Scriptorium
Then the Lord said unto me, Out of the North an evil shall break forth upon all the inhabitants of the land. 

On halgum gewritum Jeremiah 1:14
Ianuarius, 1011
Brother Ælfric hunches over the slope of his desk, its massy oak scraped nearer a frost-bowered window to catch the fading light. His quill is sharp but his hands are blunted with cold, the minuscule marching across the bócfell grown erratic. His ink has frozen several times; he had had to hold the horn over his candle’s wavering flame to thaw, the scent of oak gall, vinegar, green vitriol slashing the gelid air. 

To divert the brothers from their wretchedness he has angled his hands at Athelstan, bidding him read from the holy Bible. The room is silent save for his voice, stumbling often as the words slide in the skinny light, and the creak of men shifting position to relieve rheumatic cramps. 

They say Hell is cold as an iron blade.

He has set the novices to manual tasks, hoping the movement will speed blood flowing sluggish through winter veins. Dunstan is measuring and pricking quires ready to rule, his features sharpened by the cold, a drop of moisture hanging from his nose. Eadfrith is shaping good goose feathers into hearpenglas. One floor below Ethelwold, the most trustworthy, is blending blæc. Ælfric imagines him holding chilblain-swollen fingers to the feeble heat warming the alembic.
Behind him, Brother Wulfstan is scraping calfskin clean of ink to use again, his breath rasping with concentration, his left hand bound in a bloody rag. A sharp hiss through blackened teeth from time to time marks the blade slipping, gouging the vellum. Ælfric signals him to stop, it is dangerous in this cold, the fell is too resistant, and he sets down the knife, slides numbed hands inside the folds of his sleeves, bows his head to the flow of the reading.

Soon the great bell will chime vespers and they will all lay aside their tools to shuffle into the cathedral, glad of the exercise. It is many years since such a winter, three long months already of a cold as hard as flint. Surely they must all have sinned greatly to merit it. 

Ælfric is heavy in his heart. His is a silent order but news percolates in from the outer world and the brothers flutter details from finger to eye to mind, where it burrows like a worm into the heart of a rose. The Northmen have resumed their raids and Ethelred cyning is not stout in his courage, preferring to pay geld rather than standing fast to defend his people. He receives poor counsel from the witan, prevaricates, sues for peace too late when the most harm has been inflicted. 
They will not come in winter, will have withdrawn across the tossing sea to wait the cold out safe in their unholy homesteads. But come sumerhát… Canterbury holds out a tempting prize, its lands fat with sheep and cattle, its citizens prosperous, the cathedral rich in wrought plate, gold chalices, reliquaries, the great godspel béc (though he has heard the pagan hordes seek only to wrench away their wooden boards set with fæt and winking eorcanstánas of garnet, opal, amethyst, the holy writ inside useful only to serve their jakes). 
His ink grows thick again. A day that never fully dawned is waning. Shadows deepen among the stone ribs and rough rafters overhead, where bats hibernate in a sooty clot that seems to breathe with its own life as they fidget in their sleep. The cold has dried him to a husk, hollowed out his entrails, leaving him empty as an abandoned bee’s nest, his skin whorled and flaky as its tissue walls. Though he signals for more candles they burn but feebly, throwing jigging goblin shadows across the walls. The air is rancid with frost and melted candle wax, lank hair and the stink of bodies long unwashed, the monks too weak from nights sleepless with cold to break the ice, apply vigour to their ablutions. 
On days such as this he wishes he worked in the kitchens, ovens stoked, the warmth heady with the scent of braising meat, yeasty wine, fresh-baked bread. Or in the stables with their steaming straw and fleas and stamping horses, his head to the flank of a milch cow as he pulls the sweet milk slow and steady.

They say the Northmen know neither fear nor mercy, spit children on their swords. Even now, sconced in their hovels, they will be forging blades, sharpening axe and spear and seax, laying plans, braggarting success. The brothers are afraid; under cover of prayer their flapping hands whisper firedrakes and other superstitious portents.
It is half a lifetime since last sumerhát, when he moved his desk outdoors, sat under the trees to write, sunlight dripping through the tender leaves of oak and ash and cherry, pooling in fat gold coins on the short grass. Then he had felt young again, his blood up and coursing, hand and eye working effortlessly to draw out curlicues and arabesques, lay down rubrics, decorate the margins, his illuminating a fluid meditation on the glory of Creation. Once a tiny gærshoppa alighted on the corner of his desk, scraped out a brief tune before moving on.
The wax in his tablet had been soft, his bócfell supple as he pricked out the great Chi Rho. His pigments had flowed and dried as they should, the gold leaf had smoothed and cleaved. Now it is too cold to work the carpet designs, the elaborate initials, the six-winged symbols for Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, he is confined to endless scribing. He dreams of spring, when he can break free, loose the joy of cinnabar, verdigris, lapis lazuli, his whole body singing silent praise. Pray God they are working outside when the heathen come, can find a hole wherein to hide.
Cold slides from the walls, his feet now stones. When he stands he must take care not to stumble. Any minute now the even-bell will toll release from work. Ælfric lays down his quill in readiness, but not before dipping one more time to scribble in the margin:
  A furore Normannorum libera nos, Domine!

From the fury of the Northmen, deliver us O Lord!
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