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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
places and events are products of the author’s imagination and
should not be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events
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Sea Of Darkness
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“The body will smell, Your Highness,”
the priest said.



Father Alexandre was new in the village, a
young man of gangly build. He went lurching down the uneven path
over the cliffs to the beach, his black habit flapping like wings
with his every movement – a crow of a man in the bright
sunlight.

Prince Henry, Infante of Portugal, his
master and mine, followed behind, managing to walk smoothly and
calmly over the same path looking cool and collected in the same
black the priest wore.

“We should have buried it, already,”
the priest said. “Why your highness wants to pollute himself by
going near a suicide’s body, I don’t understand.”

Following behind, more reluctantly, I didn’t
understand either. But then I was a twenty-one-year old secretary
of plebeian origin. In Prince Henry’s village, at Sagres, at the
edge of the world, surrounded by learned men and cunning ones, I
was used to not understanding most of what happened. And my
prince’s mind was a mystery to me, as it was to most.

Prince Henry – or as the local parlance went
Infante Anrique – the third son of the late king of Portugal and
brother of the current one, rarely explained his ideas or his
motives to anyone.

A large man, or at least large for the
Portuguese mold, he wore black tunic and pants and – outside – a
broad brimmed black hat. Between tunic and hat an average face
appeared: high bridged nose and square chin, generous lips and eyes
narrowed against the glare of the same sun that had tanned the skin
a reddish gold.

His paternal grandmother had been a farmer’s
daughter, impregnated by Don Pedro, king of Portugal.

But my prince’s mother was Phillipa of
Lancaster, from the islands of Britain. Though I knew little of the
history of those distant lands, it was said that Queen Phillipa’s
father had been a prince named John of Gaunt, whose ambition and
intelligence made him eclipse even the kings he ostensibly served.
And my prince was his mother’s son.

His being the third son of a king, it would
have been easy for Prince Henry to lead a life of leisure.
Dispensations could be sought for his vows as Master of The Order
of Christ. He could have had any pleasure he craved, carnal or
otherwise.

But Prince Henry moved upon a different
tide. In him the craving for power and dominance had turned to a
longing to master the unknown ocean – those lands that learned men
marked as terra incognita, those oceans they charted as Sea of
Darkness.

The prince said he wanted to take the light
of Christ to those lands. He said he wanted to claim them for
Portugal.

But I thought his ambition was more than
faith or love of country. I’d been his secretary for five years,
I’d seen him peruse maps and send ships off, then wait with anxious
hope for their return and I thought I understood him. He wanted to
uncover the world with trembling hand and to possess it naked and
whole in his mind’s eye. What mortal flesh could compare to that?
What earthly pleasure could compete?

This thirst had led him to build this
village – Vila do Infante – the scattering of white houses behind
us. His ambition had ran his purse aground to populate those plain,
square houses with learned men – Christian and Jew and Arab,
cartographer and ship builder and inventor of nautical
instrument.

His anxiety for his village had brought him
here, running to the beach, at the report of a drowned man found
upon the sand, wearing clothes fine enough to belong to one of the
apprentice discoverers at the school.

The priest complained and the Prince
remained silent past the road and onto the rocky ground, then past
that, to where the dunes rose that hid the flat, white-sand beach
beyond. Between the dunes I caught a glimpse of the emerald sea and
was filled with a sense of eternity.

The ancients believed this land, Sagres –
which they called the Sacred Promontory – was at the edge of the
world and the beginning of never-ending ocean. My prince believed
differently. If he was right– If he...

“I will go no further,” the priest
said and stopped, where rock met sand. He turned to look at us. He
had pale skin and curiously hard features, the features of a
spoiled noble youth who’d been hemmed – possibly against his will –
into the discipline of the church and God’s service. He crossed his
arms on his chest. The sensuous mouth gone hard opened to pronounce
unforgiving words. “It is just a suicide, milord. We’re not
commanded to give him charity nor Christian burial. He is but
refuse and should be disposed of as such.”

Silently, the prince walked around the
priest, onto the soft, white sand and removed his fine-suede court
slippers. Flinching at the heat of the sand on his feet, he stepped
gingerly into the whiteness of the dunes.

I took my slippers off and followed. For a
moment it looked as if the priest would put out a hand to stop me,
but his half-started movement stopped and I ran past, catching up
with the prince.

“Ah, Tiago,” he said, as I caught up.
“Do you know who the unfortunate is?”

I shook my head. I thought of Luis who
hadn’t been seen in the village – nor even in the tavern outside it
– for a week but I shook my head. There were three or four young
men who’d disappeared over the last month, in just such a way.
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