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Prologue

The fire is lit in the hall and wood smoke rises 
from the pit. You and your bench-mates are  

gathered, with bowls of meat-mead and bones a plenty, 
ready to see out the night.

So here comes my story. I’ve promised you a real 
‘Head-Saver,’ a tale that will keep my neck from your 
Sea King’s axe, and I’ve sworn to leave not a single word 
out. 

Your cruel Lord has made me a promise. He says 
he’ll cut me off in mid-sentence and make a blood-
stump of my collar if he sniffs the smallest whiff of a lie 
from me. 

So I promise to tell the whole tale true for once, even 
if it makes poor Beowuff look less of a lord-dog than 
you’ll find in the other sagas.

Beowuff’s tale begins on the whale-road. Now, as 
every pup knows, the ‘whale-road’ means the sea – a 
road for the whale fish and all his fishy kin.

Beowuff is me, by the way, in case the weak-wits 
amongst you were wondering. So sup up your meat-
mead and lift up your ears and get ready for my tale...



5

Chapter one

The Whale-road

‘Aaaagghhhwwwww!’ came the cry, as Lucki slipped 
back into the hole. He landed with his front legs on me 
and his back legs on Grunther, the other luckless cur 
chained in this watery pit. 

‘Thanks friend,’ said Lucki, wiping the blood off his 
nose. ‘These Irish are strong biters,’ he said admiringly. 
As he fiddled with his snout, I heard a loud crack. 

‘Was that thunder?’ I asked.
‘Just my nose,’ said Lucki. ‘I think I’ve put the bone 

back in place. Can you see, Beowuff? Is it straight?’
For a battle-hardened dog of war, he spent a great 

deal of the time worrying about grooming. I wouldn’t be 
surprised if he did a bit of tooth-filing as well.

I looked at his bitten nose, the bottom of it had 
moved to the left but the top had gone to the right.

‘Grunther,’ I called, ‘How does Lucki’s nose look?’
Grunther peered through the gloom, but 

that one couldn’t spot a giant in a haystack.  
For a geld-thief and a treasure-hound, that’s something 
of a disadvantage.

‘Looks straight enough to me,’ said Grunther. How 
straight does he want it?’

So we settled back down into the four inches of sea-
water and filth that had collected in this hole where 
we’d been chained for days. 
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No matter what we did to keep warm we shivered. 
No matter what we did to keep dry, the scum-water 
leaked in. No matter how hard we tried to sleep, we 
were woken by the wind or by the sound of the Vikings 
on deck or by Bolt.

Bolt was very special. Bolt was our gaoler and he 
loved his job. Ever since I was captured and thrown into 
this bilge-hole with those two wretches I lived in fear of 
Bolt. I will never forget the old rat-lasher.

He was nearly as broad as he was tall and his belly  
never swayed more than an inch from the deck. The 
crew lived in terror of him, maybe because he spoke so 
far back in his throat that no-one could understand a 
single word he said. But if you did not do as he said, old 
Bolt would bite your ears off.

Suddenly Bolt’s pug nose appeared over the edge of 
the hole.

‘Ye Behoyewuffer,’ he barked from the back of his 
throat.

‘Me?’ I asked, not wanting it to be me.
‘Yeassh,’ he murmured.
Every word he said seemed to begin with ‘ye…’. 
I stood up and shook the scum off my coat. With 

difficulty, I bounded up the slippery wooden slats and 
stuck my nose over the side 

The sudden whoosh of cold air made my eyes water 
and my belly began to rumble. 

Bolt grabbed the chain round my neck and yanked it 
hard, pulling the rest of me up onto deck.
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He led me towards a huddle of crew and the biggest 
of them turned towards me.

‘YeCaptain!’ said Bolt, ‘YeaBeoyawuffer’.
Well, I was amazed! I had finally understood a word 

he had said: ‘YeCaptain’ meant ‘Captain’.
The wolfhound eyed me intently. 
‘C’mon over here Swede!’ he said. As the Captain 

spoke, I stared into his gaping mouth. His breath 
smelled worse than a bone-digger’s loot-sack. In horror, 
I saw that all his teeth had been replaced by bits of  
rusting sword blade.

The crew shuffled about nervously. A wall of black 
cloud was approaching and a chill wind was blowing. 

Captain Wolfe grabbed my leash and pulled me up to 
his face, ‘They say you’d better sacrifice a Swede when 
the weather takes a bad turn. I reckon you’ll do!’ he 
said.

Now bench-mates, as I must tell no word of a lie 
today, I must admit that I am about as Swedish as 
Bolverk the Dane. The thing is, I’d lied to the Captain 
about my homeland in order to put him off the scent 
of some other business between us. Changing my story 
now wouldn’t save my sorry hide. 

Now as luck would have it, ever since I was a pup, 
I’ve had a bit of a clever ‘yap’ on me and I’ve used it 
to talk myself out of many a tight spot in the past. So I 
knew exactly what I had to say to save myself. 

Just as I opened my mouth, a spear of lightening 
flashed above us and we all leapt three feet backwards. 
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All except Captain Wolfe, who didn’t even flinch. The 
rest of the crew stood shaking and began to howl with 
fear.

There was an awful moment of silence then an ear-
splitting roar of thunder that got louder and louder. 
Then, just as we were all covering our ears, it stopped. 

With an oak-splitting crash, our wave-cutter was 
thrown high into the air. 

In the stillness that followed, the crew began to howl 
again. One bleating voice cried out louder than the 
rest.

‘Wenne, wenne, wenchichenne...’ it shrieked, as the 
lightning lit up the wide sea.

The Captain looked me in the eyes.
‘Sorry it’s got to be like this Swede,’ he said.
‘But my boat is taking water and we need to give 

the crew some new hope before they blame me for  
bringing them this far north. We must give the storm 
gods a treat.’

‘Exactly, Captain!’ I said calmly, although my heart 
was banging like a blacksmith’s hammer. ‘Thank Bodin 
that we have a leader like you to see us safely down the 
whale-road.’ 

‘I’m glad you agree Swede!’ he said, slightly surprised 
at my reaction. ‘It’ll be a treat for the great Bonefather, 
Lord of all the Skies and all the Seas, to make Him calm 
again.’ 

He cracked a rusty smile at me but I dearly wished 
he hadn’t. All I could think about was how dangerous it 
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would be to be standing near the Captain’s metal teeth 
with the lightning-lord flinging his thunderbolts all over 
the place.

By now the Irish Vikings were all chanting, some of 
them were on their bellies, some still clinging to the oars 
whilst they tried to steer the ship nose-first into each 
mighty wave. Their song began:

‘Wenne, wenne, 
wenchichenne…
Bodin save us, 
ravens leave us, 
Abcan bronze boat, 
Mac Lir lead us,
If we give you one of us…’

‘Step this way then Beowuff,’ said the Captain, 
 grabbing my collar.

As I looked him in the eye, a clear thought surfaced 
in my wave-rattled mind. This thought flew through 
the muddle as straight as a spear. If one of our number 
was to drown himself to please the storm-gods, then it 
would NOT be Beowuff.

‘Wait Captain! Wait!’ I cried. ‘Why offer the 
Bonefather a thieving wretch like me, when we have a 
true hero in our midst?’

I’d place “heroes” three rungs below Berserkers on 
the siege-ladder of the brainless. Typically, they’re a 
pack of slack-witted glory hounds who dice with their 
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lives for sport. But I knew the Captain held heroes in 
high esteem. So I began to lie and blather as if my very 
life depended on it, because it did. 

‘A hero?’ cried Wolfe. ‘Who?’
‘Lucki,’ I replied instantly as the next wave hit and 

threw us both off balance.
‘Lucki has done a wide range of heroic deeds and 

most importantly, he’s got the perfect name. Lucki by 
name, lucky by nature. If we get rid of him we will 
have much better fortune. Let’s face it, ever since you 
captured him it’s all gone a bit downhill, hasn’t it? 

‘Are you sure that broke-nosed oaf will please the 
Bonefather?’ snarled the Captain. 

Another wave sent up a cloud of spray that drenched 
him from tail-tip to muzzle.

‘Absolutely,’ I said, ‘he’s fearless, I expect he’d enjoy 
being thrown overboard. Death wouldn’t bother a dog 
like Luki. But perhaps it would be best not to mention 
my name if he asks who suggested it. It’d be more heroic 
if he volunteered for it himself.’

By now the sea was boiling over. The waves were 
capped with white and our ship was taking in water 
fast. I was not sure how long we could last. 

On his way to find the hero, Captain Wolfe 
stopped.

‘Are you sure that one will be enough?’ he asked.
Now bench-mates, as I must tell no word of a lie 

today, I must confess that to my mind, there is never any 
sense in a slaughter like this. However, just in case there 
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was any truth in it, we really did need to get Lucki and 
Grunther overboard for Gnor and Bodin and whoever 
else, as soon as possible! 

Bolt led Lucki over to the Captain. Lucki was so big 
that it took four members of the crew to hold his chain. 
Behind him appeared Grunther, guarded by a deckpaw. 
Lucki looked every inch a war-dog, freshly broken nose 
and all, but Grunther had a sad expression, as if he had 
a notion about what he was about to face. 

The Captain commanded the crew to stop chanting 
and the whole sea fell to a deathly-hush.

‘Sea-dogs of Ireland, war-whelps of the whale-road, 
fearless battle-hounds of slaughter,’ began Captain 
Wolfe. For a looter who specialised in sacking coastal 
towns, he had a fine way with words. ‘I know your 
hearts,’ said the Captain, ‘I know your strength and 
your courage. I have seen you turn the tide red with the 
blood of our enemies, but now we are in the midst of 
a terrible storm, the like of which we have never seen 
before. The gods demand that we honour them...’ 

By the way he was talking, they could tell that he 
didn’t mean we should honour them with sea biscuits.

The storm lessened slightly and the thunder and 
lightning stopped, as if the gods were listening.

‘Thor is calling, and Njorthur and Mac Lir,’ he said, 
picking up his voice again and turning to Lucki. ‘Come 
forward you bravest of heroes and walk the road to the 
glory of feasting in the unseen halls…’

A huge cry went up from the crew. I joined in. The 
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mood lifted with the cheering and for a moment every 
dog felt that he would be saved. 

It was only after the shouts had died down that it 
was clear that no-one had come forward. The crew 
started to glance around at us, the prisoners in chains. 
Lucki and Grunther. And me. For one awful moment it 
went even quieter. I knew I had to save myself.

‘Lucki…Lucki…Lucki…Lucki…’ I started to chant, 
desperately hoping that the war-dogs would join in. At 
first there was just me chanting and I realised why. They 
didn’t know Lucki’s name, so I chanted a bit louder and 
pointed at him. He beamed. I was lucky to have found 
a fool willing to give his life for his mates. Well, give his 
life for his captors who were probably only going to sell 
him into slavery.

‘Lucki…Lucki…Lucki…’ slowly the chant picked up 
and soon every dog was howling out a cheer as Lucki 
got ready to be thrown overboard.

‘May all the gods protect you,’ said Captain Wolfe. 
Well done! We could have been bench-mates, even 
though I captured you.’

Everyone wanted to sniff the hero and some tried to 
lick his face, but they couldn’t reach.

‘Good luck, great heart.’ I shouted loudly, ‘We’ll see 
you in the feast hall of Valhalla.’ This raised another 
cheer from the crew.

Lucki himself had no clue that he was expected to 
throw himself over the side into the seething water.

‘He needs help,’ I shouted. ‘Help him! Help him!’
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With a-one-and-a-two-and-a-three the crew cast him 
overboard. 

‘Well, Captain Wolfe-’ 
I was about to suggest that the Captain should say a 

few fitting words about Lucki as a sort of final farewell. 
I also wanted to line up Grunther as the next hero in 
case the storm didn’t clear up. Then I heard a strange 
clanking and felt a movement like a deck-rat running 
along my paw. 

To my horror I looked down and saw that the chain 
which had been coiled in a pile was disappearing over 
the side of the ship, still tied to that lump-wit Lucki. 

The pile of coiled chain was getting smaller and soon 
it would have to stop. I saw a smirk the size of an elk’s 
thigh bone come over Bolt’s face. He was pointing down 
at my leg, for he had chained all of us three prisoners 
together. 

I tried to run but there was nowhere to go.
The crew were all around me, pushing and jostling 

me. They began an awful chant, 
‘Beowuff…Beowuff…Beowuff…’ but this time every-

one joined in from the very beginning.
‘Run Grunther!’ I yapped, who was standing next to 

me. 
Grunther stood gaping at me like a carp. 
‘Run you bilge-brain! We must wrap ourselves 

around the mast before we are dragged to our deaths 
behind Lucki.’

I pushed him, trying to stir him into action but he fell 
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into a pack of chanting sea-dogs, so I made off as fast as 
I could in the opposite direction. 

The storm still raged and the boat was rocked by 
the violence of the waves. Just as the last yard of chain 
disappeared into the deep, I managed to run around the 
Captain at least twice. 

Just what happened next, I cannot say but I ended 
up in a tight embrace with Captain Wolfe. At least he 
was so close to me that he couldn’t strike me. Then, 
Grunther was dragged howling over the side, taking two 
of the crew with him. 

All the while, I could hear the Captain bellowing: 
‘Don’t just sit there, you curs! Save me! Save me!’ 
But whatever they did, they couldn’t cut us apart 

whilst the ship was being rocked about. 
‘Looks like we are going to the Bonefather together, 

Captain,’ I shouted through the wind. 
I could taste his metal breath but I couldn’t catch his 

words as we slipped closer and closer to the side of the 
ship.

If the crew wanted to save their Captain they would 
have to rescue me too. Alas, it wasn’t that simple.

‘Let Wolfe try his luck on the whale-road,’ barked a 
voice.

‘Aye, he’s led us into this disaster,’ said another.
‘And not for the first time,’ said an old sea-dog, ‘he 

deserves to drown, the cheating fish-licker!’
‘Haul hounds!’ barked Bryan at the helm, ‘we can’t 

save the Captain without saving that sea-snot Beowuff 
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first.’ 
Bryan seized the chain with his teeth and bit hard, 

trying desperately to stop his Captain from sinking 
below the freezing waves. But in his panic, he could 
hardly keep himself on board, never mind save me and 
the Captain. We were all being dragged down by the 
huge weight of Lucki, who had sunk like an anchor.

Soon Wolfe drew a breath and half-growled, half-
spat these final words at me.

‘A curse on you, Beowuff! And on all your cat-
licking kin.’

To accuse another dog’s close family of ‘cat-licking’ 
is one of the most dreadful insults under the sun. But I 
didn’t answer, I was too busy watching the frantic faces 
of the crew as they peered over the side at me. 

We slid silently into the deep. 
Some of the crew on board had given up trying to 

save their Captain but others refused to let go of Wolfe’s 
leash until there was nothing left to hang onto.

It is not the same in life bench-mates? Some of us are 
leapers and some of us are clingers. But either way, it 
matters very little, both must chase to our ends.

I can still see their longship, as it was smashed by 
a wave that charged up from the depths like a raging 
bull.

It may be that all the crew were lost as the boat turned 
over. Perhaps a few of them survived? Who knows? But 
bench-mates, most importantly, I, your friend Beowuff, 
am still alive and I can tell my tale to the hall. 
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Chapter two

Beached in Gutland

What is the first thing a washed-up cur spat out by 
the sea-god feels? A sharp dig in the ribs, that’s 

what. And then another as I felt a boot trying to lever 
my snout from the sand to get a better look at me. 

I tried to speak but all that came out was a squirt of 
seawater like the death-spout of a beached whale. But 
there was more to come.

 ‘Eougghhh! Beoorrghhgh!’ 
I raised my nose out of the wet sand only to spew 

once more upon the boot that had just kicked me.
‘You disgusting streak of sea-snot,’ boomed the 

voice, ‘what do you mean turning up on our beach...’
‘Washing up on our beach, you mean,’ corrected the 

higher voice.
‘Soiling our fair Gutland sand!’ growled the second.
‘Er, Pawstein?’
‘What now?’ barked the deep voice. ‘Don’t interrupt 

a war-dog when he’s getting ready for a kill.’
‘Can he actually “soil” our sand? I mean, it’s sand, 

not soil.’
The deep voice made no answer, but I felt another 

hard kick crack into my ribs. Another wave of sickness 
came over me and I started to spout once again.

‘Did you want me to kill him, or is it your turn?’ 
asked the high voice. I felt a tail beating the sand.



17

I dragged my nose up to get a look at him. He was a 
lean, puppy-eyed mutt, and his teeth still reeked of last 
week’s dinner. I choked in disgust. 

It was all coming back to me, as I shivered on this 
wind-blown bay. I’d been captured by Irish Vikings, 
caught up in the world’s wildest storm, tied to a iron-
toothed loon and dragged overboard by a bad-brained 
Berserker. Now I’d washed up on the shores of hell. 

‘It’s your turn to do him!’ growled Pawstein. ‘Get a 
move on.’

‘Broadsword or short sword?’ asked his pal cheerily.
‘In the name of the Bonefather! Won’t you get on 

with it?’ growled Pawstein.
I could not protest, for I was choking on a piece of 

seaweed that had got stuck on its way up my gullet.
‘Make haste Arnuf! If you don’t do it soon, he’ll be 

dead before you kill him! We’ve got ten miles of coast to 
patrol and the King wants a hero by nightfall.’

The soldier drew his sword from his scabbard. It 
looked a well-used piece with many a-notch. As he 
waved it at my throat, it crossed my mind that the red 
bits were probably blood stains rather than rust.

 Oh, no, I thought, this really is the end. I am to die 
here on this lonely sand-heap in the swirling cold with 
no-one to witness my slaughter. There wasn’t even time 
for a final howl as the soldier raised his weapon high.

‘Hero?’ I croaked.
‘Hero,’ he repeated as he brought his sword down at 

the very last second into the sand besides me.
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‘Yes! Hero!’ I said desperately, eyeing the sword. 
‘What are you waiting for, Arnuf? Butcher this sand-rat 
now and have done with it.’

‘You did say hero, didn’t you?’ I smiled, pulling the 
last of the seaweed from my throat.

‘Yes,’ said Arnuf, ‘are you here because of the King’s  
invitation? Pawstein, this is the hero we’ve been waiting 
for!’

‘Hang on a minute,’ said Pawstein, ‘this isn’t the way 
that heroes should arrive in our land.’

‘Don’t believe what the poets say, brave sea-scout,’ I 
said, ‘now, put away your weapons and no-one shall be 
harmed. Kill me and your king may kill you. For I am  
his hero. Now show me the hospitality that this land is 
famous for. I have had my fill of brine, so if you have 
any meat for your hero I will be happy to devour it.’

The big one sniffed but didn’t look me in the eye.
‘Smells too weak, for a hero,’ growled Pawstein, 

suspiciously. This wire-haired brute had a good nose on 
him and was soon reaching for his sword again. ‘I say 
we kill him. If you won’t do it I will.’

You could hardly blame them for wanting to chop  
my head off for the fun of it. This beach was a sand-
blasted heap, dour under the grey sky. I later discovered 
that the seaside is thought to be the best part of this 
land. There is more entertainment in the frozen hell that 
is Niflheim than there is in dreary Gutland.

‘But hold on, Pawstein. Remember the time when 
you skewered that snappy fellow who had no tail? He 
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turned out to be the Danish Ambassador,’ said Arnuf.
‘What else could I do?’ sniffed Pawstein. ‘You hit his 

wife with a hammer first.’
‘That was an accident,’ whined Arnuf.
Pawstein turned his nose to me and snapped: 
‘If you are a real hero, where’s your blood-axe?’ 
He looked mightily pleased with this question.
I laughed out loud and said: 
‘Good shore-guard, let me tell you something. Real 

heroes have no need of weapons. Paws, jaws and claws 
are all it takes.’ 

Arnuf looked very impressed and yapped:
‘Paws, jaws and claws! Paws, jaws and claws! 

Pawstein, hear that? Paws, jaws and claws!’
But Pawstein was not as meat-brained as he looked 

and he began to sniff at me suspiciously. 
He pinned my tail with his spear-tip and I felt the 

sharp metal of the point delve deep into my fur.
I held his gaze with my very best ‘hero’s look’, a look 

that I have spent long nights practising in the outcast’s 
kennel. There, I learned how to look as if I treat the 
choice between ‘life’ and ‘death’ like the choice between 
‘hare’ or ‘rabbit’ for supper. 

Pawstein meanwhile prowled round me, circling and 
keeping the point of his spear still pinning me down as 
he worked out what to do next.

‘See this?’ I said, as I jangled the chain around my 
collar, in a matter-of-fact way. ‘This collar was placed 
around my neck by a sea-serpent when she sucked me 
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down to her watery lair. We fought for ten hours in the 
depths but still she could not conquer me...’

‘A sea-snake?’ gasped Arnuf, interrupting my stream 
of drivel in full flow.

‘Yes Arnuf,’ I said coolly, ‘but no ordinary sea-snake, 
the Great Sea-Serpent, Sjo-Ormr, the one the sagas 
talk of. I have seen her, I have fought with her, I have 
vanquished her!’

Arnuf let out an excited yelp.
‘Once you’ve strangled one whale-fanged sea-serpent, 

you’ve strangled them all,’ I said.
‘How exactly did you escape?’ asked Pawstein.
‘If you are going to tell a lie, tell a mighty one,’ so 

said the unworthy Skald, Goosetongue, the ‘poet’ of our 
village. It probably wasn’t his saying – nothing a Skald 
says is original.

What the dogs in the meat-hall crave is a plain-talk-
ing battle-hound who reels off the details of his scraps 
like items on a looting list. The trick is to make your-
self come over like a hero, without boasting too much. 
No-one does it better than old Beowuff,  I can spin 
golden falsehoods out of blades of grass. So I began… 

‘I was cast into the waves of the mightiest storm that 
the world has ever seen and I saw the shadowy figures 
of the axe-wielding clams rising out of the depth.’

‘Clams with axes? Underwater? Grrrrrrrr!!’ growled 
Arnuf, lapping up my nonsense like bone-jelly.

‘Aye,’ I continued, ‘smashing through their armoured 
shells to their soft flesh was the hard bit. But it is simple 
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once you get your blade in and give a real good twist.’ 
I borrowed Arnuf’s spear to demonstrate exactly 

what the twist of my mighty paw could do to an 
armoured clam, but Pawstein stopped me.

He eyed me, scraping the sand with his spear.
‘Get the blade in…?’ he growled as he seized me by 

the chain and pulled me to meet him eye-to-eye.
‘Aye,’ I said.
‘And twist?’ he roared.
My feet were now a long way off the ground and I 

was struggling to breathe.
‘Liar!’ he spat. ‘You just said real heroes don’t need 

swords.’ 
He dangled me for a while and I rattled slightly.
‘Who said anything about a sword?’ I stammered.
‘You did! You lying crab-licker,’ he snarled.
‘Erm, did I really?’ I asked.
Arnuf raised his nose to the sky, lost in thought. 
‘What you said was, ‘it was easy if you can get your 

blade in under their helmets and give a good twist.’ 
Arnuf looked very pleased to have told the truth.

‘But...,’ I gasped desperately, ‘that blade wasn’t my 
sword, that was my meat-knife.’ 

‘Save it!’ growled Pawstein. ‘I can’t listen to any 
more of your drivel. Tell it to King Ruffgar.’ 

And with that he took my collar in his fangs, shook 
me roughly and threw me several feet into the air. 

As I landed face-down with a thud, I was never more 
grateful to see the sand of friendly Gutland.
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Chapter three

The Hall of Heorut

The track wound onwards through the land. There 
is little of interest to say about the Kingdom of 

Gutland. In truth, describing it in an interesting way 
would vex even the most imaginative of Skalds. So 
if any of you bench-mates need to trot off to pass 
water, now would be an excellent time to visit the  
leaking post. What? So many of you? Have you been 
swilling meat-mead by the barrel?

While they are gone, I will tell of my journey through 
sunny Gutland. Here are the highlights: barren cliffs; 
unremarkable hills; flinty paths; stunted trees; slightly 
larger hills, still nothing to speak of; rocks; dark lakes; 
and grim mounds with a sparse covering of grass. 

Ah! I see that you are all back from the leaking-post. 
Have you shaken your legs? Are you sure? For my cruel 
Lord says that it is death to dribble on his feast-hall 
floor. It was put in very recently I understand. Are you 
lying comfortably? Good – then on with the tale!

As I have already said, in order to trot through 
distant lands without paying for a sausage, you need to 
lord it like a pack-king from the sagas of old.

 Here is a truth that I will never understand. If a king 
from a faraway land was to arrive unannounced at 

a royal hall, the local Lord would break out the best 
of his bone hoard and fill the stranger’s bowl to over-
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flowing. Yet if a boneless beggar arrived before the 
same king, with his clothes all in rags, and his starving 
belly scraping the floor, what would our warlord do 
then? Would he give him food and water? Would he 
lend him a warm woollen coat? I think not! Our Lord 
would throw the beggar into a fen to rot, or sell him as 
a slave, or let his thanes use him as a leaking post.

The point of this tale bench-mates, is that it is 
always important to act the casual hero. Even though 
I was half drowned from my sinking, and that brute 
Pawstein had  nearly shaken the life out of me, I was not 
going to show any fear.

‘Where are we going?’ I asked heroically.
‘To the hall of Heorut,’ yapped Arnuf excitedly. 

‘Have you heard the songs tell of it?’
‘Of course,’ I replied. In my land they sing of noth-

ing else.’ 
No word of this was true of course. I had never 

heard of Heorut, but when meeting a new warlord 
it is always wise to get a little drivelling in early. I 
have found that these battle-curs go all wobbly at the 
thought that their fame in war has spread across the 
seas. Even stone-faced skull-smashers never grow tired 
of hearing about how good they are in battle. Call me 
a lap-dog (go on!) but a bit of well-crafted cat-lickery 
means that the King will throw the bringer of good 
news a tasty bone or two.

‘Where do you come from?’ asked Pawstein in a 
voice which would have worried sheep in faraway 
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fields. 
I had already learned that I needed to watch my 

tongue with that wire-haired wretch. I knew better 
than to tell him of my real home, so I decided to speak 
falsely.

Usually lies leap off my tongue like a salmon up a 
stream, but for some strange reason (perhaps because 
of the beating he’d just given me) no ideas popped into 
my head this time.

Pawstein was about to repeat his question, in a 
lower and more menacing growl most likely, so I 
blurted out the first name I could think of.

‘Mangefeld’ I said. ‘I come from dear old Mangefeld, 
have you heard of it?’ desperately hoping he hadn’t. ‘It 
is a land of heroes.’ 

‘For truth?’ yapped Arnuf, with wide-eyes.
I have always wondered why the honest work-a-day 

dog, when unsure if another fellow is lying, will ask 
him: ‘For truth?’ or ‘Really?’ or ‘Do you swear it?’

These words are about as much use as a straw shield 
in a dragon’s nest! What weak-brained whelp would 
confess to their falsehood just because the other asked 
him if he was really lying? So when I heard Arnuf ask 
‘For truth?’, I set out to build a mighty tower of lies, 
by piling on one false stone at a time. 

‘Aye,’ I answered. ‘Even the cats in my homeland go 
about wearing armour, in gangs.’

‘They must be hard to slaughter,’ said Arnuf.
‘Not if you’ve got a hammer the size of a house.’
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‘He’s talking fish-guts again! No one can wield a 
hammer the size of a house,’ muttered Pawstein.

Not all stupid things come in big packages. This one 
was going to be trouble, but as usual, I was ready with 
my shining shield of nonsense. 

‘We don’t swing the hammers ourselves,’ I said. 
‘We’ve trained our giantesses to do that.’

Pawstein bristled in disbelief but his mate, Arnuf still 
gobbled up my rubbish like the finest deer-meat.

‘It must be a joy to have giantessess at your 
command,’ said Arnuf. ‘After a raid, you could get 
them to pile the slaughtered up in mounds for you. I 
really hate that job. King Ruffgar always makes me do 
it.’

‘That’s because you’re war-shy,’ snapped Pawstein. 
‘You flee when we go on raids.’

‘No I don’t,’ said Arnuf.
‘Yes you do! You’re useless at fighting. Piling up 

mounds of enemy dead is all you’re fit for!’ laughed 
Pawstein.

‘No it’s not!’ yapped Arnuf in an injured tone.
‘Bolt-battle,’ barked Pawstein, making the smaller 

dog jump out of his skin. ‘Arnuf the Leaky-Leg, that’s 
what the lads in the hall call him.’

I laughed politely. There was an awkward silence. I 
almost felt sorry for Arnuf. With bench-mates like that, 
who could blame him for being war-shy? To my mind, it 
is no bad thing to be frightened of fighting. Some of us 
like to spend our evenings lazing by the fire, rather than  
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putting towns to the torch.
Where was I? Oh yes, I was spouting some rot about 

giantesses.
‘Aye,’ I said, ‘Real giantesses! Tall ones. And what’s 

more, we feed the great she-beasts thirty squashed bulls 
a day, as a tribute…’ 

Then Pawstein stopped me with a bark.
‘Behold! The mighty meat-hall of Heorut,’ he cried.
‘Where?’ I asked.
‘There of course,’ growled Pawstein. 
He waved his great paw in the direction of a large 

wooden shed that stood at the top of a moss-covered 
mound. The door had been painted red at some stage 
and you couldn’t miss a huge pair of antlers at the gate. 
That set my belly rumbling again, for I hadn’t tasted 
deer-stake for many a moon.

‘Great, isn’t it?’ said Arnuf, meaning the hall. 
As I can tell no lie, I’ll tell you that ‘Heo-Rot’ would 

have been a better name for it. 
‘Where I come from, we’d keep chickens in a shed 

like that,’ I said.
Then something unusual happened. At the word 

‘chickens’, Arnuf dropped his spear and began to shake 
wildly. Pawstein’s hackles stood up like wires and he 
bared his yellow teeth at me and twisted his features 
into a scowl.

‘What did you say?’ he growled.
I realised that I must  have offended them. I was truly 

sorry, mainly because I wanted to taste the deer meat 
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that the hall was famous for. While I was apologising, I 
saw the terror in their eyes.

‘Speak not the cursed name of the egg-layers in this 
place!’ growled Pawstein.

‘What name?’ I asked in wonder.
Pawstein glowered at me. I thought he was about to 

go for my throat.
‘Come friends! Remember that I’m the guest of your 

King…’ I said heartily.
On hearing this, the pair seemed to relax a little.
‘If my words have offended you, I am truly sorry.’
‘Alright,’ said Arnuf
‘There is no need to spit feathers at an honoured visi-

tor,’ I added.
On hearing this, Arnuf began to shake and a yellow 

trickle ran down the side of the mound. This was the 
slack-bladder that his bench-mate had spoken of.

‘No more talk of egg-layers I say,’ warned Pawstein. 
‘It is death to speak of those flapping fiends.’

‘Unless the King mentions them,’ added Arnuf. ‘You 
can talk about them if he brings them up.’

Pawstein howled towards the heavens. He gave me a 
look as if to say that working with a wet-legged know-
it-all was no job for a glory-hound.

‘I shall say nothing more about them,’ I promised, 
sighing with relief. I hadn’t realised quite how close to 
the maw of death my fowl words had brought me.

Did you like that clever kenning bench-mates? ‘Fowl 
words’ I said, (meaning chickens) when I also meant 
‘foul words’. Keep up bench-mates!
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As we drew nearer, I noticed that two young pups  
with brooms and buckets were busy wiping something 
unspeakable off the walls.

When they spotted us, something most out of the 
ordinary happened. One of them pointed at Arnuf, 
shouted something and then emptied the contents of 
his bucket down his own leg. His little friend fell about 
laughing and did the same thing.

I was about to ask about the meaning of this strange 
Gutland custom when two ravens, beady-eyed and 
black as death landed on the roof and began to stare at 
me hungrily.

Arnuf and Pawstein stared back at them with faces 
like the plague.

One of the winged-whoppers swooped low and 
snatched a scrap of something nameless from the gate-
post. The thing in its claw was red, most likely a piece of 
bone-scrag, for the raven, as everyone knows, is a bird 
that feasts on dead meat.

‘Hey Arnuf!’ called one of the pups. ‘Arnuf the Leak-
Legged! Cover your ears quickly!’

‘Why?’ shouted my weak-witted guide, pulling his 
tunic up over his nose in a panic.

‘So he doesn’t see your brain!’ yapped his mate. 
‘Ravens eat dead things, don’t you know!’ The two 
whelps rolled about on the floor laughing.

‘Don’t lurk there like a dirt-licker! Stone them!’ 
barked Pawstein.

Arnuf looked at the pair of pups and sighed:
‘That’s a bit harsh, they were only jesting.’
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‘Not the pups, you limp-wit! I mean stone the 
ravens!’ barked Pawstein in a rage.

‘There’s no stones,’ asked Arnuf. ‘Will these bricks 
do instead?

Pawstein seized a clay brick in his enormous paw 
and was about to break it over Arnuf’s nose when all 
of a sudden, a shadow fell across the sun. There was a 
terrible whooshing noise and the biggest bird that I have 
ever seen crashed down from the sky. The thing was 
practically a mountain with feathers and a beak.

The fiend stooped in a dive and snatched up one of 
the ravens in its scaly claws.

It is not often that I feel sorry for a bird, but I cannot 
forget the look on the face of that poor raven as it stared 
into the eyes of doom. The hunter had become the 
hunted. The feathered-fiend let out a booming squawk, 
and the smaller bird cawed back at it – as if to say 
“Mummy! mummy!” Then the hawk-monster cracked 
its beak, bit the head off the smaller bird and flapped 
away with its writhing body between his claws.

‘Looks like you’ll need bigger stones for that one,’ I 
gasped.

‘That one’s friendly,’ said Arnuf. ‘That’s Longflapper, 
the King’s hawk. He can keep flapping for a long time,’ 
‘That is why they call him Longflapper.’

I could think of no sensible reply to this last  
observation. You would have to scour all of Gutland to 
find a bigger fool than Arnuf.

Just then, a grizzled old fellow bounded over. He’d 
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seen many summers but he was still as tall as an oak, 
with a noble look about him.

I got ready to pour honey-tongued drivel over the 
Lord of this dirt-mound.

‘Well-met mighty King,’ I said politely. ‘Aren’t you 
going to introduce me to your Lord, fellows?’

Arnuf laughed. ‘He’s no King! That’s old Greytongue, 
our Skald. He’s from Icelandland, you know. ‘

‘I’m from Iceland Arnuf,’ corrected Greytongue 
wearily. ‘Get it right for once. Who do we have here?’

‘A hero,’ yapped Arnuf. This one has giantesses at 
his command. He’s come to free King Ruffgar from the 
curse.’

‘I am called Beowuff,’ I said, offering him my paw. 
‘At your service.’

The old rhymer jumped up and began to lick me 
about the face but the reek that came from his yellowed 
teeth would have made a war-horse dizzy.

‘Greetings hero brave and tall and welcome to King 
Ruffgar’s hall,’ said the Skald.

Arnuf was impressed and howled long and loud.
‘See? I told you he was good? He’s from Icelandland, 

you know,’ he said.
‘Iceland,’ barked the Skald. ‘Remember the song I 

taught you: “There’s only one “land” in Iceland.”’
Arnuf thought about this for a moment.
‘I’m sure you said it was Icelandland.’
‘Please take my word for it Arnuf,’ he muttered. ‘I 

don’t call you a half-half-wit, do I?’
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I shot a knowing look to the old poet. Arnuf really 
was slack-brained – he made Gutland’s limpits look 
educated.

‘Come! Follow me,’ said the Skald and he bounded 
up the steps and into the hall.

As I trotted inside, I noticed the wonderful smell of 
roasting meat. One sniff of it was enough to set my belly 
turning somersaults. I had eaten nothing since the Irish 
longship, and the filth that passed for rations on that 
boat was enough to make a monk turn scum-licker.

As we four walked into the hall, there came a squawk 
that sent me diving under a wooden bench for cover.

‘What’s up with you hero?’ growled Pawstein.
I was embarrassed to find that the noise had come 

from Longflapper – the King’s hawk, who had swooped 
into the hall through the smoke-hole in the roof and was 
perched on a pole.

Arnuf let out an excited bark and raced towards it.
Longflapper fixed the weak-wit with an evil glare 

and began to flex its claws.
‘Who’s a long flapper?’ said Arnuf softly.
‘Come away Arnuf!’ cried the Skald. ‘Before he bites. 

That hawk is a trained hunter, not a house-pet.’
‘Don’t worry!’ he said. ‘He’s friendly when you get 

to know him.’
‘Friendly?’ I said in disbelief.
‘Yes. He’d never hunt his uncle Arnuf! Would you 

boy? No you wouldn’t!’ cooed Arnuf in a high voice. A 
blast of roast meat wafted into my nostrils.
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‘I’m famished,’ I said. ‘Any chance of a bite?’ 
Before waiting for his answer I tore a great hunk off 

the deer that was roasting on a spit.
‘Drop it!’ growled Pawstein.
‘Sorry,’ said the Skald ‘but the law of the hall says 

that no meat can be eaten till all the songs are sung.’
‘No meat till song-set!’ I moaned, ‘No wonder old 

Headbiter over there looks ravenous.’
‘His name is Longflapper,’ said Arnuf, whining softly 

to the bird. At first, Arnuf’s high-pitched song soothed 
the hawk – but suddenly, it went stock-still and cold-
eyed once again, as if preparing to strike.

‘Arnuf! Come away now!’ cried the Skald.
But Arnuf just sat there wagging his tail.
‘Beware Arnuf! He’s hunting you!’ he warned.
‘He’d never hunt his uncle Arnie, no he wouldn’t…’ 

began Arnuf. But before the words were out of his maw, 
the winged terror was lurching forward to strike. 

Arnuf scrambled backwards just in time. The sky-
monster’s bloody talons tore into the boards in the exact 
spot where he’d just been sitting. Luckily, Longflapper 
was on a leash, and flap as he might, he could not get 
within flesh-tearing distance of my weak-witted friend.

Arnuf didn’t realise he’d had a brush with death.
‘Who’s a naughty hawk?’ he laughed.


