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“Since the fourteenth century, when Inês de Castro was laid to rest in her magnificent tomb in the Monastery of Alcobaça, artists worldwide have told the tragic story of the Galician noblewoman who was assassinated for political reasons and became Queen of Portugal after death. Inês embodies beauty, love, innocence, and saudade, and, for the Portuguese, she figures prominently in the national cultural imaginary.” 

— Aida Maria da Fonseca Jordão Doctor of Philosophy 
The Centre for Drama, Theatre and Performance Studies, 
University of Toronto, 2014.

Saudade, a longing for that which cannot be, as in the Portuguese phrase: ‘Agora e tarde; Inês e morta.’ ‘It is too late, Inês is dead.’ 

 

 

 

 

 




Prologue: Two Oaths 


The Chapel, Alcobaça Abbey, Portugal
Lent 1361 

Mystified by the abbot’s intransigence, he paused to study the cleric. One explanation made sense. The abbot suspected his motive and gave credence to the scandalmongers’ whispers.

Anger surged through King Pedro. “The court fool sings a ditty as he dances a jig, implying the crown will skip the Infante Ferdinand. Do you truly imagine I would kill my son to favor the boys of Inês?”

Rolling his neck to release building tension, Pedro drew his eyes to the heights of the chapel. His gaze followed a swallow to a perch where gray feathers blended into gray stone on a gray mid-February day that chilled middle-aged bones.

“Well, would you?” asked the voice behind him.

Pedro narrowed his eyes at the abbot in irritation. Surely the abbot knew his son stood behind him. As he pivoted, he replaced the scowl with a forced smile.

Pedro said, “Of course not. Idle people speculate for power and fun. You will inherit my crown.”

With all the indignation and fury of a boy becoming a man, Ferdinand asked, “Then why crown the Lady Inês? They say you favor her boys over me.”

“No. I do not. You, born in the unfortunate death of your mother, have suffered bouts of illness your whole life. If you died ere you wed and sired sons, then the land would fall to civil war. It is prudent to ensure João and Dinis are recognized as your successors.”

In the ensuing silence, Pedro was aware that conversations in the nave had ceased. His sons of Inês, João, aged eleven, and Dinis, now six, could safeguard the rule of his house. Confident Inês’s children were strong of constitution, were natural in the saddle, and greeted each day with enthusiasm for all endeavors save learning Latin; he sought now to secure their place in his lineage. Twined purposes drove Pedro – fulfilling an oath born of his love for Inês whilst securing their sons’ right to the throne.

Turning back to the abbot, Pedro asked, “Would you not agree that having living sons who would inherit the throne is important for Portugal’s security?”

The abbot’s right hand fluttered dismissively. “Sire, with all respect, our chapel and our chapter house are ill-suited to your purpose. Our abbey is sanctified and not a place for hereditary disputes,” said the abbot. “Or gossip.”

And Pedro knew the babble-merchants were precisely what drove the abbot; he saw aversion in the man’s pursed lips and frown; Inês, bastard born and presumed mistress, was not worthy to be a queen. Because many in Portugal favored that notion, he must honor his word–for a wife, not a mistress, wears the crown of a queen. He opened his mouth and snapped it shut. He wanted to shout, You old fool, we were married and happy, but did not. The abbot’s quiet demeanor grated.

Pedro forced an even tone. “In truth, you say. You personally make provision for our eternal rest side by side in your chapel, but would deny a coronation? You’ve seen her tomb and the sketches of the stone carver for mine. We will lie buried as husband and wife, king and queen in your chapel, but you would not have her crowned here?”

The abbot said, “With all respect, Sire, may I suggest it is more proper to call a Cortes, say in Lisboa, where nobles, senior clerics, and high merchants would affirm the succession in the records of the realm?”

Pedro sighed. It would not do. A Cortes had a choice, making it a risk to call one. “Mayhap, but that takes time. Ferdinand’s recent fever gave me fear that pestilence or something else might take him young. Better to have the Infante Ferdinand lead the salutations of Inês’s boys as his heirs.”

He heard his son’s harrumph and the sounds of his stomping away up the aisle. Pedro would deal with Ferdinand in a moment, but first, the abbot.

Pedro said, “Oh my good abbot, the matter is not yours to determine. Alcobaça suits my purpose.”

He shook his head and gave an ironic chuckle to convey his contempt before he continued. “I will have oaths of homage and fealty uttered – in holy space – which none can swiftly deny without peril to one’s soul. Where better to crown a queen and secure the future than in an abbey granted to your order by Portugal’s own founding king?”

The abbot visibly shook, “But…” Pedro waited, for he would hear the objection.

“It is too late. Inês is dead,” said the abbot.

On a cold January day six years ago, in stunned disbelief, Pedro had stood over the bloody, desecrated body of Inês lying on the frozen ground beside a fountain. That night, he swore two oaths to Inês. He would crown her queen of Portugal, ensuring their sons stood in the line of succession. And he would find and send to Hell the fiend responsible for her murder.

Not wanting to offend his mother, he had waited for her passing. His mother had never approved of Inês as a wife. The queen mother’s death freed him to crown Inês queen, even if they all thought he was mad to do so.

“Is it ever too late to keep a sworn oath?” asked Pedro. “I have ordered Inês translated at Eastertide from Coimbra to her grave here. Ere we entomb her, she will be crowned. I long for that which cannot be, that she rule with me. I will not be denied her coronation.”

Satisfying the second oath eluded him. He would find a path to capture and punish the architect of her demise, along with his henchmen. He dreamed of the death he would inflict upon the men who stole Inês. In idle times on horseback or in front of a fire, he would imagine the various means and tools of exacting his revenge. He could envision the plaza where all would watch. The satisfaction he desired required finding those who sheltered the criminals and negotiating their return. He vowed again, as he stood there, to hunt and kill those men.

Pedro cleared his head and left the chapel. He found his son with a group of young men sitting on the stone steps to the entry.

“Walk with me, Ferdinand,” he commanded. They headed towards the abbey’s gardens.

“Do you wonder at what I do?” Pedro asked.

Ferdinand replied, “Of course. Everyone does. You make me the son of a madman when you seek to crown a corpse. Did the abbot agree?”

Pedro said, “Not yet.” How could he explain his need to set a crown on her brow without sounding even more crazed? He could not. Only Inês’s brother knew the circumstances that drove him. He decided that his son, at the age of fifteen, should know what brought him to this day. He would shape the story lest the gossips gain sway.

Pedro said, “Ferdinand, you know my Lady Inês died, and you’ve heard some stories.”

“Yes.”

“And you think you know why she died?”

Ferdinand answered with the certitude of the young, “Everyone does. She wanted her boys to be king.”

Pedro said, “Common thoughts are often too simple to bear the full weight of truth. I would have Portugal avoid the fate of Castile, where brother battles brother in bloody civil war. Is it not, in truth, in your interest, that the boys of Inês and the lords of our land know the order of succession?”

“I suppose,” said Ferdinand. “But you can just issue a decree. Why crown Lady Inês?”

“A decree is not the same as men swearing an oath of homage,” said Pedro.

“It is as foul as those who clean the latrine pit.” 

Pedro decided not to pursue the merits of Inês’s coronation, for the two would never agree. He shrugged. “I require your participation. Perhaps when you understand why she died, you will know what drives my decisions today. It all has to do with succession. A man named Gonçalves fouled the mind of my father with lies, ruining reputations and ending in her vindictive murder. ‘Tis not a simple chronicle. Your grandfather owed his kingdom to Gonçalves.”


 




Saint Irene, a Harbinger


Santarém
Late December 1324

“There is no way for us to know what is going on with King Dinis lest I go there,” Gonçalves said to the Infante Afonso, heir presumptive to the throne of Portugal and the Algarve. “Rumors fashion worries, and speculations grow without bound and beyond reason.”

“He let the bastard Sancho come back to court twice,” Afonso said.

“Papa, what is a bastard?” Four-year-old Pedro, who had just entered the room to wish goodnight to his father, piped up.

Afonso paced as he continued reading a document. Without looking up, he answered the child’s question, “A bastard is a person not worthy to play with you. Now off to bed so we may resolve what action to take.”

“Yes, my Lord,” Pedro said as his face crumpled towards tears. He made a formal bow and turned. Gonçalves reached out to tousle the boy’s hair and smiled, earning a return grin as the child left the room.

Afonso continued, “Four years have we been at battle with Father or exiled here in Santo Tirso’s monastery. He has not even seen Pedro. Last year, he gave me Oporto and Coimbra to stay away. Now we get a missive saying he gives my kingdom to Sancho. It is more than I can bear.”

Gonçalves smiled and shook his head. “Not quite, My Lord. Our monk who spies writes to say your father has been ill, and Sancho came for a visit. No more. If the king’s condition were grave, Queen Isabella would bid you come.”

“You speculate. You know no more than I.”

“Then I shall ride with all haste at sunrise for Santarém,” replied Gonçalves.

“And if the worst be true, Sancho will throw you into the dungeon, and I’ll be more in the dark than you.”

Gonçalves burst into laughter, caught his breath, and said, “Very good, My Lord. I would prefer your dark here rather than being a guest in Sancho’s prison. Still, it is a thought. Perhaps I shall go as a monk. No one pays much mind to monks; they may wander wherever. I shall go now and borrow robes from the chamberlain.”

Rousing at the cock’s crow the following morning, Gonçalves donned his usual tunic and cloak. He would save the monk’s garb for his appearance at court. He took one of Afonso’s squires with him. As soon as he cleared the monastery’s grounds, he pressed his legs to the horse to signal a canter, and they were off. While the mission was serious, he relished the freedom of going somewhere with something to do.

Three days later, finally wearing the monk’s robe, he arrived in Santarém. Gonçalves observed a large number of armed knights staying at the castelo. Why were so many armed men here at court over the Celebration of the Nativity and not at their hearths at home? Not a fitting inquiry for a monk. Gonçalves thought it best to first make for the palace where the king lay to learn of his health and his plan for the disposition of the kingdom. He left the squire with their horses at the castelo’s stable, promising to return.

The last day of the year of our Lord 1324 was sunny, though colder than usual for central Portugal. As he left the castelo’s cobblestone courtyard through the outer gatehouse, the rich, smoky scent of roasting chestnuts assailed him, evoking warmth and triggering his mouth to water. The chestnut scent dented the smell of rotting vegetables and ditches carrying refuse. Gonçalves winced as he stepped over and through the open gates of the castelo into Santarém. Rubbing first one inner thigh and then the other eased the radiating pain induced by three hard days on horseback. He stepped back as a woman dropped a basket at his feet and rushed past him toward the alley, where she gathered her wool kirtle and squatted over the ditch to relieve herself. He rolled his eyes with an exasperated sigh at such common behavior. Returning, she grabbed the basket and smiled.

“Dried figs, good brother? A dinherio for ten.”

He traded a coin for food. This day, he wore the rough brown habit of a Franciscan monk with its hood pulled forward, casting his face in shadow. Though few in Santarém knew him well, he had shaved his beard to alter his appearance. He was grateful that current fashion among the religious called for long hair, avoiding the need to cut his shoulder-length locks into a tonsure. On his back, he carried a small pack holding his clothes and a light chain mail shirt, should a change of attire further his work. He wore his dagger and short sword hidden under his habit, girded to a belt. Though it was a common sight to see religious men armed, people found it distasteful. He did not want to draw attention.

Contrasting with the journey’s quiet, the noise of the town beset him. Riding through the countryside, he’d heard the pounding of hooves and bird song, at night the crackle of a fire or a brook’s gurgle with perhaps a distant wolf howl. Here in town, noise washed over him. The bell tower chimed the hour; hawkers offered pies, fish, and bits ‘n bobs; people shouted taunts and greetings about; donkeys bearing burdens brayed; a farrier shoed a horse; and a pair of well-dressed men argued in French as they passed by.

A few heads turned as he strode vigorously down the dirt street and made his way the half league distance from the castelo to the Chão da Feira Palace. He altered his knightly gait to slow his pace and stooped his shoulders as though walking in prayer. He wished he had thought to carry a pilgrim’s staff to help manage his stride and complete the disguise.

A man dressed in a tattered, soiled cloak sidled up to him.

“Reverend sir, I know you not,” he said to Gonçalves.

“I visit this day.”

“New to town, are ye? For a bit, I’ll tell you the tale of our saint. Good for a reverend man to know the tales of saints, ain’t it?”

Gonçalves had a deep desire to shoo the talkative beggar away, but perhaps having the beggar beside him would further mask his presence in the crowd. Digging into a small pouch on his belt, he pulled out a chipped coin.

“If you can tell me your tale by the bend of the road up yon, then you shall earn this bit.”

“Why yes, reverend,” came the over-eager reply with a gusty stench of old beer. “‘Twas a young lady born in Tomar. Now she wert a true lady. Got her a good family. Rich they was. She was sent here to the convent to study. Back in the days when Christ did battle here with heathen Goth men.”

“She must have been deformed or too old to marry despite her family’s rich dower if they sent her to the convent,” Gonçalves offered.

“No! She wert loveliest of all in any place you’ve ever been. All say her beauty was not hidden by convent robes. Her eyes sparkled.” And here the beggar leered. “And your hands itched to reach out and feel her, for she wert well endowed by God.”

“Then her family erred, for she should have been well wed.”

“You’re right, you are, reverend sir,” came the beggar’s reply. “But she wert dedicated to Christ. Study she did each day with a learned monk as teacher. Thrice daily she rode to town for chapel services. Devoted, she was. One day as she rides, one of them Goths rides past going the other way. This Goth lord was struck with love for the lady. The lady turned away the heathen Goth lord to be a nun. Good works, she did. Tended crippled folks. ‘Twas saint work she did.”

“Nuns are supposed to do good work. More is required of them to be a saint,” Gonçalves said before he spat a fig stem into the gutter.

“Truth you say, sir. The Goth lord was heartbroken, they say. No man be able to escape a natural heat coming from her. Not even her monk tutor. It drove the monk tutor near mad. Desire for her crippled his thoughts – a desire he knew ‘twere not his place. Jealous was the monk of her love for Christ. Jealousy be a sin he could not master. The monk spread word she was to have a babe. Some say he gave her a potion to drink, making her belly swell. Then did the monk seek to make his tale true one day when he was blinded by her. Took her, he did.”

“Unfortunate, but still not a reason to be named a saint.”

“Ah, the tale is not yet told. The young Goth lord was undone by the rumors. Some said the lady was mistress to the monk. Others, she had a lover on the side. He hired a man to follow her from chapel one day and take her life so no other would have her if he could not. A single sword blow ended her life. Tossed her into our river, did the assassin.”

“Your tale is too common for merit. Men of position must protect society. Unruly young women are removed to a convent. If women could reject a suitable marriage at will, then I fear what would happen to all of us. And, Christ preserve us, if a woman is an enchantress, then she earns a grave. Is that all you have?”

“No, reverend sir. Her body did wash up as perfect as ever with no wound. She looked alive, but she ‘twere not. The monks who found her did bury her. They told their tale of the lady in the river to monastery guests. Word of her travelled onwards. Now we get to the miracle part.”

“Good, for the bend is near, and your tale must end.”

“Christ came in a dream to her uncle. Uncle was an important abbot. Christ told the uncle abbot where to find his niece, the lady Irene. So comes the abbot to claim Irene and rebury her in the chapel here. The abbot preaches on her life. Good works she did, he tells all. Soon, the people called her Saint Irene. The town is blessed. The river provides, and hunting is good. People just like yourself come to see Saint Irene’s town. Now ye know where we come to be Santarém.”

The beggar bowed to his monkish audience and proffered a hand for his chipped coin, which Gonçalves turned over with a chuckle. He had never heard the story before. He spat out his last fig stem.

“A town without a saint is poor indeed,” Gonçalves observed. “I thank you for your tale. ‘Tis good to learn a beautiful woman can be the undoing of a man; a lesson for life. No woman is worth such trouble.”

“I fear, good sir, it is a lesson you may not recall as time blurs memory. Yet in time distant when beauty beguiles, you would do well to turn your eye.”

Gonçalves, startled by the beggar’s change of tone, looked to his right to remonstrate, but no one was there. The beggar had vanished.

 

 




A Rumor Confirmed


Santarém
31st of December 1324

Gonçalves shook, though not from the chill creeping in as the sun set on this last day of December. He scanned the crowd and, not seeing the beggar, resumed his walk toward the palace. He bumped into townspeople packed into the streets on late-day errands. He pushed back his hood to better observe those around him and abandoned his stooped walk for a soldier’s alert stride. The beggar, if that was what he was, had disappeared. He dodged around people who stopped unexpectedly to chat with each other in the middle of the street. He swore at dogs running across his path. He glanced down Cobbler Lane, where boot and shoe signs swayed over doors.

“Gonçalves? Good friend, stop a moment,” shouted a man striding past him toward the castelo.

He kept walking as though the person had not spoken to him, hoping his quick turn of the head at the sound of his name had gone unnoticed. He approached the square in front of the two-story limestone Chão da Feira Palace. He heard steps coming up quickly behind him.

“Gonçalves, I know it is you. Why are you garbed as a Franciscan?” Pêro Coelho called.

“Hush,” Gonçalves snarled as he turned and glared at the young man. Why did one of the dozen or so people in Santarém who knew him well cross his path so early in his surreptitious visit? Fate seemed determined to get his attention this day. Coelho was five years junior to Gonçalves and the second son of wealthy landed nobles. A royal badge on the young man’s shoulder evidenced service to the king’s household. Coelho was one of a group of five boys Gonçalves had trained in sword skills years back when he and the Infante Afonso had been welcome at court. He knew his task now was to turn this unfortunate encounter to his favor. Flattery always did the trick.

“It is you,” Coelho said with a smug look.

“You were ever the quick student,” Gonçalves replied. “Were you not also a champion of canas, demonstrating great control over your horse when parrying with the spiked reed? Yes, I recall the tourney held some years ago where you acquitted yourself well and with modesty.”

“You remember!” Coelho grinned, unable to restrain his delight at the recall of his feat.

“Of course. Talent at such a young age is worthy of memory. I wonder...” Gonçalves paused purely for effect. The moment’s silence did the trick.

“Wonder what? Is there something I can do for you?”

“‘Tis possible. When King Dinis dies, may the day be long in coming...”

Coelho interrupted him. “Not long, I fear. The king sinks deeper daily. If you are here, that must mean the Infante Afonso has at long last arrived for a prayer vigil at the king’s bedside.”

Noting young Coelho expected Afonso to be near, Gonçalves absorbed the news without flinching as he turned this unwelcome encounter into one of use.

“Indeed. Indeed. Well then, you will seek a new master to serve ere long. I could use one as quick as you in my service to the Infante Afonso. Would you marry your fate to mine in service to Portugal’s next king? What say you? Will you give my request some consideration?”

Coelho’s eyes shone, and he grinned. “It would be my honor to serve you and the infante.”

“Good. Now I must get to the monastery to return this robe I borrowed for warmth whilst my tunic was repaired. May our paths cross again this day.”

Gonçalves turned abruptly and strode off toward the square. It was not a square at all, but more of a rectangle open on one end to the street. Straight ahead lay the austere yet impressive Monastery de San Francisco, his purported goal. He maintained a path angled at the monastery on the off-chance young Coelho watched. The palace where the king lay was to his right, with its entry gate down at the far end. To his left was a series of three-story white-washed stucco houses jammed up against each other. Unlike the crammed two-story ones he passed on the street with a shop down and residential quarters above, these wider and deeper houses provided domiciles to the many functionaries serving the court. One could not help but notice and admire such elegant homes. The one in the middle would suit him well. Protected from the elements on two sides. Such a long balcony. That is the one he would tell Afonso he would have.

As he neared the end of the square, he angled to the right and passed under an arch. The guard nodded him through without question. He entered the gate to the inner courtyard of the palace. A day nearing its end found members of the court quiet in demeanor and lax in attention.

“State your business,” came the laconic request of an armed knight standing at the entry door to the king’s apartments.

“I come from Alcobaça this day on order of the prior to bring King Dinis word of the progress of the construction of the Cloister of Silence. King Dinis’s gift of a home for the monks will please God and man all days to the end of time,” Gonçalves said, using the cover story he had concocted while riding from Oporto to Santarém.

It seemed he had the phrasing and tone correct, for the sentry did not question his identity or authority. Relieved, he relaxed his shoulders. The knight did not seem to notice that he wore the brown habit of a Franciscan, though claiming to come from the Cistercian house of Alcobaça, where the monks wore undyed white wool with a black scapular. Proof yet again, those at court ignored the religious. The knight relayed disturbing, though not unexpected, intelligence.

“You monks should be praying for his soul. The king lies near death. You’ll get no audience.”

Gonçalves affected to be startled. He bowed his head and muttered what he hoped the knight would take as a prayer in Latin. He heard the man shift back and forth on his feet, his chain mail scraping against the stone wall next to the entry door. Saying ‘Amen’ in a slightly elevated tone, he raised his head to regard the man at the door.

“I will most certainly take this word back to Alcobaça. We can pray in earnest for King Dinis to recover. I would, before I leave, give the prior’s message to some person of note. When the king regains strength, as God will surely lift him up, news of the progress made in the building of his gift of the cloister will cheer him,” Gonçalves said with a firm nod.

He then stepped forward and entered the large solar filled with men and women. Not a moment after he arrived, the queen stepped from the king’s bedchamber and cast her glance around the room. Heads bowed to acknowledge her presence. He saw tiredness etched around her eyes. Her tiny frame was, as always, garbed in the white robes of a Benedictine sister. Before her look reached him, Gonçalves turned slightly toward the wall, angling his head to become less recognizable.

Gonçalves had not expected to encounter the queen and certainly not so early in his mission. Queen Isabella knew her son’s most trusted companion, though garbed as a court official and not in a monk’s habit. This second encounter coming so quickly gave Gonçalves a twinge of worry. Would he be found out? To his relief, she looked past him and found the man she sought. The queen moved to old de Sousa, her trusted confidant, to speak. Gonçalves edged a bit closer until he could hear what she said.

“Have you word? Has anyone seen him?” the queen asked de Sousa.

“No, My Lady.” At his reply, she sighed heavily, glanced down, and then looked back at de Sousa. Courtiers gave each other knowing looks.

“I am heavy of heart. Afonso has not responded to our summons.” The queen stood twisting a piece of silk in her hands and chewing on her lower lip. Silently watching her, all remained motionless.

“I must believe the messenger encountered some thieves or an accident that waylaid delivery of the parchment. I cannot accept that he would ignore my plea. I will inscribe another missive asking Afonso to attend us. It will be ready shortly. Send another man on the swiftest horse this night to call our son to us before the king goes to God,” the queen commanded. She moved out of the room with half a dozen ladies following her from around the solar.

Gonçalves’s glance rose as he absorbed what he had heard. The king was gravely ill. The queen expected Afonso. Back in Santo Tirso, why did they not know? The queen’s distress at Afonso’s absence was apparent. Yet, no messenger from the queen had come to them in Santo Tirso. He moved toward a corner where shadows gave him cover. Who in this room might talk? He scanned for a man to approach. Eating cheese and bread from a tray, a knight he did not know stood by a table against the wall. Gonçalves made his way over and picked up some food.

“Good even. My Lady looks most disturbed,” he said, glancing up at the knight.

“With good cause, as I fear King Dinis is not long for this earth,” came the reply.

Arching his brows in surprise, Gonçalves said, “I am newly arrived this day. This is dreadful news. I must offer prayers.” A moment of silence before he continued, “Ah, no wonder there was near no place to stable my horse.” It was a gambit Gonçalves hoped would elicit information on the troops at the castelo.

“You entered from the Porta do Sol and came by way of the castelo?”

“I did. There was such a gathering of men-at-arms and their horses, I feared what had happened. But the townspeople seemed customary as I made my way here. The palace is quiet—such a puzzle to see the castelo so overrun. The king’s knights must all be present,” Gonçalves said with a questioning look.

“Not the king’s men. Lord Sancho came at the last full moon with some twenty men-at-arms. Protection on the road, he said, though it seems a thin excuse for so many knights. Daily, since Sancho arrived, more men have come to billet with his force. They stand now near five times his twenty.”

“I thought the king’s heir was the Infante Afonso. Is Lord Sancho here on the infante’s behalf to help as the crown passes from father to son?”

The knight gave him a look of bemusement and lowered his voice to share the current gossip. “You must spend too much time in prayer. Lord Sancho hopes for a deathbed blessing to be Portugal’s next king. Many at court think the old king may yet name Sancho his heir, though he be illegitimate. The infante’s rebellions and failure to come to court now set many against him. These be interesting times.”

“For truth, more interesting than we hear of in the cloister,” Gonçalves said. He was formulating his next question for the knight, only to have his eyes drawn back to the door of the king’s bedchamber. Out strode the king’s bastard, Sancho.

Gonçalves’ audible gasp caused the knight to glance at him with curiosity. He had the presence of mind to effect a small cough and turn away, lest he draw more attention to his shock. He would not have the knight realize he knew Sancho.

The previous year, the king banished his favorite son, Sancho, and garnered peace with Afonso, his heir. Sancho fled to Alburquerque in Castile. Yet here he was – literally at the king’s deathbed and not alone. With Sancho, and matching step for step in quiet conversation, was yet another of the old king’s bastard children, João. Sancho and João moved quickly through the room toward the passageway with a handful of men-at-arms falling in behind them. One man broke away from the group and moved closer to João to relay some news and then fell back with his fellows.

Bitter for Afonso was the knowledge that Dinis preferred the company of Sancho, a complaint Gonçalves had heard Afonso utter time beyond counting. Gonçalves knew Afonso feared this half-brother, Sancho, would snatch away the crown. Now, with Sancho, the bastard, at court sitting vigil with the dying king, his prince’s fear inhabited the possibility of becoming reality. Why did Sancho get word to be at his father’s side and not his lord, Afonso? Yet the queen expected Afonso. A dozen questions ran through Gonçalves’s mind. Without a thought, his feet moved out the door to follow Sancho’s entourage. Entering the main hall, the group moved toward the benches set near the fire. Men rose and moved away to make room. As Sancho passed, men dipped their heads in acknowledgment.

To give the appearance of not having an interest in Sancho and João, Gonçalves paused at a table to grab some hunks of bread and a clay pitcher filled with wine. Taking a position behind the benches, he turned and craned his neck as though expecting someone to enter the hall, yet leaving him close enough to overhear the two bastard brothers talk. As he expected, his monk’s habit rendered him nigh invisible.

Sancho said, “You have but one man in your company while I have dozens, yet it is always your man who comes with news. He is a most useful fellow. What news did he relay?”

João shrugged. “As we sat with Father, my squire overheard the queen converse with that wizened favorite of hers. She is at this moment writing yet again to Afonso to implore him to come to court. She sends news of the king’s grave condition.”

“Word being sent to Afonso is not a circumstance we can permit,” Sancho mused. “Afonso will not abide our presence. The crown will slip twixt my fingers. The court must think Afonso does dishonor the man, both as his father and his king, thus bringing into question his ability to rule the lords of the land.”

“We can eliminate this second messenger as we did the first,” João said. “It would appear Afonso knows not the situation, or he would be here.”

“Father is clearly quite ill, though it is not certain death be anon. We need to divert Afonso. And divert him in such manner as to give rise to concern here at court respecting his intentions. I have been giving this much thought.”

“Sancho, what are you going to do? Afonso is the legitimate heir. It would take much to make these lords o’erlook such a circumstance,” the puzzled João opined.

“Hear me, for I have devised a means to my purpose. Instead of the queen’s parchment, we shall send one of our men to Afonso. I have with me a Castilian knight. His accent is genuine. For me, he will gladly say he comes from Afonso’s distant cousin, Peter of Castile. This Peter of Castile’s message would implore Afonso to come north to lend him support against an older bastard brother’s plot to inherit lands in Santiago. This will play to Afonso’s greatest fear that a man loses his inheritance to an unsuitable sibling. All the while, I will sit here in Santarém doing the same to Afonso. Afonso will go to Castile. He cannot resist such a call. And, we can spread word at court saying Afonso indeed did go to Castile, which will be a truth they can verify.” He paused and laughed out loud. Others stared in disapproval.

Sancho lowered his voice. “To the lords at court, it will look as though his heir went north, in a time of great distress when the king lay dying. The lords will wonder what is afoot when Afonso goes to Castile. These lords do fear interference from abroad. What think you?” Sancho concluded, staring intently at his older half-brother.

All knew João’s mind was not so quick. João, though the elder, was clearly under the spell of his cunning younger half-brother. Now his face evinced some confusion. “Your mind is cleverer than mine. Will your messenger arrive before the queen’s? What will happen when Afonso arrives in Castile and learns from our cousin there is no such plot?”

Sancho sighed. “By then I will be king...” The rest of what Sancho said got lost as an argument over a chessboard nearby grew loud. Gonçalves watched as Sancho signaled to one of his knights. Sancho spoke quietly to the man, who nodded several times and then turned to leave.

Gonçalves felt torn between hearing more of the brothers’ exchange and seeing where the man-at-arms went as he left the room. Opting for the latter, he wove his way among the men standing in groups, talking. By the time he gained the passageway, it was too late. Sancho’s man-at-arms was gone. He turned back toward the king’s apartments. From the opposite direction, a young man emerged from a staircase and walked rapidly up to the knight guarding the entry to the king’s chambers. He spoke briefly. The knight turned and spoke to someone in the room. As Gonçalves watched, old de Sousa emerged holding what appeared to be a folded parchment and put it into a small leather bag, which he handed to the young man.

“Leave this hour. Ride with care, but urgently. I expect you back by the sixth sunset with word from Infante Afonso,” old de Sousa instructed.

“My Lord, as you command,” the young man said, and he turned and trotted away.

Gonçalves picked up his pace and followed the young messenger. They descended a set of steps to land in the same courtyard where Gonçalves had made entry. The messenger turned, crossed the courtyard toward the rear of the building, and moved out through the arches of a gateway onto a wooded path passing down the steep slope. The palace sat on a ridge that fell away sharply on the back side of the building. Some two hundred strides down the precipitous path, where the land leveled out briefly before falling away again toward the Fountain of the Fig Tree, was a stable. He had not been on this path in some years. The messenger whistled a popular carol of the season.

Using trees for cover and moving as quietly as he could while maintaining his balance on the treacherous hill, Gonçalves stayed some forty paces behind the messenger. The moon was full this last night of the year, and the clouds were few. He was grateful his dark attire helped to hide his presence.

Two men erupted from behind the trees on either side of the path to halt the young man. Each assailant took an arm. Gonçalves froze mid-step before sliding to the left to hide behind a tree to watch. For the time of a breath, he considered helping the young messenger. But Gonçalves realized he could not without risking an injury, inhibiting his ability to fulfill his mission. One of the two assailants was the man Sancho had sent from the room. It was clear that Sancho would again interfere with the queen’s message to Afonso. One mystery solved. He knew now for certain why no word had come through to Afonso.

“No,” came the cry. Gonçalves heard a gasp concurrent with the sound of fabric tearing.

A man’s voice said, “Found it. He is near my size. I’ll don his surcoat with the queen’s badge, go to the stables to take the horse, and ride out. For now, you take the pouch back to Lord Sancho. Mind you get your dagger from his chest lest anyone find it there before you return. Go. Fetch the simpleton of a yard boy. The last messenger remains concealed in his burial place under the weight of stones in the marsh near yon Fountain. You and the boy will slip this lad’s body into the marshy grave.” Finishing his instructions, the man moved down the path to the horses while the other pulled the body behind the trees. Knife in hand, he then fled uphill, passing within six steps of Gonçalves, though seeing him not. Gonçalves stored in his mind the location of the bodies of the messengers concealed at the Fountain of the Fig Tree. There would be his proof.

Gonçalves waited some minutes until he judged the man climbing the hill to be out of sight. He moved down toward the stable, humming a hymn.

The assailant was joking with the stable hands as though he were one of their class and had time to waste. He inferred the man’s intent was to let many see him and know his purported purpose, which was to deliver the queen’s message to the Infante Afonso.

“‘Tis good the full moon be there this night to guide me to Oporto. My errand is one of a challenge given to me by the queen,” the man said to the stable hands. “Ye know they say you can lead a horse to the Infante, but even a horse from the queen cannot entice the Infante to come home to his father.”

The stable hands laughed at the play of words on an over-worn sentiment. It irked Gonçalves to hear his prince disparaged, but he too laughed. It would be odd if he did not laugh. Gonçalves knew that when old de Sousa or the queen’s men inquired, many would be at the stables to testify that a messenger left as instructed. Yet Gonçalves knew the ruse. He suspected the false messenger would not deliver the queen’s summons, but instead a false call to Castile.

He walked to the barn to seek the stable master from whom to rent a pony. He acted as though the matter were urgent – a monk dashing to give last rites. It was urgent, for he must ride ahead of the man if he was to stop him. Gonçalves fished a coin from the bag on his belt and promised to return the beast by dawn. He managed to mount his pony and headed out on the road toward Santiago as the counterfeit messenger threw a round of dice and gossiped.

The hill down was steep in spots. Gonçalves reached the flatter land intermittently dotted with the whitewashed one-room huts of farm families. He rode for about two leagues before finding a narrow spot on the road running between two thick copses of trees, where he dismounted. He judged a man riding into the trees and out of the moonlight would find this portion dark, though the end was visible some dozen horse lengths ahead. He tied the pony at some distance. Working quickly, he next pulled off the rope belt of his monk’s habit and tied it to tree branches on either side of the path an arm’s length above the height of his head. He hoped to dislodge the man without harming the beast. Greatly respecting the cost of a good horse and in need of a mount to travel swiftly back to Santo Tirso, he needed the animal. He had not long to wait ere he heard the cantering horse approach.

Thunk. “Argh.” A moment of silence. “God’s blood,” came the startled voice, accompanied by the sound of a metal hiss as a sword or dagger was pulled from its sheath. The man, still seated on the ground, shook his head.

It worked. Gonçalves danced a quick jig in surprise at the ease of the trick. Then he grabbed a large rock and moved quickly behind the man. The man turned and attempted to rise, still wobbly from the fall.

The rock hitting the metal helmet made a ringing noise that felt as loud as the church bells for Sunday mass. An owl hooted in a tree nearby. Then quiet returned. The man was down again, but for how long? Not willing to risk leaving evidence on the path, Gonçalves untied the rope, which had snapped in half when the man rode into it. He tossed the still man over the pony and secured him. He clicked his tongue and whistled, leading the man’s horse to walk back toward him. Mounting the horse, he led the pony off as he searched for a place to finish the task and leave the man’s body. Sancho had to believe his messenger had been successful.

Gonçalves secured the body in boulders on the edge of the copse of trees. He found another good-sized rock and bashed the man’s head in, ensuring his death. He hoped the wild animals would work quickly to dispose of the remains. He pulled off the brown habit and donned his chain mail shirt. Then he mounted the horse again, led the pony by the rope, and rode back to one of the farm hovels. Giving a half-coin to the farmer, he instructed the man to return the pony to the king’s stable with all haste, ere dawn broke, and to say nothing of how he came to have it in his possession. Gonçalves gave no reason. The peasant, remaining silent, nodded. Gonçalves made clear he would return ere seven nights passed and, should he learn the task was not completed, he would make a less pleasant visit to the farmer.

Achingly tired yet driven by urgency, Gonçalves, glad to have such a fine animal, set out on the messenger’s horse for Oporto. Was Sancho’s dead messenger well hidden? Would his squire stay quiet or start inquiries as to his whereabouts? He had instructed the young man to keep their horses fed and ready, but the boy and animals were back in the castelo’s stable. He had no time to return there nor the means to send the squire word without betraying his presence. For now, he rode, grateful the night’s full moon lit his way. For the moment, his visit to Santarém was still a secret. He hoped Coelho would not mention him by name at court.

 

 




Dash to Santarém


Manor House – Monastery of Santo Tirso, Oporto
3rd of January 1325

Gonçalves rode in on the horse he had taken from the false messenger as the sun was setting. He would have arrived earlier on this third day of travel, but in exhaustion, he had overslept in the stable of a farm family along the way. Though in truth, none but he knew of his lapse, his anxiety over the delay ate at him.

Leaving the horse with the stable boy, he stopped in the kitchen to rinse the dust of the road from his hands and face. He found the Infante Afonso in the solar of the guest quarters playing chess with the prior. He had hardly removed his hat and genuflected when Afonso demanded to know what he had learned. In a rush, he relayed the news.

By the time he had finished, Afonso was already pacing around the chess table. “In my bones, I knew the tale. Sancho seeks my place. Repeat your report.”

Gonçalves tipped his head in acquiescence. “Queen Isabella twice dispatched messengers to command you to Santarém. I did overhear the Lord João say they waylaid the first man. I watched Sancho’s man murder the second. Of more import, His Royal Highness, King Dinis, is gravely ill. The days of your father’s life grow short.”

“Not that part. The other part. How long have my bastard brothers been in Santarém? How large is their number?”

“Ah, yes. The Lords Sancho and João have attended the king since the full moon before this one. I overheard a man saying João came from Lisboa with his serving man and one knight. Supporting Sancho are near five score men with horses. Rumors fill the town that Sancho is in command on behalf of the king till he recovers, though no one expects the king to remain in this world long. Word is in all places, Sancho seeks the crown. Those at court know you are not present. Sancho’s whisper campaign portraying you in Castile will further damage your reputation.” He reported minor exaggerations of what he had heard, but they served his purpose. He would have this man be king, or else his life’s work had been a waste.

“Why would I go to Castile?” Afonso asked with brows knitted in puzzlement.

Gonçalves laughed and then said, “For only the best of reasons. Sancho’s messenger would purport to be from Castile. He would come to beg your support on behalf of your cousin in Castile, presently beset by a bastard brother attempting to steal his patrimony. Of course, your cousin in Castile is in no such danger and would be most surprised to have you arrive. There is some truth as Castile edges yet again toward civil war. Support from Portugal on one side of the conflict would be a reasonable goal for a Castilian lord. I digress. It is of no matter.”

“I still find it puzzling why anyone would think I might go to Castile as I am not close to any there,” Afonso replied.

“Sancho hopes the pleas of a man fighting the challenge of his bastard brother would elicit from you a desire to help the legitimate heir keep his lands. The messenger would have made a pressing case. Once you agreed to go, the messenger would return to Santarém to tell all he found you not here in Portugal, but off consorting with Castilians. Sancho relishes the idea of sending you on such an errand while he lifts Portugal’s crown from your head.”

“I see,” Afonso replied, “A foolish plot. Though Sancho may think it clever, does he not know I would come for him with a vengeance?”

Gonçalves took a deep breath while he pondered the best way to make his response.

After a moment, Afonso said, “Ever have I relied on your honesty. Hide not from me what you think at this most important time.”

Gonçalves hesitated, uncertain of the reception his observation would garner. “There are some at court who do question whether you are the man to rule Portugal.” He paused and swallowed hard. 

“Why so?” Afonso, sounding curious, not angry, was a relief.

“In part, the history of your rebellions. If Sancho can build further distrust of your intent by using a ruse to get you to go to Castile at this time, then you show yourself as unreliable and unfaithful. Your lady mother will say she sent messengers begging your presence, yet you did not come.”

Afonso hesitated before responding with dawning awareness, “You conjecture those at court would think I woo a foreign power to support my claim to rule Portugal.”

“Precisely. Sancho’s presence and your absence sketch a pattern this day. Hearing you are in foreign lands would give Sancho the credence he needs to take your kingdom.”

Gonçalves continued, “There is another, more subtle fact that operates. The court knows Sancho. In these last years, he was oft at the king’s side. He reminds the courtiers of your father, the so-called Farmer King. Nobles may dislike the king’s new centralized court system, but they have benefited from his redistribution of fallow land. Even the ridiculous pine forest he had planted in Leiria is gaining repute, for indeed, sand and ocean wind do less damage to inland farms as the pine trees have grown. The king and Sancho share a love of music and poetry, making them accessible to men.”

Afonso snorted before he said, “Really, music and poetry. Surely men do not want a troubadour for a king.”

For a moment in time, Gonçalves studied his lord in silence. By the next full moon, Afonso would celebrate his thirty-fourth year on God’s earth. He was average in size and becoming fleshy now as middle years took their toll. Large round dark eyes set above a long slender nose perched over thin deep red lips, cutting a slash between the mustache and neatly trimmed beard, both nearly black. His dark locks fell one-third of the way down his back. Many a court lady would envy the fashionable high forehead God gave him, which they only achieved by much plucking of hairs. What made Afonso ready to rule also held men at bay. He was an austere man of rigorous habit and spare with humor. In the eyes of Afonso, social order, appropriate behavior, and strict discipline were the appropriate hallmarks of a ruler. Where his father, King Dinis, would entertain opinions and other views, Afonso was less open. The father was warm and engaging, the son standoffish and formal.

Gonçalves answered Afonso, “No, not a troubadour. King Dinis, in his day, bound people to him. He made Portuguese the language of court and land, not French or Latin as in other domains, and united lords with commoners in a unique way. Somehow, his touch reaches people. Because you are not at court and not as well known, people see your father in Sancho.”

Afonso replied, “If only my father had been faithful. The bastards of six women run loose in the land.”

Gonçalves smiled and responded, “True enough, though you are his only living legitimate son. On the morrow, we shall go to Santarém to claim your rightful place.”

“Let us pray we arrive before Father dies. Rest now, good friend. You have done well, and I will reward your service.” There was a pause as Afonso stared into the fire. “To secure my crown is no small boon and earns you my unquestioning trust. Gonçalves, go now. Get food and sleep.”

As Gonçalves left, he took a last glance at this man he would make a king. He too hoped they would arrive in time, for death severed the possibility of reconciliation twixt a father and his son. Thrice in the past five years had the Infante Afonso, crown prince of Portugal and the Algarve, rebelled against his father. Whenever the father would grant an honor, privilege, or land to the bastard Sancho, Afonso rose up in protest. The king determined to end Afonso’s disruptive tendency to rebel. The last time, not yet a year ago, the queen intervened to keep the king from striking down Afonso, for she would not have her last son die.

Now, the new year of our Lord 1325 had launched its course, and their world tilted with word telling of the king’s grave condition. King Dinis was in his sixty-third year, an age when death came for many. Gonçalves shivered. For the dead, there were the torments of Hell or the path through Purgatory to the redemption of Heaven, fates the living could only imagine. For the surviving son, there would be unspoken guilt from haunting memories of a dispute unresolved. To lose a parent in the midst of discord was a curse. Gonçalves prayed they would arrive in time.

Before dawn the following morning, they set out from the manor house on the grounds of the Monastery of Santo Tirso north of Oporto, where Afonso had resided in uneasy peace at some distance from his estranged parents. Rebellion had not made Afonso and his entourage welcome at court.

Gonçalves and three men-at-arms rode with Afonso. Recent rebellions meant he could not arrive with too large an armed escort without giving rise to concern that Afonso intended yet again to start a conflict. These three additional men would give him the personal protection he needed for an appearance at court. Once he knew Sancho’s objective better, Afonso and Gonçalves could raise additional men if required. To arrive fully armed would signal incipient war and further alienate the lords of the land, men with a negligible stomach for a civil war. Afonso would have to bide his time.

The journey required three days to cover the fifty-six leagues of hilly terrain from the monastery north of Oporto to the Chão da Feira Palace in Santarém, where the old king lay dying, or perhaps was dead.

Arriving shortly after sunset, ere the gates of the Convento de Santa Clara closed, they paused the first night in Coimbra. The convento sat on the western bank of the Mondego River, across the bridge and well outside the city walls. That Afonso desired to travel quickly and attract scarce attention had led Gonçalves to suggest they avoid the castelo and palace within the city walls. The convento’s community was divided between the cloistered nuns, whose primary duty was prayer, and the lay members, whose works supported the sisters. Afonso’s mother had recently built a manor house in the lay community area against the river wall near the back gate; she planned to retire here upon the death of her husband. Though the travelers were unexpected, his mother’s steward readily provided a room to Afonso and his party.

The lay sisters brought them hot wine flavored with bitter oranges, a warm soup of greens, and sausage rolls. Food and fire permitted exhaustion to overwhelm all except Afonso, who, unable to find rest, paced the room that night in Coimbra. He would have ridden on, but his men persuaded him that only demons and thieves were abroad in the dark depths of a cloudy winter night.

“We should not have stayed our travel,” Afonso said as he paced back and forth. He jarred his traveling companions awake.

Gonçalves responded, “You should rest. We have yet two days of travel, after which, we will arrive in circumstances unknown and trying. This stop will give the coursers much-needed rest. It is a cold, dark, and cloudy night, making travel slow with the risk of laming a horse. Besides, we avoid encounters with creatures of the night.”

Afonso’s fists clenched. “I fear less the succubus seeking my manhood or the bruxa eating my flesh than I do the bastard Sancho robbing me of my right to be king.”

The men shivered, not from cold, but from terror that the mere naming of demons would attract them. It was well for Afonso, deeply anxious about losing the crown, not to dread a demon, but he did not need to conjure fiends by naming them. One man rose from the straw mat on the floor to seek an oil lamp he could light from the coals in the brazier. The brazier’s ash-covered coals hardly abated the chill in the room. He blew on the dying embers to revive the fire and created a flame to light his lamp. Dispelling the dark eased their fears, for no demons were revealed, nor would one come into light.

Afonso continued his pacing from window to door and back again and again. As Gonçalves and the others turned back to sleep, one man spoke, “We will arrive in time for you to speak with the king.”

“To what end, I do wonder? If I speak an abject apology, will Father accept it and give me a blessing? To punish my rebellion, has Father already named the ever-loyal Sancho as his heir? What will be his rebuke? Can he even speak? Is he yet alive?” The queries tumbled out of Afonso.

Suppressing a sigh of impatience, Gonçalves attempted to quieten the troubled infante. “Queen Isabella rode her white donkey alone into the field of your battle to prevent you and the king from coming to blows. The king did have those present acknowledge you as heir over the bastard Sancho. Your father even agreed to banish Sancho to Albuquerque. Sancho has shown great bravado by appearing at court, though he will not dare stay in Portugal once you are at the king’s side.” As Afonso paced, the men drifted back to sleep.

Gonçalves registered a rooster crowing ere dawn’s grayish light glinted on the horizon. Afonso was up and urged the three men to move now as the day approached. Two more days of hard riding would close ere Afonso would find answers to the questions plaguing last night’s dark hours.

 




The Death of King Dinis


Chão da Feira Palace, Santarém
6th and 7th of January 1325

The Day of the Three Kings arrived, a day of celebration and feasting. Afonso, Gonçalves, and their companions marked the day with a long ride under cloudy skies. Dried fruit and smoked meat supplied their sustenance. Gonçalves felt numb in body and mind on his eighth day of constant travel.

Yesterday, they had headed out of Coimbra, following an old Roman road south. They traveled on the road pilgrims used when journeying from Santiago de Compostela. They rode west of the Castelo de Pombal and circled to the east below the Castelo de Leiria, sitting high on its hill. Each day of travel, they made three stops to water and rest the coursers. The terrain was alternately hilly and level. After Leiria, they bedded down for the night on the cold ground around a fire. This morning, rising before the sun in gray light, they headed east toward the village of Alcanena, where pilgrims often stopped for the night. Afonso’s group chose not to pause where they might attract attention, for they were clearly not pilgrims. As they moved south, the number of farms increased. White-washed stucco houses with their thatched roofs dominated. Some farms had a stable for the protection of animals from wolves and the occasional thief. Even more prosperous families had a granary and perhaps a small building for laborers, all set around a central courtyard.

At about the time of Vespers on this third day of travel, they saw the walls of Santarém rising from the plain to crown a hill; the castelo was at one end, and the palace where the king lay was at the other. Gonçalves took a deep breath of relief and shook his head. As they neared, Afonso’s courser broke into a canter. Gonçalves tightened his legs, signaling his animal to keep pace. They entered the city’s outer wall and rode through narrow dusty streets up to the Porta do Sol gate for the castelo. Their horses’ hooves clattered against the cobblestones as they crossed into the castelo’s yard.

“A moment if you please,” Gonçalves said to the infante. He turned to one of the knights in their company to give instructions.

“Seek here at the stable for my squire,” he commanded. “Tell him I journeyed to Oporto to bring the infante here. Advise him that I have now safely returned. Check on my horse. Then bring the squire with you to the palace as soon as you locate him. If he is not here, seek in town as you make your way to the palace. Tell him I desire to know what has passed these days I have been absent.”

The knight turned his horse away toward the stables on the other side of the castelo’s grounds to search for the squire.

Despite Afonso’s anxious wish to get to the palace, a throng forced them to a slow walk as they exited the castelo’s grounds to make for the other side of town, lest they overrun a child or animal in the crowded street. The large horses nearly filled the narrow road and caused people to back up against walls or step into alleys. Afonso and Gonçalves approached the square with the Monestario de Sao Francisco at the northeastern end and the Chão da Feira Palace on the eastern side of the square. They passed the facade of the palace to enter a courtyard gate. The Infante Afonso and his men dropped to the ground from their snorting coursers; the spurs on their boots made a sharp clanging sound as they hit the stones. They stretched weary limbs and took a few steps toward the doorway.
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