how far the fal would beif he
loses his grip.

“So beit,” growls Beowulf. “If it's sport you're after, you'll have sport. But know this, bastard,
that the game will end in your death.”

When the dragon redlizes what Beowulf has done, it roars and Spits rivers of fire into the trees,
setting them dight. Its gigantic wings rise and fal more swiftly now and with more force, gathering speed,
and its barbed tall whips vidoudy from sde to Sde, tearing away many of the uppermost branches in its
path and scattering them like so much kindling. Once or twice, Beowulf is very nearly dashed against
those tdlest limbs, but then, suddenly, the forest is behind them, and the dragon is racing out over the
moorlands. In the distance, through the fog, Beowulf can make out the charcod column of smoke risng
from the ruined village coming into view, and he can dso see the two spires of the keep and the
causeway connecting them.

“No!” he says. “You will not have them, you ugly son of a whore, not this day nor any other,” and
he cranes his head to get a better view of the mongter’s gleaming undersde. However, it resembles
nothing so much as a heavily cobbled street paved over with gold, and Beowulf can scarcely imegine the
blade has been forged that might pierce that hide.



But then the dragon belches flame again, scorching the grass and bracken far below, and this time
Beowulf sees adigtinct reddish glow from afis-gzed patch of skin near the base of itslong neck. And he
recdls the ruby set into the throat of the dragon on the golden drinking horn, aso he remembers what
Hrothgar once told him—Ther€e's a soft spot just under the neck, you know. You go in close with a
knife or a dagger...it's the only way you can kill one of the bastards.

The dragon dives lower, and when Beowulf looks down again he can see the deep gorge dividing
Heorot from the moors and the wooden bridge that spans it. The dragon is meking for the bridge, he
redlizes, and a moment later he hears a man shouting from somewhere below, one of his commanders
gving his archers the order to fire. And then Beowulf sees the soldiers rigng up from the tal grass near
the edge of the gorge, thair longbows charged.

“Now!” cries the commander, and avalley of arrows is loosed and rises up, whidling through the
cold evening ar to greet the creature. But it incinerates mogt of them with another blast of its
incandescent breath, and the rest bounce harmlesdy off their target. The dragon sprays bright fire toward
the archers, even as they release a second hal of arrows. One whizzes past Beowulf’s right ear and
another grazes hisleft leg just below the knee, and he wondersif thisis how he shdl die, dain by his own
soldiers.

Then, abruptly, the dragon banks and dips, diving headiong toward the bridge. The archers break
ranks and scatter thisway and that as the screeching monster bears down on them, and Beowulf can fed
his hold on the ax handle findly beginning to dip. The gorge lies directly below him now, a precipitous,
boulder-filled chasm leading down to the sea, and a fdl that no man could ever hope to survive. But
dready his aching, sweat-dicked hands are diding down the shaft, and he knows that only seconds
reman before he loses his grip. When the dragon spreads its wings and glides over the trestle, Beowulf
lets go of the ax, dropping only a scant five or Sx feet to the surface of the wooden bridge. He lands hard
and rolls dong the deck and is back up on his feet in time to see the dragon’stail scraping dong the walls
of the gorge, digging ragged furrows in the earth and uprooting one of the smdl trees growing dong the
steep wdls The mongter banks to the south, and Beowulf guesses that it's turning, coming around for
another pass a the bridge. The Danish warriors stationed on the bridge watch the great beast's
approach, as though they are too stunned by the monster’s proximity and Beowulf’s sudden appearance
among them to do more than stare.

“Ready the wagond” Beowulf shouts, and the sound of his voice is enough to startle the men from
their awestruck illness and get them moving again. More arrows are nocked by the archers, and severa
of the thanes rall two great wagons out onto the bridge. InSde one cart is a tremendous catapult, and in
the other a crossbow, congtructed after the fashion of a Roman balisa—a s0lid oak sructure hed
together with iron plates and nails. At the back of the weapon, two thanes hastily work the twin winches,
ratcheting the taut bowstring into the firing pogition. He might have no use for the rdigion of the Romans,
but the son of Ecgtheow has learned much from their war craft.

“Wait for him,” says Beowulf to his men, not daring to take his eyes off the dragon as it speeds
back toward the bridge. When the creature is near enough that Beowulf can spot his axe dill dangling
from its talon, he gives the Sgnd and the men in the wagons open fire. The boalt flies from the crossbow,
but rebounds impotently off the dragon’s adamantine hide. But from the catapult islaunched an enormous
net woven of braided hemp and strong enough to haul a smdl whae from out the sea. Beowulf watches
asthe net arcs up and over the gorge, unfolding directly in the creature’ s path. There is not time for the
dragon to avoid the net, and a moment later its head, neck, and shoulders are ensnared, tangled in the
weave.

A joyous cheer rises from the men, but Beowulf knowsiit is too soon to daim victory, and a once
the dragon proves him to be right. With a single gout of flame, it effortlesdy burns away most of the
hemp, and as the beast soars by over the heads of the thanes, the ruined net fals away in a heap to lie
smoking upon the deck of the bridge. Beowulf turns and watches as the dragon turns for another pass.

“Come on, then!” cries Beowulf, unshegthing his sword as the dragon wheds about in a wide arc.
Thereis not time to reload the crossbow or the catapult, and the men who armed them make a dash for
shelter. A few of the archers are ill huddled there on the bridge, and they cdl out to ther king, begging



him to take cover while there is yet time. But Beowulf ignores ther pleas and warnings. He will not cower
and watch while this demon lays waste to his land, while it burns his keep and murders his thanes. The
dragon turns back toward Heorot and the bridge, bdlowing and spraying flame as it dives, and now
Beowulf sees that thistime it means to fly directly beneath the span.

“Soitisagame” he whispers, and as the thing races toward him between the sheer granite wdls
of the gorge, the King of Heorot Hall turns and vaults deftly over the bridge' s low railing, timing his lesp
perfectly so0 as to land on the mongter’s broad and scabrous shoulders. Beowulf brings the blade of his
sword down, putting dl hisweaght behind the thrust. But when the iron blade strikes the dragon’s flesh it
shatters like glass, and he' s left holding little more than the weapon'’ s hilt. The dragon flgps its wings once
and rises from the gorge, and asit does S0, it turns its head to glare back at Beowulf with furious amber
eyes, eyes tha shine and spark with a hateful, vengeful intengty.

“Are you ready to die, you filthy piece of shit?” Beowulf howls, but the cold wind whipping past
snatches a the words, and he hardly even hears the question himsdf. Before the dragon turns its head
away again, Beowulf imagines that it tries to smile, some smirking expression on those toothsome, lipless
jaws hdf-gpproximating aamile.

The dragon shrieks and whirls back toward the trestle a fourth time, banking so abruptly and with
such force that Beowulf is dmaost thrown off its back. It opens its mouth wide and vomits an inferno
across the timber bridge. The same thanes who only moments before had begged Beowulf to take cover
with them are engulfed in fire, as are the two wagons. For some, desth is indantaneous, but others
somehow manage to rise and stagger a little ways through the flames before collgpsing. Three or four
men nearest @ther end of the bridge drop and rall in the snow banked high there, but thisis no earthly fire
that can be extinguished with melted snow.

Sdtisfied with the carnage, the dragon turns away from the blazing bridge, spying a ragtag troop of
thanes retregting to the east dong the diff's ccumbling edge. Once more, the fading day is rent by the
mongter’ s hideous shrieks, a sound to shame even the mighty cries of Odin Allfather’s ravens. It folds its
wings againd itsribs and drops from the sky, fdling upon the hapless men. Some are crushed benegth its
bdly and the living bulwark of its chest, and others are impaed upon taons and snatched up in those
jaws and flung screaming into the gorge.

When every one of the thanes is dead, the dragon looks back at Beowulf again with that same
amirking grimace as before. But now Beowulf can hear the golden man's voice, even though no voice
comes from that davering maw.

You see? it asks. You see how easily men die? You see how none may stand against me,
Father?

“I will have your lizard's head on a spike!” snarls Beowulf, and his head is filled with the golden
man's laughter.

Wl you, Father? Will you do that? No, | think not.

And then the dragon is airborne again, pitching and ralling in an atempt to didodge Beowulf. But
the Geat king digs his strong fingers deep into the grooves between bony plates and scales and holds on.

Wigla has ridden hard from the edge of the forest and across the moors, but it is no smal distance, and
by the time he reaches the gorge leading back to Heorot, the bridge is ablaze, and the ar reeks of
burning human flesh. He yanks back on the reins, and his horse rears and kicks. To Wigla’s left, the
ridge is scattered with the bodies of thanes who have Smply been pulverized or torn asunder. The stone
is smeared with blood and gore, and he can see where the mongter’s talons gouged deep grooves into
the rock itsdf. He spares a quick glance at the heavens, and there's the dragon, maybe a hundred feet
overhead. And there’ s King Beowulf, dinging to its back.

“Wdl,” Wiglef says to the horse, “a least it |l make afine tde...if either of uslivesto tdl it,” and
he wraps the reins tightly in his hands. He starts to urge the horse forward, but just then there's a low
rumble from the bridge, aloud crack, and one sde of the burning structure breaks apart and tumbles into
the gorge. Only a narrow section of the deck remains, three feet wide a most. And dl of it is on fire, the
flames rigng above the shattered bridge to form a whirlwind and a twisting pillar of black smoke and



red-orange cinders.

Wigld takes a deep breath, then spurs his horse forward and together they dash through the
flames and out across the remains of the bridge, even as more planks pull free and fal away behind them.
Squinting through the heat and blinding glare, Wiglaf thinks he's made it, that in only another second he
will have gained the far Sde and Heorot. But the deck in front of hm suddenly sags and collapses,
plummeting into the gorge. He kicks the horse, driving his hedls hard into its ribs. The terrified anima
screams and leaps for the rocky edge of the gorge, carrying Wiglaf up and out of the flames.

Only just barely does the horse clear the chasm, landing at such an awkward angle and with such
force that the animd’s legs buckle beneeth it and its rider is thrown. Wigla dides from his saddle,
tumbling ass over tit, and comes down hard on the stones sticky with mud and ash. There is a terrible,
uncertain ingant, then, as the horse's hooves scrabble desperately at the dick rocks for purchase, and
Wigle redizes that it's off balance and dipping backward toward the gorge. But the son of Weohstan
dill holds the reins wrapped tightly in his hands, and with dl his might he pulls upon them.

“Oh no you don't, hross,” Wiglaf grimaces, as he drains and the lesther Straps begin to dice
through his gloves; the soles of his boots skid across the muck, dragging him forward. “If | have to go
chading after dragons, than so do you!” The horse dips another inch toward a long fal and certain death,
before it neighs and gives a mighty kick with its hindquarters. Wiglaf feds the reins go dack as the beast
a lagt finds its footing, and soon his feet are once again in the stirrups and the horse is gdloping dong the
crooked road toward Heorot.

After its attack on the bridge, the dragon soars back out over the moorlands. Beowulf has succeeded in
pulling himsdf forward onto the creature’ s spiny neck, and he liesthere flat againg its hide, contemplating
his next move. The dragon twidts its head meadly from side to side, graining to see him, but Beowulf has
found a blind spot.

“Don’'t worry,” he says. “I’'m dill here. You haven't lost me yet.”

Qurely, Father, you cannot hope to win this battle, the golden man says, spesking from
somewhere ingde Beowulf's skull. Here is the glorious warrior’s death you have always wanted.

“Y ou will kill no more of my people.”

I will do ever as| please, the dragon replies, the dragon and the golden man, two faces and one
voice for the same nightmare. And now the dragon is banking sharply once again, turning back toward
Heorot.

“It was no accident Unferth’s dave found your hoard and returned with the horn,” says Beowullf,
drawing hislong dagger from its legther sheath.

There are no accidents, answers the golden man. The skein was woven long ago, Father. We
only move like spiders along its threads.

Lying flat againgt the dragon’s spine, Beowulf can dmost reach down to that soft, glowing spot on
the undersgde of its throat, that one fortunate chink in its otherwise-impenetrable armor. He grips the
dagger and dretches his am as far as he may. Only another few inches and he could eeslly plunge the
blade into the unprotected patch of skin.

What do you think you're doing, Father?

“Something that someone should have done long ago,” Beowulf replies, and the dragon ripples the
musdes dong its neck. The sudden, violent movement dmost throws Beowulf off, dmost causes him to
drop the dagger as he sruggles for a better purchase on the beast’ s knobby spine.

Look, Father. There' s one of your pretty women now.

Beowulf raises his head, his eyes watering from the wind, but he sees that they’ ve dmost reached
the keep, and he a0 sees Ursula sanding done on the causeway connecting the two spires. Already
they have come so close that Beowulf can see the terror in her wide eyes.

She will die quickly, the golden man says, and the dragon dives for the causeway. The wind
screams through itswings, and Beowulf imagines that it is Ursula screaming.

“Run!” he shouts at the girl, but she does not move, ether because she cannot hear him or
because she istoo paralyzed with fear.



Agan, the dragon’s mouth gapes open very, very wide, its jaws digending and unhinging like
those of some titanic adder. A sckening gurgle rises from someplace deep in its chest, and the monger
spews forth a seething bl of fire. In his mind, Beowulf hears the golden man laughing triumphantly, and
he can only watch heplesdy as the deadly missile roars toward Ursula. But then he redlizes that Queen
Wedthow is running across the causeway toward her, and in the last moments before the dragon’s
breath strikes the keep, Wedthow knocks the girl aside, and both women rall out of harm’s way. The
flame splatters across date and mortar, and as the dragon sails by between the towers, Beowulf sees
Wedthow hauling Ursula to her feet before they run for the safety of the eastern tower.

Cheated of its kill, the enraged dragon bellows, and the golden man screams indde Beowulf's
head. Immediatdy, it whedls back for another assault upon the women.

Beowulf can only hope that Ursula and Wedthow have had time to find shelter somewhere deep
within the tower’s thick stone wadls. Holding tight to one of the spikes risng from the dragon’s neck,
Beowulf tries again to reach down and under its throat to plunge the dagger into the soft spot there, but it
remansjust out of reach.

If only your arm were a little longer, the golden man laughs. They cannot escape me, Father.
| will pull the castle down to its very foundations if need be, but | will have them, and | will have
them now. | will taste their blood upon my tongue.

“You will taste nothing this day, worm, but the ging of my blade,” Beowulf growls, “and that is
the last thing you will ever taste.”

The dragon snarls, gnashing its rows of ydlowed teeth, each dmog as long as a grown man's
forearm. It flares its cavernous nodrils and two greasy, fetid plumes of smoke stream back into
Beowulf's face.

By the time Wigd finds himsdf once more before the gates of Heorot, the causaway far above him is
shrouded dl in flane. He guides his horse as quickly as he may through the blasted outer defenses and
then onward, through the desolation where once the village and Hrothgar’'s mead hdl stood. Everywhere
are the corpses of the fdlen, lying where the dragon’'s breath struck them down. But few are anything
more than the roughest charcod husks, only dimly suggesting the forms of vanished men and women,
children and livestock. Here and there, blue-white tongues of flame il lick hungrily from the blackened,
cratered earth. The stench is dmost beyond bearing, and repeatedly Wiglaf's horse tries to bolt, but he
holds firmly to the reins and urges the terrified anima on until they have gained the keep. Above him, the
causaway isin flame and the golden mongter from Weormgrad seems to fill half the winter sky.

“Open these damned gates, you foold” Wigla shouts as a handful of men druggle with the
damaged mechanism meant to raise and lower the heavy iron portcullis grille. Beowulf ordered it closed
behind them when he and Wiglaf |eft for the tarn many hours before, and the heet has since dl but fused
certain of the gears and counterweights. When the thanes have managed to raise it a foot or so, Wiglef
dides off his horse and scrambles beneath the metd pickets. Getting to his feet, he pauses again to stare
up a the horror looming bright above the bailey.

One of the thanes, a man named Hdli, rushes to Wigla’s side. “The refugees have dl been moved
into the castle” he says. “Mogt of the men have aso sought shelter, but...” and then Hali trails off and
glances up toward the flaning causeway.

“But what?’ asks Wiglaf, unable to look away from the dragon.

“My Lord, | am told the queen is up there,” replies Hali and points toward the bridge between
the towers. And an icy fig clenches Wiglaf’ s guts as the dragon releases another gout of fire.

“Get that bloody gate open and get my horseingde” he barks at Hali, then draws his sword and
dashes across the courtyard toward the entrance to the east tower. Insde, he takes the steps two and
three at atime, his heart damming like Thor's own hammer ingde his chest.

“ Faster!” cries Wedthow, dl but dragging her husband's lover toward the sanctuary of the keep's
eastward tower. Behind them, the causeway has been completdy swallowed by flame, and beneath her
feet the bridge shudders ominoudy, as though the structure has sustained some morta injury and might



come gpart a any moment, spilling them both to ther deaths in the bailey far below. She does not dare
look to see if the dragon is coming back. She dready knows thet it is, for Wedthow can hear the
thunderous beating of its wings growing louder.

“But it's going to kill him,” Ursula says bresthlesdy, trying to pull her hand free of Wedthow's
grip.

“Indl likdihood,” replies the queen. “But that doesn’'t mean we have to die as well. Now shut up
and run.”

From his perch upon the dragon’s neck, Beowulf can plainly see that there will not be sufficent time for
the two women to gain the tower’ s entryway before the dragon is upon them once again, before they are
within range of its fiery exhdations. He makes another futile attempt to reach around to the soft spot on
the creature’ s underside. But his arm is smply too short, the dragon’s neck too large around. Desperate,
Beowulf glances over his shoulder at the great wings, flesy membranes stretched taut between struts of
bone, and to his eyes there does not appear to be any armor protecting them. Indeed, they are thin
enough as to be tranducent, and he can even make out the fine pattern of veins beneath the skin.

Shall | kiss them for you? the golden man whispers from somewhere ingde Beowulf’s head.
Shall | take them one at a time, or the both together?

Beowulf stands up, letting the wind force him backward dong the mongter’s spine until he is past
its shoulder blades and come even with those membranous wings. Perhaps, he thinks, Old Hrothgar
was wrong. Perhaps there is more than one way to hurt the bastards. And he dives for the right
wing, plunging the dagger’ s blade into and through the tough but not inviolable flesh. The dragon shrieks
inanger and surprise and unexpected pain. With one hand, Beowulf holds tight to the leading edge of the
wing, and with the other he dices a long gash from front to back. Immediady, black blood seeps from
the wound, and the air pressing from below rushes up through the wound, tearing it wider dill.

“Doesit hurt, worm?" Beowulf mutters, knowing now that he does not need to raise his voice to
be heard by the dragon. There is no reply but for its dill cry, and Beowulf pulls the dagger free and
drivesit in a second time, sawing another long dash in the wing, this one running pardld to the firs. The
mongter tilts suddenly to the left, losng dtitude and control, going into a in as it Sruggles to say doft.
Franticdly, it flgps the damaged left wing, sruggling to regain control and findly shakes Beowulf loose,
tossng him high into the air. For severa seconds, the King of the Ring-Danes is fdling, waiching as the
dragon drops away below him, the creature ralling over and over again as the earth rushes up to meet
them.

S, at last, thisis how | shall die, thinks Beowulf, more amused than frightened of the end, much
too tired and too relieved that Wedthow and Ursula have been spared to fed any fear at the thought of
30 unlikely a degth as toppling from the back of a dragon.

But then, as the mongter pitches forward and rolls completely over onto its back, it spreads its
wings wide and the death spird abruptly ends. Once more, the dragon is gliding, and a second later,
Beowulf catches up, damming hard into the low ked of its girded breastbone. Though stunned and
gasping, the breath knocked from hislungs, he succeeds in digging his fingertips and the toes of his boots
fimly between the armor scutes before the dragon rolls over again and rightsitsalf.

Nice try, Father, the monster laughs bitterly, flgpping hard and favoring its right wing now. It has
begun a dow, steep dimb, so that Beowulf finds himsdf standing upright, watching as they rise toward
the causeway. But not enough, the golden man says. Never quite enough.

On the causeway, Wedthow has stopped running, certain for a moment that Beowulf has brought the
dragon down, and she rushes to the balustrade and looks over the edge, expecting to see them both lying
dead and broken on the flagstones below. Instead, she's greeted by the spiteful amber glare of the
Cregture’ s roasting eyes saring up a her and by the sght of Beowulf dinging to its chest. The dragon
flapsits wings again, and now it has risen leve with the causeway, its eyes dlill fixed upon Wedthow, and
it rears back and opens its jaws wide. Wedthow feds its breath on her, like a sulfurous, carrion wind
blowing off some infernd bettlefield.



“Run!” shouts Beowulf, but now she knows how the girl must have fet, unable to move or even
look away from the awvful grandeur of the thing. She isdimly aware of Ursulatugging hard at the deeve of
her gown.

“My queen,” Uraula says, though her voice seems to come from someplace very digant, two
words spoken from a hdf-forgotten dream or from the borders of aland beyond the walls of Midgard.

The dragon roars, its serpentine throat distending, filling up with flame, and the patch of skin just
above Beowulf’s head glows bright as a midsummer sun. And then Ursula is screaming and shoving
Wedthow aside, both of them faling to the deck and ralling away as the ar around them fillswith fire.

It seems to Wiglaf that he spends at least a smdl eternity ascending the spird darwell, and when he has
finelly gained the uppermost levd of the tower, a fierce burning pain rages within his chest as though the
dragon has somehow found its way inside him, and Wiglef isdizzy and nauseous and gasping for breath.
Worse dill, the landing and acove at the top of the gairs is filled with smoke and the stench of the
dragon’s flame. He covers his mouth and nose with one arm and squints through the gloom with stinging,
watering eyes, but sees a once that the causeway beyond is wreathed in flanes. Even if Wedthow yet
lives, there is no hope remaining that he may now reach her, for it seems the very furnaces of the fire
giats, the forges of dl Muspdlshem, have been placed outside the tower. And yet he does not turn
back, struggling to find some path through the flames and searing heat. And findly he is rewarded with a
flesting glimpse of the queen and aso of his King's migtress, the woman Ursula But once again the hesat
drives him back from the burning causeway, and his lungs fill with choking fumes as the tower begins to
sway and shudder dl around him.

“Twice now you've missed them,” says Beowulf. “What kind of dragon isit cannot even kill two women
caught out in the open?’

The firebdl spilled from the creature's maw and surged across the causeway’s span, but not
before Ursula had pushed Wedthow out of the path of the blast, not before they were both sefely out of
range. Now, two pillars of flame spurt from the causeway, and his misress and his queen are both
trapped there between them. The dragon beats its wings, adready preparing to unleash another attack,
and thistime there is nowhere left for the women to run.

“What manner of son are you, worm?’ asks Beowulf, and then he answers his own question.
“None of mine,” he growls, and plunges his dagger into the soft, glowing spot a the base of the
cregture’ s throat. The blade and hisfigt punch sraight through hide and snew and into the hollow kiln of
the monster’ s gullet.

Insde Beowulf’s aching skull, the golden man screams, even as the dragon shrieks and coughs
forth another gout of flame, searing most of the flesh from Beowulf’s hand and arm and turning the dagger
to molten dag. This blast misses the causeway, however, and momentarily billows overhead like an
impaossible, burning cloud. The king of the horned hdl cries out, this pain greater by far than any he has
ever fdtindl hislife, along life that has been filled with so much pain. His right foot dips as the dragon’s
body is wracked by horrendous convulsons, and he amog fals. But Beowulf grits his teeth, tagting his
own blood, and hangs on.

“Itisover,” he whispers, and the dragon’s body trembles. “Take me, and let them be.”

The golden man’s voice hasfindly Ieft his head, and Beowulf cranes his neck, gazing back over his
shoulder at the causeway connecting the towers. Weslthow and Ursula are huddled together againg the
far balustrade. He can see that their gowns have been snged and their faces are stained with soot. They
are bruised and terrified, but they are both alive, and even now Beowulf can fed the dragon’s life ebbing
avay.

“By the gods, itisover,” he says again, resting his cheek againg the dragon’s chest. “Die”

But the fyrweorm narrows its eyes and rears back agan, cocking its head to one Sde as it
prepares to send another blast of fire down upon the keep. Thistime, however, there is merdly a labored,
grangling sound from the depths of its mighty chest, and no flame erupts from out that maw. And
Beowulf understands that he has punctured and destroyed some crucid part of its anatomy, some organ



without which the mongter cannot spark and make fire. Enraged, the dragon shrieks and hammers the ar
with itswings. It hisses and dtrikes at the causeway with only its jaws, shearing away a section of the
balustirade and part of the deck, snapping off severd of its fangs. Uraula screams and Wedthow hides
her face, but the women remain out of the mongter’s reach. Again, it strikes and snaps its jaws, but this
time they close on empty ar. The beast is once more logng dAtitude, its left wing too torn to keep it
arborne any longer. It is drifting back from the causeway.

And the golden man’s words echo in Beowulf’s mind.

How will you hurt me, my Father? Your fingers? Your teeth? Your bare hands?

And with the lagt of his strength, Beowulf forces the charred sump of his am deeply into the
beast’s torn throat, pushing it in up to his shoulder, ripping through more of the soft muscle and organ
mesat beneeth its golden armor. The dragon bellows, and from their place on the causeway, Ursula looks
up to seeits amber eyesrall back inits head.

“Let go,” S9ghs Beowulf, unsureif he's speaking to the golden man or himsdif.

The dragon’s chin dams down upon the deck of the causeway, the end of its snout only scant
inches from the two women. It rests there for a moment, and then dips backward, its wings fdling dack
a its dides as the creature tumbles out of control. It seems to Beowulf that the long fdl lasts dmost
forever, that lagt precious glimpse of Weathow and Ursula before the endless descent down, down,
down to the date-gray sea crashing againg the craggy rocks below the keep.

In the reckless frenzy of its death throes and its find savage assault upon the causeway, the dragon has
didodged keystones and rent the colossdl pillars supporting the bridge. The very foundations of the
causeway where it joins with the native granite have been broken by the force of the beast’s attack, and
though the dragon has fdlen, the entire structure begins quickly to sag and collgpse in upon itsdf. In only
moments, the work of Heorot’s engineers and architects has been undone, and Wedthow and Ursula
hold tight to one another as the deck begins to lig. They have somehow been so fortunate as to survive
the creature’ s murderous and fiery ondaughts, only to find their deaths in the destruction of the bridge.

Wedthow glances desperately toward the eastern tower, where only moments before she saw
Wige trying to reach them. But the fire burns even more fiercdy then before, as though the masonry
itdf is feeding the blaze. There isno sgn of Wiglaf anywhere.

A nearby section of the causeway cracks apart suddenly, dinging bits of rock and mortar and
rasng a coud of dust. Ursula screams and hides her facesin Wedthow’ s arms as the bridge begins to tilt
toward the sea. And the Queen of Heorot Hal holds tight to the woman her husband bedded in her
stead, the one he must have come to love more than her, for what profits anyone bitterness or spite, and
Wedthow waits for the end.

“l am so sorry,” the girl sobs, but Wedthow tels her there is nothing left now to be sorry for.

“But | took him from you.”

“Child, you took nothing | did not fird et dip away from me” says Wealthow.

And a that moment, the causeway cracks again, and this time a large portion of the flaming deck
dividing them from the eastern tower and their escape pulls free and tumbles toward the crashing waves
and jagged shingle far below. Asit goes, it opens a narrow, crumbling pathway through the flames. And
there is Wigldf, dill ganding on the other side.

“Get up,” Wedthow tdls Ursulg, dl but lifting the girl to her feet, not knowing how long the path
might endure or how soon until the entire Structure drops away beneeth them. “We have to run. We can
live, but we have to run, and we have to run fast.”

Through her tears, Ursula stares, uncertain and terrified, toward Wigla and the dight gap in the
roaring wall of fire “But...” Ursulabegins.

“Run, damn you,” Wedthow growls, pushing her ahead toward Wiglaf, who has begun picking
hisway toward them through the ruin. “Run, or | will throw you over the Sde mysdf and be done with it.”

And then Ursula is running, with Wedthow close on her heds, the two women dashing toward
ddiverance as the causaway groans benesath them. But another explosion erupts from somewhere close
behind them, and the deck abruptly leans away from the sea, pivoting on its columns and swaying instead



inthe direction of the eastern tower and Wiglaf. Wedthow loses her footing and begins diding across the
precipitoudy liging causeway toward a spot where the teeth of the dragon broke away the baustrade
and 0 there' s nothing there to stop her from dipping over the edge. Ursula shouts for Wiglef and lunges
for her queen, managing to grab hold of Wealthow’s left hand. But Ursula is only strong enough to dow
Wedthow's progress toward the causeway’s shattered rim, and now both women are diding nearer the
edge.

“Wigd!” Ursulacries out, digging her heds into the quavering deck.

“Please, save yoursdf” Wedthow implores the girl. “It's too late for me, but we don’'t both have
to die here” And with that, Queen Wedthow wrenches her hand free of Ursulds grasp. The gl
screams, but in the last ingant before Wedthow tumbles over the edge, Wigla catches her and dtraining,
digging deep for the last of his strength, hauls her ssfely back onto the deck.

“What you ladies say we get the hdl out of here?” he moans, and then the Gest |eads them both to
the eastern towers. Only moments after they have gained that harborage, the swaying causeway again
changes its course, pulling free of the tower wal in a find, decisve lurch before plummeting toward the
sea. It leaves behind only awide guif of smoky ar to mark the space between the spires of Heorot.

Beowulf comes to on a amdl patch of sand in the lee of a boulder, avakened by the chill of the icy
waves. For a second, it seems he lies atop the fdlen dragon, but then as sdt water and foam retreat, he
sees tha he lies beside the golden man from the merewifeé's cave. A terrible wound extends from the
man'sthroat dl the way down his chest to his bely. His eydids flutter, and then he opens them and stares
up a the winter clouds.

“Father?’ he coughs. “Are you here? | can't see you.”

“I'm here,” Beowulf replies weakly. He ignores the pain that seems to radiate from every part of
his body and drags himsdf closer, cradling his son’s head in the crook of hisgood am “I'm sorry...”

“Are we dead?’ the golden man asks, and blood lesks from hislips.

“Almog,” Beowulf replies, before another wave rushes forward and crashes over them both.
Beowulf gasps at the cold, and when the sea recedes again, he is done on the sand. The golden man is
gone, returned to his mother. The King of the Ring-Danes lies back down on the beach, watching the
clouds passng by overhead, dimly aware that he has begun to cry, but his tears seem of little
consequence here beside the resounding ocean.

| will lie here just a little longer, thinks Beowulf, and then he hears footsteps, the crunch of
boots on the pebble-strewn sand. He turns his head, and Wiglaf is waking toward him across the beach.

“You lucky bastard,” mutters Beowullf.

Wigld kneds next to him, ingpecting the cauterized sump of hisright arm.

“| told you we were too old to be heroes,” he says. “Let me get you to a heder.”

“No,” Beowulf tels him, and shakes his head. “Not thistime, old friend.”

“You're Beowulf, son of Ecgtheow,” Wigldf says. “The scops Sng your deeds in dl the lands of
the world. No way alittle thing like this is going to finish you off. That's not how this story will end.”

“No,” Beowulf tdlshim again. “I'm done, my Wiglaf. And it is not so bad an ending. It will be a
fine enough tale for Gladshem.”

“Aye” replies Wigld, dtting down and brushing wet hair awvay from Beowulf’s blood-streaked
face. “It will make afinetae for Odin's hdl, but not this day, my lord. | have afresh, strong horse, there,
just beyond the rocks.”

Beowulf amiles for Wiglaf and closes his eyes, ligening to the waves and to something he hears
woven in between the waves. It might be the voice of a woman dnging, the most beautiful voice he has
ever heard.

“Do you hear her?” he asks Wigld.

“I hear nothing my lord, but the sea and the wind and the gulls”

“The song, Wigld,” says Beowulf. “It's Grendd’s mather, the merewife...my son’s mother...my
...” but he tralls off then, distracted by the pain and uncertain wha word he was going to say next,
whether it might have been lover or mother, foe or destiny.



He opens his eyes again, for now the song has grown so loud he does not have to try so hard to
pick it free of the noise of the sea. Wigldaf is gazing down at him, and Beowulf has never seen Wiglaf 1ook
S0 frightened.

“No, lord. Don't say such things. You dew Grendd’s mother. When we were yet young men. It's
inthe saga—"

“Then the sagais a lie,” says Beowulf, raisng his voice, angry and dmost shouting, and he feds
something pulling loose ingde his chest. “A lie,” he says again. “Wigldf, you know it was a lie You
aways knew.”

Wiga does not say a word, and Beowulf shuts his eyes again, wanting only to ligen to the song
flowing up from the sea.

“Anditistoo latefor lies” he whispers. “Too late...”

A wave rushes up the shore, soaking Wiglaf, and when he looks back down a Beowulf’'s pae
face, Wigd redizes that he's done on the beach. King Beowulf is dead.



Epilogue

The Passing of Beowulf

At the center of the world stands the ash Y ggdrasil, the greatest and best of dl trees, and below the roots
of Yggdrasi dwel the three maidens—the Norns—who work aways, busy at ther looms, spinning and
sheping the lives of every man and every woman, weaving what mugst be from chaos and infinite
possibility. Even the godsin Asgard are only threads in the handiwork of the Norns, and even they, like
mortd men and the giants, may not glimpse the threads of ther lives or know the judgment of those
nimble, tirdess fingers. The length of each thread is known only to these three maidens, there below the
foundations of the World Ash. And so it was with Beowulf, who sought dways the glory and the brave
degth that must be sought out by those who wish to enter Odin’'s hal and fight dongside the gods in the
find battle when Ragnartk comes and the children of Loki Skywaker and Shape-Changer are again
loosed upon the cosmos. At the moment of his birth, the Norns had aready woven the fate of Beowulf,
and indl his struggles and on down to the day of his death, he has only ever followed the course of that
thread.

Such are the thoughts of the new Lord of the Danes on this winter day, the day of Beowulf’'s
burid. King Wigldf, son of Weohstan, the son of a Geatish figwife, stands done and apart from dl the
others who have come to bid the old king fare well. Today he wears the golden crown so recently worn
by Beowulf and by King Hrothgar before him, by the line of Hrothgar's house dl the way back to Scyld
Sheafson. From his place upon the rocks above the edge of the sea, Wiglaf looks out at the whitecapped
waves and setting sun and the funerd ship. It is the same dragon-prowed ship that he and Beowulf and
the other Gesats sdled across the gormy waters of Jotlandshaf to reach the shores of a demon-haunted
land thirty long years ago, and now it will bear Beowulf away on this, his find journey from the wadls of
Midgard across the span of the Bilrost Bridge.

So many have come—the survivors of the worm's attack on Heorot and aso outlanders from dl
the four corners of the kingdom of the Ring-Danes. They have gathered upon the rugged shore, slent or
whigpering among themselves. A young scop stands on the sea diff not far away from Wigldf, and his
voiceishigh and clear and drifts out over the dusk-stained beach.

Across the whal€' s-road he came
And made our land his hearth and home...

Ten grong thanes take their places, five on either Sde of the funerd ship. The madts have been
rigged ful sal, and the evening wind whips and billows in the shrouds. Fourteen of the finest iron
battle-shields ever made line both the starboard and larboard wales, and the burid vessd has been
heaped with treasure, gold and slver and bronze, and with swords and axes and bows, with hedmets and
bright mall shirts. All these precious things Beowulf had asked be buried with him, that he might be
properly prepared to ride out upon the wide fidds of Idavoll. His oaken bier rises from the center of the
hoard, and Beowulf lies there, dressed in his best furs and armor.

The thanes strain and heave and findly push the ship down the sand and into the icy surf. At once
it is caught in a current that will carry it away from shore by way of a megnificent sea arch, an ancient
granite vault carved by wind and rain and the sea hersdf. There isa company of thanes posted high upon
the crest of the towering arch, tending the immense cedar bonfire built there.

Wige takes a deep breeth of the cold, sty air, slently saying his good-byes, and watches as the
wind and the current ferry the ship beneath the arch of stone. The scop’s voice rises, nearing the end of
his song.

So much blood where so many have died
Washed ashore on a crimson tide.
Just as now there was no mercy then.



C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

Dogs of war gnawed the bones of men.
Brave and strong as they fdll in the fight,
Feeding Death’s endless appetite.

Only one with the heart of a king

St them free. 1t's of him we sing.

Wiga catches gt of the thin Chridtian priest in his red robes, lurking near the queen and bearing
the standard of Chrigt Jesus, but the Irishman has no formd role in these proceedings. These are the old
ways, dready fading from the land as a strange new rdigion takes hold, but they were the ways of
Beowulf, and the ways of King Wiglaf, as wel, and so will be honored and observed on this day.

Queen Wedthow stands hand in hand with Ursula, and Wiglef hopes that together they may find
some solace from ther grief and horror. Wedthow will remain the Lady of Heorot, the Scylding Queen,
though Wiglaf will respect her wishes and not ask her to be hiswife.

The funerd ship sals benegth the arch, and as it exits the far Sde and makes for the open sea, the
thanes tending the pyre use long poles to force it over the diff. A brilliant firefdl of glowing embers and
flaming brands spills down from the rocks and rains across the masts and the deck of the dragon-prowed
ghip. In only amoment more, the entire ship is burning.

The scop’ s song ends, and for a moment Wiglaf listens to the hungry roar of the flames, the waves
and wind, the sad and gentle murmur from the crowd. The sun’s chariot has reached the horizon, and it
seems to Wigla like an enormous crimson eye gazing out across the sea toward the burning ship and the
mourners lining the shore. The buning sails of the funerd ship are framed in stark dlhouette againg that
blazing eye. And findly King Wiglaf speaks, cdling out loud to be heard.

“He was the bravest of us. The prince of dl warriors. His name will live forever. He—" But then
the lump in Wiglal’ s throat is too panful to say any more, and he turns away so no one will see the tears
on his cheeks.

Now it is Wedthow’ s turn to speak, and she does so despite her own tears.

“Hissong,” says the queen, “shdl be sung forever. As long as the world endures, the tales of his
brave deeds shdl be told.”

And then there is only the wind and the surf once again, and Beowulf's funerd ship has been
carried out into the open water. Sowly, the mourners begin to turn away, filing dong the road winding up
through the diffs to the keep. Wiglah watches Wedthow and Ursula go, but he remains behind,
determined to stand vigil as long as the ship floats, aslong as it burns. His mind drifts back to a day thirty
years before, he and Beowulf standing together on the lising deck in a howling, storm-wracked sea.

The sea is my mother! declared a grinning Beowulf. She spat me up years ago and will never
take me back into her murky womb!

Then Wiglaf hears something on the wind, a wordless keening, and he peers out across the seq,
seeking the source of the sound. As he stares a the sea, bloodied now by the setting sun and the flames
of the funerd ship, the keening begins to take another shape, becoming a beautiful song, a song more
exquiste than any that has ever reached his ears or that he has ever before thought possible.

The song, Wiglaf. Grendel’s mother, the merewife...

And then he sees her, the form of a woman adtride the prow of the burning dragon ship. The
sunset gleams off her naked skin, and then she dips slently into the sea. Rdieved of its queer passenger,
the boat ligs to starboard and immediatdly begins to snk. Wiglef leaves his place in the boulders and
walks quickly down to the wet sand, where something metdlic sparkles asit rolls to and fro in the foamy
aurf. At firg he thinks it only some trinket that must have falen from the dead king's ship, perhaps thrown
free by the impact of the firefdl. But when he stoops to pick it up, he finds the golden drinking horn,
twice lost and now returned once more. He picks it up, though some more cautious part of his mind
suggests he would be better off leaving it be, turning about, and following the others back up the diff to
the keep. Wiglah stands there with the sea lgpping at his feet and holds the horn, redizing that he has not
until this second fully appreciated the degance of its craftsmanship. He glances back toward the sea,
which is quickly growing dark as the sun dips away.

She is rigng from the water, the gilt-skinned mother of the demon Grendd, the mother of the



dragon who was Beowulf’s only son. She stops snging and smiles, beckoning Wiglaf with one long
finger. Wiglaf takes a hestant step toward her, the sea rushing about his ankles and sseming to draw him
forward. Heisonly dimly aware of the burning funera ship now, as its carved bow rises high into the air
and lingers there a moment before diding backward to be swallowed up by the ocean. The water hisses
and steams as the deep accepts the mortd remains of Beowulf, son of Ecgtheow, into Axgir's gardens.

“A man like you,” she says, “could own the greatest tale ever sung,” and Wiglaf, son of Weohstan,
gazes deeply into the honeyed eyes of this woman from the sea. His mind isfilled with the siren lure of her
promises, but dso does he dearly see the price he would pay, the price that so many other men have
paid before him.

“A man like you,” she says again and extends a hand to the Gest.

“Might walk any road that pleases him,” replies Wiglaf, and the icy sea dops at his feet. “1 know
you, she-demon, and | know you speak of glory and of wedth and renown, and but for what I've seen,
it might appear the farest gift ever offered a poor fishmonger’s son.”

“Asyou say,” the merewife amiles, for sheisancient and skilled at waiting games, having yet more
time before her than any morta man might ever comprehend.

And the Norns—Urr, Verandi, and Skuld—the three fates busly weaving beneath the roots of
Y ggdrasil, watch the progress of another cord held tight within their looms. For every sngle threed is a
wonder to them, and so they spin and wait with the patience of dl immortd things.



A Glossary of Norse, Icelandic, Old English,
and Anglo-Saxon Terms Appearing in the
Novel

AEgir—in Norse mythology, the personification of the sea and husband of the goddess Ran, father to nine
daughters (the billows, waves); a synonym for “sed’ in skadic poetry. AgQr is sometimes
described as a giant, though this seems unlikely.

aeglaeca—in reference to Grendd’s mother (*Grendles modor™); Anglo-Saxon, “awvesome opponent,”
“ferocious fighter.”

Aesir—the principa gods of the Norse pantheon, induding Odin, Badr, Bragi, Loki, Vé Hemddl, etc.;
excludes those gods referred to as the Vanir, with whom the Asr do battle.

aglaec-wif—Anglo-Saxon, in reference to Grendd’s mother (“Grendles modor™”); some controversy
surrounds the correct trandation of this phrase. The Dictionary of Old English trandates it as
“femde warrior, fearsome woman.” Earlier authors trandated it as “monger wife’ and “mongter
woman,” but those same trandations of Beowulf trandate aglaeca and aeglaeca as “hero” or
“warrior” when referring to Beowulf himsdf.

Arvak—Norse, “early riser,” one of the horses that draw the chariot of the sun goddess SAl.

Alsvin—Norse, “dl swift,” one of the two horses that draw the chariot of the sun; aso Alsvid.

Asgard—the home of the A&sir, literally “enclosure-of-the-4Esir.”

Asynja—feminine form of /Esir.

Audhumla—in the Norse creation myth, the firg cow, who licked the firg god, Buri, free from a block
of Aty ice.

Aurgemir—"“grave-ydler,” father of the race of Frost Giants, dso known as Ymir.
Bestla—a Frost Giant, mother of the gods Odin, V€, and Vili, wife of Borr (Burr), daughter of Bolthorn.

Bilrost Bridge—aso known as Bifrod, the Bifrogt Bridge, the Rainbow Bridge, etc.; a great bridge
connecting the homes of the Asr with Midgard, the redlm of men, to be destroyed a Ragnartk.

Bragi—Norse god of poetry, son of Odin.

Bronding clan—a Germanic tribe, probably located on the Swedish idand of Brénnd, west of
Vagergot-land in the Kattegatt (an embayment of the Bdtic Seq); Beowulf’s childhood friend,
Brecca, was of the Bronding.

Buri—the primeva god in the Norse pantheon, father of Borr, grandfather to Odin.

Dark Fells—Nidefjdll, “fdl mountains’ of the Norse underworld, from whence came the great dragon
Nidhdgg Rootnibbler.
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Dokkalfar—in Norse mythology, the subterranean “dark dves’; known dso as the Svartdfar (“black
elves’). Possbly synonymous with the dwarves (dvergar).

einherjar—in Norse mythology, the spirits of those who have died bravdly in battle and so dwdl with
Odinin Vahdla, avaiting the coming of Ragnar6k; also einheriar, sngular einheri.

Eljudnir—Hel’s hdll in the Norse underworld.

The Fates—(see Norns).

Fenrir, Fenrisulfr—in Norse mythology, a great wolf, son of Loki and the giantess Angrboda. Fenrir
was bound by the A25r, but will one day grow o0 large he will break his chains and devour Odin
during Ragnar 6k, before being dain by Odin’s son, Vidar.

Frerménudr—frost month, twefth month of the Old Norse caendar, corresponding roughly to
mid-November to Mid-December, Yule month; aso known as Ylir.

Fyrweor m—iterdly, “fire worm”; dragon.
Gandvik—probably an old name for the Bdtic Sea; dso Grandvik in some trandations.

Geat—Beowulf’s tribe, a people who lived in what is now Sweden, in Gotdand (“land of the Geats’);
the Goths.

Ginnunga gap—a primordid void or chaos that existed before the world was ordered; dso
Ginnun-gagap.

Gjoll—in Norse mythology, one of eleven rivers (the Elivagar) whose sources are the Hvergdmir (the
wdlspring of dl cold) in Niflheim. The Elivagar (“ice waves’) flow through Ginnunga Gap; Gjdll is
aso aname used for the stone to which the wolf Fenrir is bound.

Gladsheim—Odin's great hdll in Vahéla, located on the Plain of Idavoll within Asgard, where st the
AE9r and the vdiant enherjar.

Gleipnir—the binding force that holds the wolf Fenrir, said to be thin as a cloth ribbon and stronger than
an iron chain; forged by the dwarves of Svartdfaheim from six ingredients the sound of a cat’s
footfdl; a mountain's roots, the snews of a bear; a bird's spittle; the beard of a woman; and a
fid's breath.

Gram—the sword wielded by Segfried (aso Sigurd) to day the dragon Fafnir.

Gullinkambi—Norse, literdly “golden comb,” thisis the name of the rooster who dwells at Gladshem in
Vdhdla, whaose crowing wakes the einherjar each dawn, and whose cry will dso sgnd the start
of Ragnarok.

Heathoreams—a Germanic tribe living near Odo, Norway, in thefifth and Sxth centuries.

Heimdall—the son of nine different mothers, Heimddl is the guardian of the gods and blows the
Gjdlarhorn (“ringing horn”) should danger approach Asgard; aso Hamdallr.



Hertha—another name by which the goddess Nerthus is known (see Nerthus).

Hildeburh—daughter of the Danish King Hoc and the wife of the Frisan king Finn.

Hraesvelg, Hrasesvelg Corpse-swallowe—a giant eagle whose beating wings create the world's wind.

Hymir—a giant who owned a gigantic cauldron which was taken by Thor to brew mead for the ASr.

| davol—in Norse mythology, the plain upon which Asgard is located.

Jormungand, Jormungand Loki-son, Jormungandr—one of Loki's mongrous offgring by the
giantess Angrboda; the World Serpent or Midgard Serpent, this great snake was imprisoned in the
seas by Odin, after which Jormungandr grew o large that he encirdles dl the world.

Jotlandshaf—also Skagerrak; a drait between Norway, Sweden, and Denmark, connecting the North
Sea with the Bdltic.

Jotnar —the giants (angular j6tunn).

Jotunheimr—the home of the giants, aso known as Jotunheim, who dwell beyond the great wal of.
Midgard.

Loki, Loki Skywalker—son of the giants Farbauti and
Laufey and foster brother of Odin, Loki was responsible for the murder of the god Badr. For this crime,
the AE5r bound Loki to three stone dabs and placed above him a serpent, whose searing venom

dripsinto Loki’s eyes. When he writhes, the earth quakes. Loki will be freed a Ragnar ok, where
hewill meet and day Heimdall, but later die of his wounds.

Lyngvi—the idand where the ASr bound the wolf Fenrir. Lyngvi is located in a lake known as
Amsvartnir (“red-black”).

Mani—son of the giants Mundilfagi and Glaur, Mani is the Norse god of the moon. Every night he pulls
the moon across the sky, pursued by the wolf Hati. Come Ragnardk, Hati will findly catch Mani
and atempt to devour the moon.

Menhirs—danding stones, megdiths

merwif—Grendd’s mother; Old English, literdly “water woman” or “womean of the mere”

Midgard—in Norse mythology, the reddm set aside for man by the A, divided from the rest of the

cosmos by a great wal congtructed from the eyebrows of the giant Ymir. Midgard is an English

tranditeration of Old Norse Migarr (“midde enclosure’). Middle English transforms Migar to

Midddlaad (or Middd-erde), or “middie-earth.”

Midgard serpent—(see Joérmungand).

Morsugur—in the Old Norse caendar, the midwinter month, following Frerméanudr .

Mundilfaari—in Norse mythology, a giant, father of the sun goddess Sl and the moon god Méani by the
giantess Glaur; dso Mundilféri.



Muspéll—a giant associated with Ragnar 6k, who dwdlt in the primeva redm of fire bordering Ginnunga
Gap. The sons of Muspdl will bregk Bilrost, sgnding the find battle between the Asr and the
giants.

Nerthus—a Germanic fetility goddess associated with water; aso known as Nerpuz, Hertha. Some
Beowulf scholars bdieve that “ Grendles modor” may have been intended as an incarnation of this
goddess.

Nidafjéll—(see Dark Fells).

Nidhogg, Nidhtgg Rootnibbler—the great dragon that dwells beneath the “World Adh’ Y ggdrasl,
gnawing dways a the roots of the great tree. Also Nihoggr (“mdice-driker”).

Niflheim—the Norse “land of migs” to be found north of Ginnunga gap, home of the Frost Giants and
Loki’s daughter, Hel.

Njord, Njordr—in Norse mythology, one of the Vanir, a god of wind and seacoasts, of fishermen and
sling. Njord has the power to cdm either sea or fire. Husband of Skai, father of Yngvi-Freyr and
Freyja

Norns—the women who spin the fate of the cosmos beneath the boughs of Yggdrasi. The three most
prominent are Urr (“fate’), Verandi (“to become’), and Skuld (“shdl”), who not only spin degtiny but
tend the roots of the World Ash les they rot. The arival of these three powerful giantesses from
Jotunheimr heraded the end of the golden age of the Asir.

Odin, Odin Allfather, Odin Hel-binder, Odin Langbard—the centrd god in the Norse pantheon.

With his brothers, Vili and Vé, Odin dew the ur-giant Ymir and used the dead giant's corpse to order
the cosmos. After hanging on the World Ash for nine days, pierced by his own spear, Odin won
wisdom to rule the nine worlds. At the cost of hisleft eye, he drank from the Wdl of Wisdom and
ganed knowledge of the past, present, and future. With the other Aar, Odin will fal at Ragnar ok

Ragnar 6k—Old Norse, “twilight” or “fate of the gods.” Ragnardk is the find battle between the ASr
and the forces of chaos, induding Loki and his mongtrous offspring, dong with the other giants.
Ragnardk will destroy dmogt dl the universe and will herdd a new age.

Ran—wife of AEgir and mother of the nine daughters, Ran is a goddess of the sea. It is said that Ran had
a net with which she sometimes snared unfortunate sailors. Indeed, Ran means “theft.” All men
who drown at sea are taken by Ran.

sahagin—"sea hag,” a phrase gpplied to Grendd’s mother.

Sgurd Dragondayer—an heroic figure of Norse mythology, aso figuring prominently in the Icelandic
Volsunga saga. Foster son of the god Regin, Sgurd days Fafnir (son of the dwarf king Hreidmar and
brother of Regin), who has assumed the form of a dragon. Sigurd is known in Old Norse as Sgurr and
in Old German as Segfried.

Skoll—the walf that pursues the chariot of the goddess SAl across the sky each day.



skor sten—Swedish, a chimney.

Skuld—(see Norns).

Sylding—OId English (plurd Scyldingas), Old Norse Skjéldung (plurd Skjoldungar), trandates as
“dhidding” and refers to members of a family of royd Danes and adso to ther people. The
etymology of the word may be traced to King Scyld/ Skjold.

Sl—goddess of the sun, daughter of Mundilfaai and Glaur, wife of Glen; SOl bears the sun across the
daytime sky in a golden chariot.

Svartalfheim—the subterranean ream of the dwarves.

Thor Giant-killer—the Norse god of thunder, son of Odin and Jord. Thor widds the hammer Mjolnir,
and & Ragnarok, hewill die while daying the World Serpent.

Twilight of the Gods—Ragnar ok.

Urdarbrunn—the wdl from which the three Norns draw water to nourish the World Ash.
Urdines—the nine daughters of the sea god Agir and the goddess Ran; the waves.
Valgrind—the gates of Valhalla.

Valhalla—in Old Norse, Valhdll, “hdl of the dain.”

Thisis Odin's grest hall in Asgard, where those dain in battle feast and celebrate and await the coming of
Ragnar k.

Valkyries—goddesses who serve Odin and may be synonymous with the Norns. The Vakyries
welcome the einherjar to Valhalla, where they dso serve as handmaidens. Odin sends the
Vakyriesto every battle, where they determine victory and death.

Vandals—an ancient Germanic tribe. Conggting of two groups, the Sling and the Hasdingi, the Vandds
were mighty warriors.

Vanir—a subgroup of the Zsir, induding the gods Njord, Heimdall, Freyja, and Frey. For atime, the
Vanir warred with the other ASr, until a hostage exchange brought an end to the fighting. The
Vanir dwdl in Vanaheinr.

Vé—brother of Odin and Vili, son of Bestla and Bur, and with his brothers he created the world from
the remains of the dain giant Ymir. Verdandi—the Norn Verandi (see Norns).

Vi?ar—often known as the “slent god,” Vi?ar is

Odin’'s son by the giantess Grid. At Ragnardk, he will avenge his father’s desth, and is one of the few
Asr who will survive thet find battle. A god of vengeance, and he who defines space (as
Heimdall defines the boundaries of time).

Vili—Odin's brother. With Odin and Vé, he created Midgard and ordered the world.



warg—Old Norse, “wolf.”
Weormgrad—"*worm grave,” “dragon’s grave.”

wergeld, wergild—payment, in the form of money or a human life, for murder and other very serious
crimes.

World Serpent—(see Jormungand).

Wyifings (also WuIfings)—an important tribe, perhaps the ruling dan of the Eastern Geats. Wealthow,
wife of the Danish king Hrothgar was of the Wylfing clan, as was Heatholaf, dain by Beowulf's
father, Ecgtheow.

Yggdrasil, World Ash—in Norse mythology, the tree that stands at the center of the cosmos, uniting the
nine worlds. The only two humans who will survive Ragnar 6k—L.if and Lifthrasir—will do so by
seeking shelter in the boughs of Y ggdrasi| and feeding off the dew on its leaves.

Ymir—the firg giat, licked from a block of rime by the fira cow Audhumla. Ymir was killed and
dismembered by the A&5r Odin, Vé, and Vili (the sons of Bur), who used his remains to shape the
COSMOS.

Yule, Yuletide—a pre-Chrigtian winter solstice celebration, induding feesing and sacrifice, present in
many Northern European cultures.

Author’s Note: If ateacher or professor has assigned you Beowullf, this novelization doesn't count. Not
even close. For readers who would like to learn more about Norse mythology, | srongly
recommend John Lindow's Norse Mythology: A Guide to the Gods, Heroes, Rituals, and
Beliefs (Oxford Universty Press, 2001).
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poem—E. Tdbot Donadson's classic prose trandation of 1966 and Seamus Heaney’s 2000 verse
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Lain and commiseration; Byron White; the gaff of the Robert W. Woodruff Library (Emory Universty);
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