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INTRODUCTION

Appropriately, I first met Les Daniels on a tour of Lovecraft’s Providence. Harry Beckwith had just published a book called Lovecraft’s Providence which was a guidebook to all of the significant spots in both HPL’s life and fiction. We were both being trained by Harry to conduct bus tours at the upcoming First World Fantasy Convention. That was thirty-five years ago (1975) and we have remained friends ever since.

The first thing I learned about Les was how knowledgeable he is about all things weird and fantastic. A graduate of Brown University, his thesis was on Frankenstein. He wrote the first serious study of comic books (Comix); the official histories of both Marvel and DC (sort of like the Red Sox and Yankees picking the same sportscaster); and standalone studies of Superman, Batman and Wonder Woman. He wrote the first study of mass-media horror (Living in Fear) and was once flown to London by Dino DeLaurentis to do a treatment for a disco horror movie which unfortunately was never filmed. He has garnered World Fantasy Award nominations for Best Novel, Best Short Fiction, and Best Non-Fiction. He has edited two anthologies and redefined the vampire genre with his five (so far) novels about Sebastian de Villanueva. He holds the record for the most wins at the Necon Game Show, a horror-trivia contest run annually at Necon by Doug Winter and Craig Gardner. He lives across the street from “The Shunned House.”

And he knows how to write.

The Black Castle is the fast-moving tale of the battle between two brothers. One is perceived as evil because he is a vampire while the other is perceived as good because he is a man of God. But the vampire only does what he has to do to survive while the churchman, an Inquisitor, inflicts pain for the enjoyment and power in confers upon him. Which is the greater evil? And which will win in the epic battle for the soul (and body) of a witch?

One day noted collector Paul Dobish and I were discussing what makes a classic. We decided that the thing most often lacking in genre books is clean prose. It is not lacking in Les Daniels’ The Black Castle. It is a trout stream of a book, in the Hemingway sense. You can clearly see every pebble of detail as the fast-moving story rushes by. Daniels knows what to leave out as well as what to put in. Half the length of other historical vampire novels (I’m thinking Anne Rice) but with twice the impact and a lot more Hammer-style gore, The Black Castle is truly classic in the best sense of that word.

You don’t have to believe me though. Check out these references: Stephen King’s list of “100 Important Books” published in Danse Macabre (page 389); Doug Winter’s list of “The Best Horror Fiction 1951-1985” in Faces of Fear (page 269); or Stan Wiater’s list of “Modern Horror Fiction: 113 Best Books” in Dark Thoughts on Writing (page 200). Librarians can check Neil Barron’s Horror Literature: A Reader’s Guide (page 243) or Marshall Tymm’s Horror Literature: A Core Collection (page 316). Casual browsers can find it in the following encyclopedias: Jack Sullivan’s Penguin Encyclopedia of Horror and the Supernatural (page 470) or Don D’Amassa’s Encyclopedia of Fantasy and Horror Fiction (page 77). It also made the recommended reading lists in the two Steve Jones/Kim Newman collections: Horror-100 Best Books (page 300) and Horror-Another 100 Best Books (page 426).

This edition has been revised ever so slightly by the author. The Black Castle was his first novel and he was intimidated by the copy editor who changed a good deal of his punctuation. This is the first edition that corrects that and includes the punctuation the way Les wrote it.

—Bob Booth

Publisher, Necon E-Books


ONE: Five Gold Coins

Fifteen men and women, naked to the waist, marched through the streets of the city. Each of them held an unlit green candle. Behind them walked men with whips, their faces hidden by black hoods. The leather thongs flailed at bare and bloody backs, and every stroke was answered by stifled cries and groans, yet the penitents never ceased their mumbled prayers.

Carlos Diaz watched intently as he leaned against a whitewashed wall warmed by the bright morning sun.

“Jews,” he muttered, and spat in the hot dust at his feet.

This was his epithet for all heretics, but he knew that the people who passed before him could hardly be guilty of practicing the forbidden religion or they would not have escaped with a punishment as light as the Shame. It had been four years since Torquemada, the Inquisitor General, had persuaded the king and queen to expel the Jews. Those who had not fled Spain had become New Christians, and any sign of backsliding meant not just public humiliation but almost certain death.

Death. Carlos licked his thick lips at the sight of the half-naked women, and thought of the future.

This was Friday; in nine days there would be something really worth seeing. The Inquisition had announced an auto-da-fé, an act of faith, and that meant a real spectacle. Not a passing glimpse of pain like this, but a full Sunday of processions and penances climaxed when the worst of the sinners were consigned to the flames.

And some of them, thought Carlos with the satisfaction of a job well done, would be there because of information he had supplied.

The penitents and their tormentors passed him by. Carlos was tempted to follow, to join the crowd that jeered and gaped, but he had other business that was more important. There might be money in it.

He looked across the plaza, but the man he expected was nowhere to be seen. Yett the Grand Inquisitor would surely cross the square soon, and he would surely be pleased to hear what Carlos had to say. Discovering a dozen heretics would have been enough for Carlos, but he suspected that he had done even more. His foot tapped impatiently.

A fly buzzing overhead dropped and began to crawl across his bald pate. He brushed it away with fat fingers.

Two figures appeared in the entrance of the gray cathedral across the way. They were dressed in the habits of Dominican monks, with black cowls, and white robes tied at the waist with lengths of hemp. As they descended the marble steps to the street, Carlos approached them with studied nonchalance.

The younger of the two monks raised his eyes from their modest contemplation of the ground. Before him stood a short, heavy man of fifty, his face red and his jowls quivering with agitation. His clothes were soiled and he stank of wine.

The young Dominican turned to his superior. So did Carlos Diaz.

“Friar,” said Carlos, “I must speak with you. I have seen something.”

Diego de Villanueva, Grand Inquisitor, cast a cold eye on the informer.

“Not now,” he said. “You should know better than to talk to me like this where anyone might see you. Your own safety is at stake. Come to me this evening, and do not serve yourself so generously with the wine you sell, or I may be forced to doubt the tale you tell me.”

Carlos opened his mouth to reply, thought better of it, and hurried away, glancing from side to side as though expecting an ambush.

“Not a pleasant fellow, but a useful one,” observed the Grand Inquisitor as they continued down the street. “He keeps a small inn and drinks most of the profits, but he has a sharp eye, and sometimes he hears the loose talk his business breeds. Now that you are my vicar, Miguel, you will doubtless see him many times again. His word has sent more than one sinner into the Holy House, and he must be counted a servant of the faith.”

The Grand Inquisitor paused. “Yet sometimes I think it is not piety that prompts such service. Carlos Diaz is a good Christian, I suppose, certainly a careful one, and perhaps he seeks to make amends for the small sins that he commits. But he seems to take a strange delight in the suffering that must be the lot of the unrepentant heretic. There is some malice in him, not just the unsullied desire to rid Spain of heresy and save what souls we can. Still, his information has always been accurate, and we cannot expect each man to be a saint. He contributes in his own way to our glorious endeavor.”

Miguel Carillo, lately appointed vicar to the Grand Inquisitor, nodded gravely but did not speak. Silence seemed best in the presence of such a man, famed for his sanctity and feared for his severity. Miguel himself was still a bit afraid of him, even after almost a month in his service, for Diego de Villanueva was no ordinary Inquisitor. The man who walked beside Miguel had studied under no less a teacher than Tomas de Torquemada, the founder of the Inquisition, and had been received at the court of Ferdinand and Isabella.

In fact, it was remarkable that Diego de Villanueva had sought a post in a district as small and remote as this one. He was of a wealthy and powerful family; his lineage alone was sufficient to guarantee him comfortable employment in one of the great cities of Spain. For a man of his background and ability to be so far from the centers of power was little short of a scandal, yet the choice had been his own. Perhaps a sense of duty had sent him back to the city of his birth, for he watched over its people as surely as did the ancestral castle of the de Villanuevas, which had stood empty since the death of his elder brother.

Such a man was to be Miguel’s instructor in the mysteries of the Inquisition. Miguel glanced at him furtively. The face of the Grand Inquisitor was almost entirely hidden by his black cowl, but Miguel needed hardly a glimpse to remind him of the expansive brow, long straight nose, and thin lips. The face haunted the young vicar, yet the features themselves did not disturb him. It was their expression, or rather lack of it. The face might have been a mask; only the large, luminous eyes seemed alive.

Miguel kept his eyes on the Grand Inquisitor’s long shadow as they walked together toward the Holy House. Diego de Villanueva towered over Miguel as he did over most men; he was tall and strong enough to have been a soldier like his elder brother.

As Miguel thought of the soldier, he wondered whether there might be armor beneath his superior’s robe. He had heard of one Inquisitor who had saved himself from assassination with such protection and of others who had died for lack of it. Of course, he could find out easily enough—all he had to do was reach out his hand …

No. He could not do that. Besides, there was no need. Miguel believed that the Grand Inquisitor was above such devices, and his belief was sufficient. It was as ridiculous to picture armor beneath that habit as to imagine the silk undergarments that some monks were rumored to wear to protect their skins from the coarse cloth of their robes. Miguel did not need to know what lay beneath those dark folds, or behind that dark mask …

Where did such thoughts come from? They could not be his own; they were too close to blasphemy. Miguel felt that he was plagued by demons, yet he hardly had the pride to imagine that agents of the pit would bother with him.

Still, there was no need to consider the source of the attack; it was enough to know the best defense. His lips moved silently. He did not merely chant but prayed with his whole being. The sonorous Latin lines were soothing in themselves, but they served their purpose better when he remembered what they meant, when he spoke to the Savior and the Blessed Virgin, and his doubts drifted back into the darkness from which they had come.

“Miguel!”

The young monk started at the sound of his name. He turned and saw the Grand Inquisitor standing before the Holy House. Miguel’s thoughts had carried him past his destination.

“I’m sorry. I was praying, and I didn’t realize we were here.”

“Such devotion is laudable, no doubt, yet we are here not only to dream of Heaven but to do Heaven’s work. There is much to be done. Come.”

They passed down a long row of pillars and through a massive door carved with images of sad-eyed saints.

Once out of the sun and in the cool, damp, musty building, Miguel felt more at peace with himself. Something had disturbed him, perhaps the manner of the innkeeper Carlos Diaz, but Miguel would have no time for suspicion or skepticism while he labored over the records of the Inquisition. Work was more than a duty; it was a remedy.

The last rays of the dying sun pressed through the stained—glass window, casting cold colors on the walls of the room where Miguel sat at the end of a large table. His left hand supported his head and the fingers of his ink-stained right hand were cramped around a bedraggled quill pen.

He had been there for hours, and the peace of mind that his efforts brought had gradually given way to dull exhaustion. His day began at dawn, and an afternoon spent poring over transcripts of sin and its punishment had left him feeling numb and stupid. His only desire was that his superior should come to dismiss him.

But when the Grand Inquisitor entered, it was for a different purpose. “The innkeeper, Carlos Diaz, has come to see me,” he announced, “and I want you to hear what he says. Your duties involve more than studying and recording what has already been done, and this may well be your first chance to follow a case of heresy from start to finish.”

He glanced almost contemptuously at the records scattered over the long table while Miguel pulled himself to his feet, as if to offer his superior the chair. The Grand Inquisitor remained standing, however, and waited quietly until an anonymously hooded figure ushered Diaz into the room.

“Sit there,” said the Grand Inquisitor, and the informer sank into the seat, visibly agitated. He was obliged to look up at the two standing monks, and Miguel wondered whether it might be part of a useful technique, to tower above witnesses, thus increasing their sense of inferiority.

“Now speak,” said Diego de Villanueva.

Carlos had changed his clothing and appeared to be reasonably sober, but he was hardly composed. He squirmed in his chair and cleared his throat before he began to talk.

“I have heard that you are concerned; that is, I have heard you talk of a special heresy—not just these Jews and freethinkers, but something more dangerous—and more evil. I have tried for months to hear some hint, but there has been nothing. But then last night—it was quite by accident, I assure you! I came upon this ultimate blasphemy. I tell you, Friar, and may God be my witness, I have seen the Anti-Christ!”

Miguel crossed himself hurriedly and stepped back to lean against the cool wall behind him. He had no wish to know of such a horror. And yet, as he looked at his superior, he noticed a gleam in those dark eyes that he had never seen before.

The room was growing dim and the world outside was silent. Carlos wiped the sweat from his face with a fat hand.

“Continue,” said Diego.

“Well, you know I have a weakness for wine. I will not lie to you about it, though I hope to reform. I drank too much last night, and there was a quarrel at home … no matter. So I went out, and I was drunk. I wandered through the streets. Thank the saints I was not set upon and robbed. Yet that might have been better than what happened. I had a wineskin with me and I walked clean out of the city. Finally, I fell asleep under a tree somewhere.”

“Is this but a drunkard’s dream?”

“No, Friar! I swear it! I was asleep, but something woke me. My head ached and my ears rang with the noise, but it was no dream. I wish to the Lord it had been. And yet, if I had slept on just a little longer, I think I might have died for it and been dragged straight to Hell by the fiends I saw. It was horrible.

“Oh, I know you despise me for being drunk. I saw the way you looked at me this morning; but if you had seen what I saw, you would have had a few yourself. I mean, not that you would, but Christ, it was horrible. It’s hard enough for a man to be a spy and fight against these fools with their false beliefs, but this was something different. I have seen the witches at worship and I have seen the Devil himself.”

Carlos Diaz looked up at the Grand Inquisitor and waited for some reaction, but there was none. Diego de Villanueva stood quite still and simply said, “Go on.”

“I think it was the music that woke me. There was a beating of drums and tambourines and I heard shouting and singing, but most of all there was the sound of pipes, loud shrill pipes, playing a wild tune like nothing I had ever heard before.

“I didn’t know what it was, I was still half-fuddled with drink, but I peered round the tree and there in a hollow I saw the witches at play. There must have been a dozen of them, dancing naked in the moonlight. And seated before them was a creature with the head of a goat. It had two great horns, and a flame burned between them.

“I just stood and stared for a moment—I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. And then I turned and ran back to the inn, and roused the boy to open the door. This morning I came to find you.”

“Is that all, man? What else did you see? Where was it?”

“I swear before God I don’t know. I came there in a fog and left in a panic. I don’t know how I found my way home—some saint must have guided me—but I know that I could never find that place again. It was somewhere in the forest, near your dead brother’s castle, rest his soul.”

“You need not concern yourself with the soul of my brother Sebastian,” said the Grand Inquisitor. “I want to know about the souls of those involved in these devilish rites. Did you recognize anyone? Can you give me a name?”

“I did see one,” Carlos confessed, “otherwise I might not have come. I might have been too frightened or have convinced myself it was only a dream. But I saw her face and knew it was my duty to tell you, even though I have no hope of reward this side of Heaven.”

“Our rewards sometimes come sooner than we expect,” said the Grand Inquisitor evenly.

Carlos felt his pulse quicken. That might have been a threat, a hint that his life would not be a long one, but it might have been a promise that his tale had some value. In any case, he could hardly expect to hear more. Still, he had known from the beginning that he would have to give the name, and only some delight in his own importance kept him from blurting it out at once.

“They were masked,” continued Carlos. “All of them were naked, but their faces were covered. For an instant I took them for monsters, but then I saw that they wore false faces. I’m not sure I realized it till this one took off her mask.

“Most of them were women. There were a few men, but most of them were women, and old hags at that. They danced together strangely, back to back, and thrust their hands between their legs to hold their partners. This one danced alone, though, and she was young, so I noticed her especially.

“She had long black hair streaming out from behind the face of a monster. She ran up to the goat-thing and embraced him, then tore off her mask to give him a kiss. I could see her clearly in the light from the fire between his horns.

“It was Margarita de Mendoza.

“When I saw that, I turned and ran. She was kissing that thing! And that is all I know, Friar.”

Carlos Diaz sighed and sat back with the satisfaction of a man who has completed a heroic task. By now the room was almost dark. He was suddenly anxious to be gone, to retreat to the security of his inn and the wine waiting there, but he sensed unhappily that the Grand Inquisitor was not yet ready to dismiss him.

“Margarita de Mendoza,” repeated the Grand Inquisitor. “You say you recognized her. How do you know her?”

“Oh, you must know her too, sir. She is a Conversa, a New Christian. Her mother was a Christian but her father was a Jew, and when the king and queen signed the edict outlawing the Jews her parents fled Spain, as did so many others.

“That was in 1492, when this Margarita had just come of age, and she chose to stay here and be baptized into the Church. She was a beauty and had just become betrothed to a young man from a good family. No doubt she thought she had reason to stay, but she was fooled.” Carlos laughed and slapped his thigh.

“The young man, or perhaps his family, reconsidered the matter of Margarita’s tainted blood and she never became his bride, nor anyone else’s, for that matter. Of course, her father’s property was confiscated and she was left with nothing.”

“I don’t know if I remember her family,” said the Grand Inquisitor. “So many fled four years ago, and of course those Jews who chose exile are no longer the business of the Inquisition. But with no family and no property, how does this woman live? And how do you know her face so well?”

“Well, as for that, she was saved from the streets by some relative of her Christian mother who gave her a little plot of land. It might have been only to prevent her disgrace from becoming too public. She lives outside the city in a hut and raises sheep. She lives like an animal, though once she thought herself some sort of lady. What made me sick, though, when I saw her face, was the thought that I buy my mutton from her for the inn. God knows what kind of meat I have eaten!”

The Grand Inquisitor regarded Carlos sternly. “You are, then, prepared to testify that this woman has been seen engaged in these obscene rites?”

“I am, yes—in secret, of course, that is,” mumbled Carlos.

“You know that you have nothing to fear on that account. The Holy Office has no wish to expose its friends to its enemies. Margarita de Mendoza will never learn the name of her accuser.”

“But there must be two witnesses, must there not?”

“I will attend to that. If what you say is true—and God help you if it is not—there will be evidence, and the one who finds it will be able to testify. You need not concern yourself further. Miguel!”

The young monk emerged from the shadows by the wall. “You will prepare a deposition,” Miguel’s superior said, “setting forth the facts in the proper form; do it this evening. And you, Carlos Diaz,” he said, addressing the informer, who had risen from his seat and was moving as imperceptibly as possible toward the door, “you will return here tomorrow to sign it. I need hardly caution you to mention this matter to no one. And beware of the wine.”

Carlos was as startled by this last suggestion as if the Grand Inquisitor had read his mind. Perhaps he had. Carlos stood nervously, half bowing and half backing out of the room, until a gesture of dismissal sent him through the door, moving at last with undisguised alacrity.

Outside, a moment later, the pleasure Carlos felt at escaping that penetrating gaze began to give way to another sort of anxiety. He was no longer in the sanctuary of the Inquisition but was alone on a dark street far from home.

A sudden clanging broke through the silence and Carlos jumped, but he realized at once that it was only a bell calling the monks to evening prayers.

The street was full of shadows. It was always unwise to be out at night, but more so, thought Carlos, for a man who bore witness against witches. He pictured again that midnight scene, the horror of it tempered by the vision of a lithe and lovely figure lost in some wicked ecstasy, throwing her arms around a horned monster. He began to wish he had not run so soon. What would he have seen if he had stayed?

Some faint flame of lust gave him courage as he walked. It was not the first time he had felt this way about Margarita de Mendoza, who came often to his inn, but only for business.

A year ago he had tried his luck with her. After all, she was only a peasant dressed in rags, and he would have been generous to her. But she had snatched his fumbling hand from her bosom and buried her strong white teeth in his thumb, almost to the bone.

God, she was strong for a woman! While he had stared astounded at his bleeding hand, she had kicked him twice, then knocked him to the ground with a hindquarter of mutton. She had spat upon him and called him foul names. Carlos had been afraid that she would kill him, but more afraid that his wife might hear the commotion.

Still, the whole affair had taken only a minute, and Margarita had stormed away without waiting to be paid for the meat. On the whole, Carlos had come out of it fairly well. His thumb had not become infected, despite his fears, and business with Margarita had continued as before. Her mutton was cheap and she needed his money, but he did not like the look of contempt on her face when they met after that day.

It would be a pleasure to see the slut do her last dance in the flames of the auto-da-fé. There were other shepherds.

He hoped that incident would not come out when Margarita was put to the Question. He knew the accused were always asked to name their enemies, and it might mean a bit of trouble if she named him, since it could cast suspicion on his testimony. Did the Grand Inquisitor suspect already? What else could have made him so cold and ungrateful? For this sort of information Carlos expected praise and thanks, and perhaps something more. He would have sworn that Diego de Villanueva wanted a witch, and now he had one.

Carlos Diaz, though, had nothing, and he had put his life in danger. He hoped Margarita would be arrested before he saw her again. He did not know if he could face her. He wondered what kind of magic she possessed. Would he be safe from her spells? He pictured her laughing as she slaughtered sheep, her hands red and reeking.

A huge figure loomed up out of the darkness in front of Carlos and blocked his path.

Carlos gasped and started backward. He tried to speak, to protest his innocence, but no words came. He thought his tongue might be bewitched, and he fell on his knees before the shadowy giant.

Then he saw who it was. Carlos crossed himself in a prayer of thanks for his deliverance and rose unsteadily to his feet.

The man before him was Pedro Rodriguez. This massive old soldier, now a civilian, served the Inquisition and Friar Diego de Villanueva in the war against heretics. He was no stranger to Carlos or his inn.

Carlos started to speak, but Pedro pressed something into the informer’s hand and turned away without a word.

Carlos was left alone with his thoughts and five gold coins.

He should have known that the Grand Inquisitor would not forget him. It would have been undignified for the holy man himself to reward Carlos, but it was for such purposes, and for less pleasant ones, that civilians like Pedro were employed. These secular servants of the Inquisition were called familiars, Carlos knew—and didn’t witches have familiars, too, imps in animal form that were also servants of Satan?

Carlos glanced around as though he expected to see one of the creatures, then cast the idea from his mind and scurried off toward the shelter of his inn.


TWO: Two Brothers in Black and White

The candles were lit now in the dark chamber of the Holy House, but they illuminated no more than a small area of the table where the young monk sat again, preparing to write the testimony of Carlos Diaz accusing Margarita de Mendoza of the crime of witchcraft.

Behind Miguel stood the Grand Inquisitor. Miguel bridled inwardly at the thought of being under observation, partly because he realized that he did not really know what to do next. His awe in the presence of his superior was giving way to fatigue, and to fear of what he had heard. He did not want to write anymore, particularly about witches. His head ached. He had never transcribed such a deposition before and could not think of the proper form to begin it, though he was certain there must be a good example in the records piled in front of him.

He turned toward the older man. He wanted either to register a protest or ask for advice but was prevented from doing either by the sight of a large leather-bound volume that the Grand Inquisitor held out to him.

“Here,” said Diego. “Take this and study it. It will help you to prepare for the work we are about to undertake.”

“But the testimony of the witness Diaz—you said I should have it ready for tomorrow morning.”

“That will be attended to in due course. In truth, the evidence must be given again when Diaz returns tomorrow. I did tell him we would need only his signature, but it is sometimes necessary to veil the truth when dealing with nervous informers. We must adhere to the proper procedure, especially in such an extraordinary case as this. The testimony must be given before assembled officers of the Inquisition, taken down verbatim, and subjected to rigorous cross-examination. There must be no room for error. I am sure that Carlos Diaz knows all this—he has been a witness before—but it reassures him to think that he can escape his responsibilities so easily, and this assures his prompt appearance. There must be no delay.”

Miguel took the heavy book in his hands and set it down upon the table. Opening it carefully, he saw that it was printed in Latin, in the black letters of the German presses.

“Malleus Maleficarum,” he read. “The Hammer of Witches?”

“It was first published ten years ago in Germany. It is sadly lacking in some areas of the greatest interest and importance, but at the present time it is the most complete study on the subject of witchcraft, especially its investigation and suppression. Its authors are two Germans, brothers of our own Dominican order, Heinrich Kramer and Jacob Sprenger.

“Their work has brought them recognition and influence throughout their native land and far beyond. The book has been published in Germany, France, and Italy, and it includes a bull of Pope Innocent VIII commending their efforts and granting them extraordinary jurisdiction to prosecute witches throughout Germany.”

“Then are there so many witches?” Miguel asked apprehensively.

“More than any man knows. This most devilish and damnable of heresies rages throughout Europe. Thousands of witches have been detected and destroyed. Yet here in Spain, where our Inquisition is so zealous in protecting the faith, not one witch has been taken.”

“Then is this woman the beginning of it here?”

“Who knows? Some say this is a new evil which Satan has unleashed upon our weary world. It must have begun somewhere; perhaps it has not spread far into our land. Yet it infests France, and here in this district we have only a few miles of mountain ranges between ourselves and that bedeviled kingdom. The Pyrenees are hardly high enough to protect us from this spreading infection. I knew the cult would spring up here—it was the reason I requested jurisdiction here—and now it has come. And I am ready. What glory there will be in exposing this evil, and in purging it!”

Miguel viewed the prospect with less enthusiasm. He was glad enough to learn that he would not have to spend the evening transcribing the informer’s testimony, but he took no pleasure in the idea of battling black magic. It was one thing to seek out those who were not good Christians and punish those who would not repent, but what sort of business was this? These witches might be more than fools and infidels. Who knew what powers they might possess? The answers, he feared, were in the massive volume that Diego had entrusted to his care.

Sometimes he wished he had not become a monk, or at least that some half-hearted ambition had not led him into the service of the Inquisition. Yet how many choices were there for a younger son who had inherited nothing?

He reflected on the fact that Diego de Villanueva had been in the same position but had nonetheless risen to eminence. Perhaps in this coincidence Miguel could find a topic for conversation, for he was undoubtedly expected to reply to his superior’s unwonted enthusiasm, but had no wish to talk of witches.

“He said he saw them near your brother’s castle,” ventured Miguel.

“What? Yes, somewhere in the forest outside the city. Some of them, perhaps, dwell in the mountains nearby.”

“They say he was a great soldier, your brother,” Miguel persisted.

“Yes,” replied the Grand Inquisitor with an air of doubtful pride. “A great soldier and a great scholar, too.”

“A scholar? I never heard that said of him.”

“There were few who knew him well,” said the Grand Inquisitor. “He was much alone. The castle was never a manor house surrounded by the homes of serfs and vassals; it was a true fortress, built to guard the French border. Troops were quartered there years ago but there never was an attack from the north, and the commander, my brother Don Sebastian, spent much time among his books, especially after the death of his young wife. With her died our family, for she bore no sons and Sebastian never wed again. Instead, he shut himself up in the topmost room of the topmost tower and there pondered the mysteries of creation.”

“He studied natural philosophy?”

“Among other things. No one really knows. His aim, it seems, was not to add to the wisdom of the world but only to satisfy himself regarding some secrets of his own soul. It was a fruitless quest, and he seems to have realized as much, for when there was a call to arms he answered it. And so he died.”

“Fighting the Moors, was it not?”

“At the siege of Malaga in 1487. They say it was a glorious day for Spain, a great defeat for those pagan invaders who had occupied our lands for centuries. It was an even greater day five years later when Granada surrendered without a fight and all of Spain was Christian again, but the reconquest began in earnest at Malaga.”

“Malaga,” echoed the young monk, filled with vague visions of half-remembered glories.

“You must have been little better than a boy then, Miguel, but the stories of the siege should be familiar even to you: how the king led the soldiers into battle and how the queen, with all the ladies of her court, attended the troops and urged them on to glory. In the front ranks was Don Sebastian de Villanueva, who traveled the length of Spain, from this northeastern corner to the plains of the southwest, there to meet his death.”

“But was it not a noble death?” asked Miguel.

“Not, I think, what a true knight might have wished. I have been told, by those who claim to know such things, that this was the first battle in our land where guns and powder were well employed. I know nothing of that, but I do know that one cannon had some flaw in its construction and exploded in my brother’s face. Without their leader, his men were easy prey for the Moors, and most of them were slain. Sebastian, with his shattered face, lingered raving for days. He was carried from the siege by the most steadfast of his followers, Pedro Rodriguez, but it was in vain. I never saw my brother alive again.”

“Is this the same Pedro … ?”

“It is. He now serves me in the army of the Lord, as he once served Sebastian in the army of the king. It was he who brought my brother’s body home and entombed him in the crypt beneath the castle.”

“But is there no heir?”

“I might have been the heir had I not become a monk. Or the Crown might have confiscated the estate, but that would have been an ill reward for Sebastian’s service. As things stand, it is a matter for the courts and magistrates, and their deliberations are rarely speedy. I believe there is a distant cousin somewhere who has a
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