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            Introduction

         

         It is 2018 and Great Britain is witnessing one of the most dramatic political dramas in recent history playing out with monumental consequences for the future. At the epicentre in Whitehall, Maggie Taylor wrestles with her responsibilities in negotiating her country’s exit from the European Union. Whilst doing so she reads the unfolding story of Alfred the Great in bringing freedom for his people, which we follow in tandem with her.

         How strange it is this novel reaches its climax upon Remembrance Day, the day we recall the more recent sacrifices for freedom; the very day too I put down my pen having completed the work. Strange also that the date of publication happens to be within days of what some are calling ‘Independence’ Day. Strange too this is also the anniversary of Alfred’s darkest moment when he finally reached his hiding place at Athelney in 878.

         It is reputed that a commentator once declared to Sir Winston Churchill that he was the greatest Englishman. Churchill instantly corrected him. That soubriquet belonged to Alfred he told him. Certainly in Churchill’s ‘History of the English-Speaking Peoples’ he is effusive about the medieval king, Britain’s only king ever to be conferred the epithet ‘the Great’.

         We are fortunate indeed that thanks to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and the biography written by Bishop Asser in 893, we have precise information about his life. I openly admit to some indulgences but this is intended only to depict the scene and bring his glorious darkest hour alive for the reader. It is then no surprise that to the inquisitive mind of Maggie Taylor she finds inspiration from her hero as well as from Churchill himself.

         There are similarities too between her and Alfred: her high moral code and beliefs, her unashamed patriotism and respect for the people and her intrepid resolve to see Britain’s negotiation through no matter what the sacrifice. Her own darkest hour beckons as her story unfolds.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 1

         

         December 877

         It was a damp December dawn. Christmas of 877 was still two weeks away and the temperature had dropped in the last couple of days. Alfred shivered uncontrollably even though the embers of the fire still gave off signs of life. Around him the little settlement at Chippenham was slowly coming to life. The noise of movement could be heard outside. He looked up through the dank dark mist trying to focus his eyes. Sleep had evaded him but it was not just the cold that had kept him awake.

         His mind was racing as it had done many times since his retreat from Wareham. He had asked himself a hundred times whether he had been right to negotiate a truce with Guthrum a year ago: the occupation of Wareham had been truly horrific for its inhabitants. The Viking leader had exacted a high price both in silver and in hostages as he had agreed to leave Exeter as well as Wareham and for the moment anyway, Wessex. But should Alfred have not fought and made his stand at Wareham when he had had the chance? Had he not been naive to have trusted Guthrum to keep to the deal they had negotiated? After all, Guthrum had not kept his word. In a sense he had made a mockery of Alfred as he had moved on to Exeter in defiance of his oath, before finally retreating.

         Ealswith has tried to console him. She had exhorted him to believe he had acted wisely, in the only way he could. Not only had Alfred saved himself from a probable defeat, he had saved his army to fight another day she had insisted. But then Ellie, as Alfred called her affectionately, loved Alfred more than she could say. From that day nine years earlier when they had married after Alfred had come to their aid in Mercia, she had indeed felt devoted to him. She knew not what it was that attracted her. His looks perhaps, his intelligence for sure. Their relationship had blossomed and evolved: gradually, just gradually she had come to realise that she had married a king with aspirations for his people and a determination somehow to turn those dreams into reality. For sure Alfred was no ordinary Anglo-Saxon warrior, and she knew it and had allowed it to excite her. Now as she lay beside him as dawn broke, she suddenly became aware of footsteps.

         “Sire, I need to speak to you.” Ellie looked up. She recognised the scarred face that peered through their damp enclosure. It made her wince though she had seen that face many times.

         Alfred sat up slowly and gazed at their intruder. “What is it Edgar?” he asked.

         “Sire, we have caught three more spies passing as traders. We persuaded them to talk”. He allowed a grin to emanate from his grisly features as he said the words. Ellie knew his meaning.

         “The Vikings are still at Gloucester but more, many more are coming.” He sounded agitated, gesturing feverishly.

         “Calm yourself my friend, tell me precisely what you know,” Alfred demanded. He stood intent upon discerning the new intelligence.

         “Messengers were sent by Guthrum to Ubba in Dublin asking him to come. He is bringing ships and men to join the Great Army at Gloucester. Should we not depart Chippenham Sire before they attack – or else part with more silver?”

         For a moment Alfred said nothing. He looked first to Ellie then back to Edgar. He knew that after the retreat from Wareham his magnates had lost a little of their faith in him. These men, powerful land owners as they were, had become anxious; they had heard of the fate of their counterparts in the kingdoms of Mercia and East Anglia under their new overlords. The Viking tide seemed to them inexorable and too often their response had been to buy their peace. But Alfred now rejected their willingness to concede endlessly. He had determined he would have no truck with it. He spoke calmly, his tone unruffled by the news.

         “You have done well to tell me of this. But you want me to succumb again; to pay them off but let me be plain with you. We will only negotiate. We will never donate to them what is not theirs. Have we not learned at Wareham and at Exeter that when we give more they simply demand more? Have we learned nothing? We will turn this around. Trust me Edgar; do not lose your nerve.”

         For a few seconds neither man spoke. It was Edgar who broke the silence.

         “Sire, Guthrum is tempting the magnates and aldermen. He has told them they will be saved and allowed to keep their lands if they will change their allegiance. Guthrum will do anything now to take Wessex from under you.”

         Instantly Alfred raised himself to his full height. His voice came more strongly. “Little do you understand me. Know this and tell it to the aldermen. I do not stand only for the establishment, for the wealthy landowners. I stand for the people, all the people. We will remain in Chippenham till Christmas has passed and then we shall prepare ourselves for what will follow. We will not show weakness now, just resolve Edgar, just resolve, is that understood my friend?”

         Edgar said nothing. He gazed expressionless at his sovereign. A silence followed between the two men which neither broke. Then Edgar bowed his head and made to leave. As he did so, Alfred called after him causing him to pause and turn.

         “One thing more. I will not project fear to my people to frighten them into compromise. It is a positive vision that will make us strong, that and determination. Be sure of that and stand with me Edgar, I beseech you.”

         Summer 2018

         Maggie Taylor put the book down intrigued at what she had read. When she was not grappling with the Brexit negotiations her favourite hobby was reading history, especially early English history. Alfred she had mused held a particular attraction for her, perhaps more so than Arthur and her other heroes she had studied. For a start unlike Arthur, Alfred’s fascinating life had been recorded by the Saxon Chroniclers and for the most part could be relied upon. No doubt the writer had embellished Alfred’s story around the facts but for Maggie it had helped to depict what it must have been like all those years ago.

         Moreover the pressures she was under as she tried her best to facilitate the ever changing minds and vicissitudes of her political masters necessitated some relief and aside from her love of classical music, studying history relieved her of her stress.

         Now two years after the historic referendum result, aged just 33 she had found herself seconded as a high flying civil servant into the Downing Street team negotiating Britain’s independence from the EU. The term independence though was not one that was ever used in her circle of power. Accommodation would have been a preferred description. On the coffee table in front of her in her smartly decorated lounge were strewn an array of papers, all of which were marked confidential and all of which would have been dynamite she knew to those supporting Brexit. Yet she was devoutly observant to maintaining her strict protocols and to conforming to her establishment colleagues. She had not gained a double first at Cambridge without being astute and Maggie was astute enough to realise that to fail to follow the line laid down by her political masters would be a bad career move.

         Today was Saturday however and she knew she could afford a few hours to switch off and engage her restless mind upon other things – things like Alfred. However, she had done enough reading for the moment. She stood and stretched and looked around. Her flat in Kensington Church Street looked nice she thought, not flashy but simply nice and that was how she liked it. She had contemplated a new picture above the fireplace she had spotted at a Knightsbridge gallery: it was expensive but she could afford it, though Maggie never spent money frivolously. Her father had brought her up to respect money as an investment tool and those values had remained with her. She walked to the window and took in the view. Outside, afternoon strollers and busy shoppers were out in abundance. The last throes of the hot summer sunshine of 2018 had been almost too much. She threw open the windows hoping for some respite.

         It was then she spotted the red Porsche parking opposite. She waved as her current lover, Onslow Ratcliffe looked up and saw her. She knew she was on the rebound after not marrying the man to whom she had been devoted. She knew too that Ratcliffe was unlike her in so many ways: a snob to put it bluntly, smug and arrogant in equal measure and yet in some strange way she could forgive him for that. He was after all handsome, intelligent and generous towards her. For the moment anyway that was what she craved.

         As she waited for him she glanced at the mirror and checked her hair. She looked just fine she thought. She had dressed casually but tastefully as she always did. Her thick brown hair had a lustre about it that men seemed to find attractive, framing her pretty face which exhibited a certain intellectual air. In that department she was certainly the match of most of her admirers of whom there were plenty. But Maggie had never been vain about her looks. Indeed she rather took a dislike to those who were inordinately narcissistic. Men could take her as they found her as far as she was concerned. Besides, it was the person underneath that ought to matter she had told herself.

         Minutes later she embraced Ratcliffe and placed a glass of cold Sauvignon Blanc in his hand. They touched glasses. She looked him up and down. Four years older than her, he stood a little over six feet tall, too good looking by half somehow commensurate with his rakish charm. But she liked what she saw. He dressed well though perhaps a little dapper for her taste. She couldn’t resist feeling attracted to him, his blue eyes with just a hint of the rotter about him that affirmed his overly large ego and sense of importance; characteristics that for now she could forgive him for.

         After a while they stepped out arm in arm and sauntered in the direction of Holland Park. She had always loved the place, combining as she saw it a peculiar tranquility and elegance; an attractive relief to the endless commotion of London life. When they returned, she opened the fridge and poured them each another glass of cold wine. The taste felt good against her palate and when they simultaneously put their glasses down she felt the need to kiss Ratcliffe passionately. He reciprocated, his hands passing up her body finding their way slowly, lightly, to caress her breasts. She began to moan softly in his ear. Moments later Maggie led him by the hand into her bedroom and they made love.

         It was the next day on a leisurely Sunday morning that she picked up the book she had been so assiduously reading. She opened it feeling a curious need to talk to Onslow about the issues it raised. For as she had begun to steel her way into the character and actions of Alfred, she couldn’t help but discern an intellectual correlation to her challenges at work. Whilst Maggie herself had studiously maintained a neutral stance she had become aware that Ratcliffe might be allowing his Remainer sympathies to colour his work. To share her inner thoughts with him would be nice, stimulating even, though his response she instinctively knew might not be receptive. She would test the water tentatively she determined.

         “Onslow,” she asked, “you told me you studied classics at Oxford. Tell me, do you have an interest in history, in Alfred the Great for instance?”

         Onslow Ratcliffe stood in the middle of the room dressed in blue chinos and a matching open shirt. He looked at her surprised by her question.

         “I know next to nothing about Alfred except that he burned the cakes that is! Why do you ask Maggie?”

         Her mind raced back to Alfred’s stern response to Edgar; to his insistence upon not conceding endlessly to the Vikings; to his determination to inject positivity not fear to move his people; to his affirmation of representing the people rather than the landowning establishment. She began slowly at first to share with him what she had read. At first Ratcliffe listened. At first she held his attention but then as he sensed what she was getting at his response changed. She persisted however, eager to share her thoughts.

         “Alfred learnt that giving concessions to the Vikings gave him only temporary relief. He learnt that being too generous simply encouraged them to go for more. Are we not guilty of that Onslow? Are we and our political masters not conceding too much and getting far too little back in exchange?” she asked. Her mind flashed to their negotiation discussions due to resume in Whitehall the next day; to the steady evisceration of the Brexit project she had witnessed.

         “Everybody knows we have to do that to keep the status quo. We need to change as little as possible,” Onslow retorted.

         “But what sort of a negotiation is that? We’ve offered £39 billion – and we both know it will be twice that eventually, but for what? For the privilege of allowing the EU to sell more to us than we do to them,” she went on. “Are we not giving away too much Onslow, really, so much in exchange for so little?”

         Her rhetorical question just for a moment silenced him. He stared out of the window conjuring up his response. As he spoke he kept his back to her.

         “We have to Maggie. We have to keep the status quo to keep the economy on the road. As I said, we need to change things as little as possible and that’s precisely what we’re doing.”

         Maggie breathed in deeply.

         “On whose say so?” she interrupted him. “On whose say so? Only the establishment. But Onslow there are plenty of economists and experts who believe we can be better off independent. The IMF and Brussels have, as you know very well, confirmed that 90% of world economic growth over the coming 15 years will come from outside the EU. Every year the EU share of world trade drops even more. Alfred didn’t settle for compromise permanently with the Vikings. He promised to the people something very different Onslow – freedom!”

         Maggie in some strange way now felt moved by her own rhetoric. She had always relished a vigorous debate. To have one with the smug but clever Onslow Ratcliffe did not intimidate her in the slightest. It was then he turned to face her.

         “Maggie, our best bet is to stay close to Europe. Forget about independence and freedom. In the modern world that is not what is important. We must stick with the status quo,” he repeated.

         “On whose say so Onslow, on whose say so? The establishment, the CBI, the BBC, the House of Lords, the institutions who are kept comfortable? These are the same institutions Onslow who were wrong about the exchange rate mechanism, wrong about prices and incomes in Heath’s day, wrong about the Thatcher reforms, wrong about the Euro! What about the people Onslow? What about the people?” she persisted. She felt her hackles rise still further.

         “What do the people know?” Ratcliffe retorted. “What do the people know? Most are ignorant and uneducated!” he exploded.

         Maggie couldn’t believe what she was hearing now. Yes, she had heard similarly arrogant views from others – but not from Onslow, not until this moment. It did nothing to endear him to her. She stood closer now her tone rising with her anger.

         “Tell that to the people of Poland since the war. Tell it to the Estonians, Onslow. Tell it to the Ukrainians, tell it to those whose loved ones have died for their freedom,” she persisted. Now it was Maggie with invective in her voice. She was in no mood to give in to him. “Of course freedom is still important. Your grandfather fought for it and my grandfather fought for it and millions of others too! We had a referendum Onslow. It’s called democracy!”

         Onslow Ratcliffe did not respond. He stood stupefied by this blistering onslaught, staring out of the window but seeing nothing. His mind was swirling but if he continued he knew he was in danger of destroying his relationship with Maggie. He had already fallen out with friends over his Brexit views, but to fall out with Maggie was a step too far. As if reading his thoughts Maggie paused. She also had no wish to increase the tension between them still further.

         She stood in front of him and took his hands in hers. She squeezed them gently and smiled: it was not a smile of submission however, far from it. She looked deep into his eyes trying to read his innermost thoughts. Would it be possible to find some agreement she wondered? In a sense it resembled their negotiations with Brussels. When bottom lines failed to overlap, she knew only too well there could be no win-win outcome; only defeat for one party or a no deal conclusion.

         Maggie Taylor had been tutored upon negotiation skills before she had been transferred from the Brexit Department to Downing Street. During the weeks of intensive discussions with Brussels, she had witnessed at first hand a generosity with concessions, often not made conditional but given in a futile effort to move the negotiation along. It had worked but at enormous cost. They had broken many of the laws of negotiation but she had been powerless to stop it. The conciliation so aptly illustrated by Onslow’s attitude had become unrelenting. Nevertheless she had determined to stick to her supportive brief as the assiduous civil servant that she was.

         Outside, the noise of sirens as an emergency vehicle passed now broke the silence between them. But it was only a temporary respite.

         “I’m sorry Maggie. I had no wish to get angry. Let’s not fall out over this.” Onslow’s tone had changed. Gone was the hint of superiority and in its place just a hint of humility. He saw Maggie’s eyes look down as if she were playing her next words over in her mind.

         “Onslow, I will say only this.” She spoke slowly with calm conviction, never taking her eyes off his. “We are not giving the people what they voted for. They resent 70% of our laws being made by unelected, unaccountable foreigners. We are selling Brexit in name only, Brino, to the people and my bet is they are seeing through it. We are deceiving our own people, Onslow. The Brexit vision I truly believe does not exist in Downing Street and we are conspirators in the game. That vision is being denied them because it doesn’t truly exist.”

         Onslow Ratcliffe remained expressionless. If he agreed even remotely with this assertion he was not going to show it. Only when later he left did Maggie resume her reading. The question of what Alfred would do next intrigued her.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 2

         

         January 878

         As the little settlement of Chippenham had celebrated Christmas Day in 877, thoughts of the Vikings being just 29 miles away in their fortified location at Gloucester had been just for the moment held in abeyance. Alfred had refused to allow a sense of defeatism to take hold. However, with the Great Heathen Army of Guthrum holding the western part of Mercia, he was keenly aware the Vikings were within three days march.

         Unlike the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms of Northumbria, Mercia and East Anglia he had managed somehow to keep Wessex, stretching from Cornwall in the west to Thanet in the east and everything south of the Thames, at least to a degree free of the Vikings. Admittedly the list of towns that had been plundered and sometimes occupied by the heathen hordes was substantial: Winchester, London, Salisbury, Thanet, Reading, Wareham, Exeter, Wallingford and Basingstoke had all been fought over. Yet through a mixture of victories, calculated retreats and negotiated deals, Alfred had cleverly evaded capture. He had proved himself an inspirational commander, marshalling the sparse resources offered by the Wessex fyrd and willing to take the fight to the enemy.

         But now Christmas had come and gone. The early days of January were already upon them and Alfred was restless. Something was worrying him; something he couldn’t put his finger on, but which needled him and made him anxious. He felt a curious sensation that all was not right. The New Year had arrived bringing with it a peculiar and somewhat worrying sense of anticipation in the air. In the room reserved in its simple format for Ellie and himself, he sat amidst an array of rugs strewn over the straw floor offering some semblance of luxury as befitted the king. For the season it was not cold. Nevertheless a small fire flickered, crackling as at regular intervals he threw wood upon it that had retained its moisture. It was a pleasing sound though: a sound that told of home, of peace, of comfort.

         He sat quite still staring into the flames steadying his mind as visions of the Vikings so near filled his thoughts. Earlier in the day he had been able to relax. With chosen friends, armed in case of coming across Viking raiders, he had spent a couple of hours hunting. They had ridden south of Chippenham passing little homesteads dotted here and there. The sun had shone bringing relief to the dampness that had prevailed over Christmas. The great grassy meadows interspersed with varied forest fauna had resumed their splendour and the fresh breeze had felt good on his face as he had ridden hard.

         He looked up suddenly finding his thoughts interrupted. Ellie had entered. She looked beautiful he thought in the evening light. The flickering flames seemed to pick out her features casting a radiant sensual glow over her skin. A blue coloured garment was loosely draped over her shoulders over which Ellie’s fair hair hung loosely but provocatively. Alfred reached up and took hold of her hand: he pulled her gently down beside him in front of the crackling fire. They said nothing to each other but the chemistry between them was palpable.

         She reached over and poured water into a goblet and put it to his lips before sipping from it herself. Still she said nothing, instead letting her lips touch his. She let them linger lightly, feeling the sensation of his wet lips on hers. Neither pulled away, each content to savour the moment. His hand now cupped hers. His fingers stroked her skin sending pulses of pleasure running through her body. Ellie drew her face back and smiled at him waiting for Alfred’s response.

         He kissed her gently, lovingly. His hand moved to her shoulder stroking it as if she were a painting of priceless quality before sliding provocatively down her body. Still neither spoke, neither wishing to break the magical spell. But each knew what they desired. Their love, unquestioned between them needed again to be satiated. To many men their women were little more than chattels and their lovemaking was little more than the lustful satisfying of carnal pleasure. But Alfred’s love for Ellie was genuine and caring. Her pleasure was as important if not more important than his own. He turned towards her and lifted the garment slowly over Ellie’s shoulders before lowering her on to the rug. Then he leaned over her. He brushed his lips across her neck tantalisingly, content to linger, playing with Ellie, leaving her begging silently still for him to kiss her breasts. Her back arched; suddenly she felt those lips move to where she wanted them, the sensations almost too much to bear.

         She revelled in his tenderness, every sensation of intimacy squeezed through her very being, its manifest love destined for her Ellie, and her alone. Her eyes had closed as she had submitted to her lover, yet submission was hardly the word: she had freely given herself to him; she had relished and adored this man for nine years and this moment of intimacy was just one of many.

         But their need to make love, to couple their bodies as one, could no longer be frozen in time, denied and held in eternal suspense. They moved slowly at first, together in perfect unison. Alfred, this Alfred, the courageous warrior able to slash and parry with the enemy, to use his innate strength to destroy his enemies, to match violence with violence – this same Alfred with the greatest tenderness now lay in her arms, the lover who satisfied her beyond measure.

         The exquisiteness of her pleasure was overwhelming for Ellie as the end came. Throughout neither had spoken. Only her moans had broken the stillness of the air as she had writhed in his arms whimpering her cries of pleasure. But finally words came. It was Alfred who spoke first.

         “I love you,” he whispered into her ear. Then he blew into it a kiss. She giggled. She looked deep into his eyes. “I love you too,” she declared.

         For a long while they lay with their arms entwined. The evening had turned into night and in only an hour it would be the 6th January, the feast of Epiphany and the twelfth night after Christmas. Celebrations had been planned marking the coming of the Magi to the infant Jesus but for now the little Chippenham settlement containing the royal household at its centre slept silently. But sleep evaded Alfred. His mind was restless. Sensing him immersed, lost in thought Ellie kissed him and then spoke.

         “My darling you can’t sleep. What is it?”

         He hesitated. “I don’t know,” he said softly. He held her close and gazed into her eyes as he continued, speaking slowly as the words came to him. “I have so many dreams for my people Ellie, so much that needs to be done.”

         She looked at him inquisitively. “Talk to me Alfred. Tell me your thoughts, tell me your dreams.”

         She kissed him tenderly, encouraging him to share what was on his mind. For a moment he said nothing as he wrestled to turn the thoughts into coherent language.

         “We are facing an enemy Ellie which wants to destroy our liberty and shackle us to their ways.”

         He paused as if giving time for her to assimilate the significance of his words. “The witan, the people – my people, they want to be free. They want us to be in control of our own laws.” Alfred hesitated. He had no wish to bore Ellie. He was well aware she was her own woman, intelligent and with her own views upon the Viking menace. Yet he knew also Ellie had stood by him, not as a dutiful wife but because she cared about their relationship and genuinely shared many of his beliefs.

         “I am going somehow to give my people their independence, free of being under foreign rule,” he continued. “That is my vision!”

         He paused again not taking his eyes off hers, seeking some indication of her assent.

         “I will not concede anymore,” he continued. “We won’t live under a system of vassalage like our brothers in Mercia. We deserve more. Our people deserve more.”

         Ellie thought for a moment and then responded.

         “Your father Ethelwulf had the same vision didn’t he?” She squeezed his arm and cuddled up to his body as he opened up to her.

         “He was a fine man. He fought the Vikings just as I do.” The story his father had told him of his stand at Charmouth flashed through his mind.

         “He had that vision and he passed it on to me. The battle must go on Ellie until it is won – and won it will be!” He sat up taking both of her hands in his and looked intently at her.

         “It does not stop there though. To win that freedom we need to refine the burh system with local fortifications just twenty miles apart: a local militia which will be mounted and come together the instant the Vikings threaten.”

         Ellie nodded. She clasped him to her as she took in his words. Alfred’s mind was now swirling. For some reason the need to unload his vision to her was overwhelming.

         “There is more,” he continued. His tone now changed as he continued to expound his goals to her. Now he spoke more animatedly, gesturing to her in his enthusiasm.

         “I want ships that are bigger than those of the Vikings, perhaps 60 oars or more so we can defend our island home before they land on our shores. And something else too – I will bring teaching to my people Ellie, perhaps translating the book of Psalms so they become learned.”

         He paused again. But Ellie was listening intently being careful not to break this outpouring.

         “And I will administer laws so that disputes will be settled through the power of courts. I want evil men to be held to account …”

         Ellie put her hand on his mouth stopping him suddenly. She was not shocked. She had heard Alfred speak this way before. Instinctively she knew it was more than simply a dream and she was happy to stand by her man. She stroked her finger over the palm of his hand and kissed him gently.

         “Alfred my love, I will support you no matter what we go through: the witan and the people will share your vision too because you are a leader and you inspire them. It will come to pass my love, I know it will.”

         For the moment she had reassured him just as she had on numerous occasions before. Alfred was still young and strong but she knew of his vulnerabilities; of his loneliness as the king of Wessex and the pressures upon him. If he lost his nerve in the face of the Viking menace then her perceptive mind was all too aware of the consequences for his kingdom. If he was to have any chance of seeing his dreams become a reality he needed her support and if being a rock was in some way dutiful then she didn’t see it that way. She would remain as resolute in her support to her dear Alfred as at any time during their long ordeal.

         However there was another aspect to Alfred’s vulnerability that could debilitate him with its pernicious bouts of stomach pain. Since the day of their marriage Ellie had been aware of the illness that afflicted him when it struck out of the blue, without warning as if challenging him to defeat it. Alfred did his best to mask it from her but she knew the pain at times was hard to bear. At least for now as they lay in each other’s arms the discomfort had left him.

         They clasped each other tightly and for several minutes only the silence of the night could be heard in the royal household.

         Then, quite suddenly without warning a terrible commotion could be heard outside. The fearsome thunder of horsemen galloping into the settlement shattered the peace in the darkness. Alfred sat up with a start. Instantly he felt his heart thumping. He wrenched at Ellie pulling her up quickly. He raced outside grabbing his sword as he ran. A dozen men had dismounted from horses and were advancing towards the royal household. Alfred shouted to his sentries and amidst the commotion more men rushed to shield their king from the intruders.

         But the horsemen were shouting aloud for Alfred. When they recognised him in the darkness they stopped smartly and bowed their heads.

         “Sire, stir yourself at once. There is no time to spare,” came a shout. Alfred recognised the voice. It was Edgar who had been on patrol keeping tabs on the Viking movements.

         “Sire, the Great Heathen Army is on the move. They have left Gloucester and there is not a moment to spare.” There was fear in the man’s voice, a desperate awful fear.

         “Where did you come across them Edgar? Where do you believe them to be now?” Alfred demanded.

         “They came by surprise to Cirencester after dusk. We have ridden hard to give you warning. They have already reached the Fosse Way. They will be here by dawn to be sure.”

         Ellie had followed Alfred outside. She gave a gasp as she took in the news. She clung to his arm, for a moment phased, unable to think clearly. She looked up at the man she loved.

         Alfred knew full well what needed to happen now. He had prepared for this moment though had not expected Guthrum to move so soon. Once again the Viking leader had struck with devastating surprise. Alfred’s forces were depleted. As so often before, he had determined he would only take them on in battle if he calculated he could win.

         Somehow he had to stay alive. He had to withdraw and wait until he had gathered forces sufficient in strength to defy Guthrum. If he attempted to hold out here in Chippenham and was defeated, all Wessex would fall to the Viking hordes. For Guthrum was desperate to depose him; to put his own lackey in charge of this, the final kingdom to hold out against the Viking onslaught. He had to be stopped.

         “Edgar, give orders that we will make haste to depart now. We must stay together and make our retreat to the south. All men wishing to flee with their women and children are free to do so. But they must depart now and may God go with them. All should take whatever provisions they can carry.”

         Ellie stared at Alfred as he issued his orders. His tone was uncompromising, strangely unnerved and with a suggestion of reassurance to those around him.

         “We must empty Chippenham under cover of darkness or else pay the price. Run each of you,” Alfred commanded his horsemen. “Run between the dwellings and give these orders. Everything depends upon your speed. Run, I tell you!”

         Within minutes the sleeping occupants of tiny humble dwellings were roused from their slumbers. Motivated by fear, the impulse to run was suddenly overwhelming. The gaiety of Christmas and celebrations of the Epiphany were immediately, irrevocably cast aside. In the darkness of that January night men, their adrenaline driving them on, now shepherded their frightened women and children from their homes, some in carts but many more on foot. Where they headed for, they knew not, other than the need to travel south or west to Wales, and get as far away as possible.

         Alfred with his depleted retinue and his dearest Ellie now loaded their horses at lightning speed and raced out of Chippenham also. Somehow, through guile and guts, through speed and quick thinking, he had to elude Guthrum once again. If he were to fail, then Alfred knew all that he cared for, all hopes for his people, all hopes for liberty for his country, all would be dashed. The very existence of the free kingdom of Wessex – the cornerstone for all the dreams he had spelt out to Ellie, the base from which freedom for all England could be exacted – depended upon their success in evading capture.

         This was indeed the country’s darkest hour.

         Summer 2018

         Maggie Taylor looked up from her book and stared out of the window. She watched as the flat dry farmland flashed by: identical fields save for the varying shades of green and brown as sunlight and shade fought for supremacy through white cirrus clouds. The Eurostar had been late leaving Brussels but she was too tired to care. She would make her cosy little flat in Kensington that evening and that was all that mattered. Besides, her book on Alfred had kept her interest and admiration as she had read. For sure the writer had employed a degree of poetic licence but she knew the Saxon Chroniclers had set out the pertinent facts with an attention to detail.

         Her mind flickered between the vision Alfred had so clearly set his heart upon and the situation in which she now found herself immersed. Where was the vision from her political masters she wondered? What would Britain look like after Brexit? Where was the vision of a low tax thriving economy eager to capitalise upon global trade opportunities? Where was the talk of pop concerts and parties to celebrate the nation returned to its sovereign destiny? Instead Downing Street had simply managed the process in true technocratic fashion engaging with one problem after another with never any vision of the broad sunlit uplands to come. How depressing it all felt. A dose of Alfred’s inspirational leadership was surely badly needed.

         The fields had changed their shade again. Below her immaculate rows of Portland stone headstones signalled another of the British war cemeteries. She thought of the hundreds of thousands of British manhood who had died terrible deaths in northern Belgium. She thought of the trenches. She thought of the sacrifice during the finest hundred days in the history of the British army when these lands had been granted again their liberty. She thought of WW2. She thought of Wellington defending Brussels against Napoleon. How ironic it was that her negotiating British side had been treated with little more than contempt today in that very city.

         As she ruminated on the day’s negotiation she was not in a happy mood. Time and again she had witnessed her colleagues conceding details that should have been exchanged and made conditional. It depressed her more than she could say but once again she had found herself in a minority unable to vent her feelings to those around her. Over tea she had berated Onslow again. She had kept her composure but she knew their differences were in danger of undermining their relationship. It was not something she relished. Her mind flashed to the last time they had made love, then to the tenderness of Alfred’s lovemaking to Ellie.

         She looked across the carriage as it sped silently along. It was far from full which was unusual. A smartly dressed man seated with an equally smart looking attaché case caught her eye. He smiled and she reciprocated but then looked away: she felt no desire to enter into conversation. Instead, in need of escapism she thought of Alfred’s plight; his darkest hour, surely she thought as serious in its gravity as 1940. After all, for her hero Alfred, the enemy was already on English soil resplendent and all powerful. If he could somehow turn subjugation into victory and freedom it intrigued her. But there was one thing about which she was sure: he had the vision, the will and the belief to make it happen. How lacking those qualities now seemed in modern Britain. She thought of certain cabinet members whose utterances of desperation only undermined their negotiating hand; a Prime Minister who had voted remain and chosen civil servant colleagues whose only vision was to stay as close to the status quo as possible. What if Alfred had thought likewise? She shuddered at the thought.

         Two hours later she stepped into her flat at Kensington. She flicked the light switch and kicked off her shoes. It felt good to be home at last. Her two days in Brussels had been gruelling and depressing in equal measure. She poured a large whisky, threw in a chunk of ice and sipped it gently. Margaret Thatcher she knew had enjoyed scotch; she was in good company! Maggie wondered what she would have said had she been negotiating today.

         She turned on the radio. Nigel Farage was in full swing on his LBC show debating with listeners the latest Brexit developments. She listened to callers venting their anger at the Prime Minister’s handling of the negotiations. One quoted the words of a German commentator who had demanded ‘total surrender’ from the British. The caller reminded Farage that the last time total surrender had been demanded by the Germans was at the Battle of the Bulge to which the allied General had replied with a four letter word – NUTS! Farage guffawed in agreement and the point reminded Maggie of what she was witnessing at first hand. If this was a negotiation it certainly didn’t feel like it and much of the blame lay on the British side.

         She switched off the radio. She had had enough of Brexit for one day. She poured another whisky and sought solace from music. She cast her eye over her impressive collection of discs. Since her student days at Cambridge, Maggie’s passion for music had rivalled her passion for history. As she showered, the emotive strains of Sibelius’s second symphony wafted through her flat. Why was it her favourite radio programme seemed always to play his fifth she wondered? The second was surely even better in her view.

         As the sounds reverberated through her flat she thought just for a moment of her close friend Stella. They had known each other since their Cambridge days. She was a Remainer Maggie knew and that was just fine by her. In fact they had differed little in their outlook. Stella had been willing to accept the majority vote and make the most of whatever new opportunities might lie ahead. Their closeness had remained as intact as ever and the two of them had been able to talk about Brexit in a way that was becoming ever more difficult with Onslow.

         For some strange reason Stella reminded her of the sister she had never had. She was precisely the sort of person she imagined the perfect sister would have been – easy going, much in common, even a shared love of history perhaps!

         At last as the music of Sibelius had its desired effect Maggie felt herself relax as she took refuge beneath the sheets. In a day or two she would meet with Onslow. She would put her arms around him and restore their relationship she felt sure. Tomorrow would be a better day she told herself as she closed her eyes and let sleep overcome her.
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