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A warrior a-viking stumbles upon a burned man in monk’s robes.
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The noise that Orm makes is a loud, sharp hiss, and Agmundr turns to look. Orm is a good-sized man, but big enough that Agmundr can barely see the monk behind him, who’s torn Orm’s own dagger from his hip and is holding the point up against the very underside of his throat.

There’s smoke on the air and sweat on Agmundr’s skin, their raid very nearly through with — most of the monks are either dead on the ground or huddled together, roped and tied, to be handed off to the Lorssons and sold as thralls. This one is on the younger side, must be thirty or so, and he’s not unusually skinny, but he has a much smaller frame than Orm’s.

“The fuck do you think you’re going to do here, monk?” Agmundr asks in the best approximation he can of their language, and the monk shifts Orm by the hair with him, keeping Orm’s body between him and Agmundr’s and the rest of them, ensuring that no one can aim an axe at him without hitting their own man instead.

Silently, he takes the knife from Orm’s throat and points at Njal, at the torch in his hand — he’d been about to set the last of the stone outbuildings in the monastery aflame.

“What does he think the point of this shit is?”

“Drop it, Njal,” Agmundr says.

“Why are you so interested in what these Christ-fuckers do? He’s going to — ”

“Come on, for me,” Agmundr says, grinning at him. “Let’s see what he wants out of there.”

Njal drops the torch on the stone bricks beneath him, raises his palms up, and in a moment the monk drops his hold on Orm’s braids, shoves his dagger back into its holster, and runs past him, into the stone building.

“What do you think, Orm?” Njal asks dryly. “You think it’s going to be a book?”

“More likely one of their little relics,” says Orm, rubbing at his neck where the monk had threatened him with the blade. “Some dead cunt’s preserved finger, or a lock of hair.”

The monk stumbles into the light from inside the stone building, a basket balanced on his hip. His hood has fallen back, and Agmundr is surprised to see that he doesn’t wear a tonsure like most of the others do — his dark hair is tied in a tail at the base of his neck, and the strands of it that are free curl in wavy curtains either side of his face. His eyes are hazel, flecked with grey, and there’s a burn visible on his neck, where his robe opens, another burn visible on the backs of one of his hands.

He’s holding a basket on his hip, and Njal steps forward toward him — the monk flinches back, but doesn’t resist as Njal lifts up the lid, and then laughs.

“Okay, priest,” he rumbles, and pats him on the back as he pushes him out from the building. “Good man.”

Agmundr sees the mother cat inside the basket with her kittens, squinting a little at being brought into the light, but not complaining at all at having been moved from her place. Inside the basket, she’s kneading on a piece of cloth, and her kittens, most of them still young and bean-like, barely move at all. Their eyes aren’t even open yet.

“You understand me, monk?” Agmundr asks, and the monk looks up at him, tilting his head slightly to one side. “We wouldn’t kill cats just because. You can pass Orm the basket.”

The monk holds the basket out, and Agmundr laughs softly. “I’m not Orm — he is.”

The monk turns his head, and he holds the basket out to Orm, who takes it cooing softly to the charges inside, making kissing noises and calling Eiva’s name as he goes down the hill, and the monk stands there rooted to the spot, his hands held in front of his body as though he doesn’t know what to do with them. He has a set of leather gloves hanging from the rope of his robe, nice ones, and Agmundr reaches out and takes them.

The monk blinks at him, and holds up his hand toward Agmundr’s, his fingers spread, as though to show how much smaller he is than Agmundr’s.

“They might fit one of the little girls,” Agmundr says, and the monk looks up at his face, as though really studying him, peering at him. “Why do you have these? You have, a, uh... What the fuck? It makes you sick, to touch some of the plants, hm? Makes your skin red?”

The monk shakes his head.

“Why, then? You weren’t hunting with these, you weren’t using a bow.”

The monk steps away, and Agmundr follows after him, looking over his shoulder as he picks up a pot from the ground, tied around with a rope so it can be slung over the arm, and he puts it into Agmundr’s hands — it’s filled with comb and smells sweet, and Agmundr looks up the path from where the monk must have come from. They hadn’t seen the hives — Gods know how far the monk had walked to tend their bees, to not have heard them pillaging, to come back when they were very nearly through.

He’s not looking at Agmundr as Agmundr picks out a piece of comb from the pot and puts it in his mouth, pressing with his tongue on it and feeling it melt a little on the strong heat and wetness of his tongue. The honey bubbles as it’s heated up, and he swallows before the sweetness can burn and turn bitter.

The monk is looking up at the monastery’s outbuildings as they burn, the thatched rooves and wooden posts burning thick and smoky, and heat radiates out from the whole of the hill.

“Are you simple, monk?” Agmundr asks, and the monk glances at him, not seeming to understand the question, nor why it’s being asked — an indicator, perhaps, of the answer. “We have come here a-viking, monk. We have taken the rich things of your monastery to use — your brothers will be sold as labour, thralls. Slaves. You too — if you resist, you will die.”

The monk shrugs his shoulders, as though Agmundr has just told him it might be windy tomorrow.

“Monk,” Agmundr says, and leans in closer, leans over the monk so that he’s looking down into the smaller man’s eyes, looking at him seriously, focusedly. “You are in danger, monk. Do you understand? I might kill you?”

The monk looks at him seriously, and then moves quickly, but not quickly enough — Agmundr grips tight around his wrist as he tries to grab for Agmundr’s axe, then grabs the other that goes for Agmundr’s knife.

The monk headbutts him, and for all he’s a smaller man, it takes Agmundr by such surprise that he staggers back, releasing his grip on the monk’s hands. The monk doesn’t make to run away or anything — he just stands there and laughs, laughs, and Agmundr lunges for him again, grabbing him around the throat and lifting him up on his tiptoes.

The monk chokes, grabbing helplessly at Agmundr’s hand with both of his own, and once he has a grip around Agmundr’s wrist, he manages to kick up and off the floor, tries to steady one foot on his thigh and kick with the other, but Agmundr just concentrates the heat under his skin, and the monk lets out a whining yelp.

He draws back his hands, very nearly burned, and his legs drop down — Agmundr drops him to the floor, and the monk lands on his arse on the flagstones, coughing and staring mystified at his palms, which are red from the heat.

The monk looks up at Agmundr’s face, his lips parted.

In the tousle, his robe has come open, and his gloves have fallen to the floor — Agmundr sees more burns around his neck now, and he leans forward and grabs the front of the monk’s collar, or what amounts to it in the robe he’s wearing.

“What the fuck,” he mutters, and then bodily drags the monk to his feet — he lets out another noise of shock and surprise, but doesn’t struggle as Agmundr pulls the robe over his head and throws it to the side, leaving him in a white shirt and his leggings and sandals. “What the fuck,” Agmundr says again, and he hears one of the boys crowing something about him starting early with this one, but ignores him — when he pulls up the monk’s shirt, gripping him by the scruff of it, he sees more burn marks, brands, layered over his belly and his chest, the same on his thighs, all over his arms. “They fucking do this to you?”

The monk stares up at him silently, and Agmundr feels a sickening, sinking feeling in his belly as he reaches out and grips the sides of the monk’s mouth, pushing on his cheeks. His tongue is not completely burned — a third of it, Agmundr would guess, is missing, the tear down one side of it cauterised.

“You want me to kill you?” Agmundr demands of him, and the monk laughs again, and what the fuck is wrong with him? All these burns, are they some sort of Christian ritual, intended to burn the madness out of him — or have they made him mad? “You are incongruous. You know that, monk?”

The monk laughs some more, and Agmundr grips him by the back of his shirt and drags him with him down the hill, to where Freya and Arne are overlooking the thralls, each of the monks roped and tied.

“You, monk,” Agmundr growls at the oldest of them. “The fuck have you done to this one?”

“Done to him?” the monk repeats, uncomprehending, and he looks between Agmundr and the burned monk in his underclothes, no longer laughing, but not seeming fucking scared, either. “Nothing, we’ve done nothing to him. We haven’t done anything to him.”

“Who burned him?”

“Who? Nicol?” the monk repeats, and lets out a sharp, incredulous sound. “He burns himself!”

Agmundr
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