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INTRODUCTION

I hated history when I was at school.

This was largely the fault of my history teacher, Mr Evans, who was so old that we often used to think that he must have been alive when most of it was happening. I still remember his terrible, whining voice … he used to speak as if he had dust at the back of his throat. And he never looked at us. To this day, I’m not sure if his eyes were real or made of glass, but as he sat, hunched up over his desk at the front of the classroom, he used to remind me of an exhibit in a museum. It really was as if someone had taken him to the taxidermist and got him stuffed before he was quite dead.

For Mr Evans, history was just a series of names and dates that we all had to learn by heart. So a lesson might go…


1605………………………..Gunpowder Plot

1618………………………..Thirty Years’ War begins

1620………………………..Pilgrim Fathers

1642………………………..Civil War

1649………………………..Execution of Charles I



And on. And on. And on…

It wasn’t until I had left school that I began to think that history might have been more fun than Mr Evans had ever have imagined. Take another look at the list above. The Gunpowder Plot could be a really exciting story about a bunch of Spanish spies who tunnel underneath the Houses of Parliament in London and try to blow the whole place up. And what about the Pilgrim Fathers who crossed the Atlantic in the Mayflower and landed in America? For them, it must have been an amazing journey across a world that was completely unknown. What was it like? How many of them got seasick? And I’d have loved to have been present at the execution of poor King Charles. The whole of London turned out to watch … but then in those days having your head chopped off was something of an entertainment.

By now you should be getting the general idea. The Devil and His Boy is a history story – but it’s very much my sort of history. Basically, it’s an adventure story that just happens to take place five hundred years ago.

I would have loved to have lived during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. It was such a rude, noisy, dirty, dangerous, difficult time. London would have stank. There were no toilets and the sewage ran right down the middle of the streets. No wonder there were so many outbreaks of the plague. London was much, much smaller than it is now, surrounded by thick forests that were full of highwaymen – so even getting there safely was an achievement. And once you arrived, you couldn’t expect to be welcomed with open arms. On the contrary, the Londoners were famous for their bad manners. Often they would thrown mud balls (or worse) at visiting tourists just because they felt like it. There were thieves and tricksters everywhere. They’d take your luggage and your life.

If you lived in London in the sixteenth century, you would have shared one room (and possibly one bed) and your mother, your father, your brothers and your sisters, and possibly a couple of pigs and a duck too. You almost certainly wouldn’t go to school. And you might well be married before you were even thirteen. Not that it would be a long marriage. Most people died in their thirties … maybe that was why life was so intense.

There would be no TV, no computer games, and no books like this one – hardly anyone could read so why bother? But you’d be able to kick a pig’s bladder around in the street – the beginning of soccer – or perhaps pop out to a nice public hanging. You would never, ever have a bath. And you would wear the same clothes until they either rotted away or burst. What a laugh!

And at the same time, you would be a citizen of a country that ruled the world. At this time, America was hardly known at all (and there was certainly nothing united about the states). Britain was at war with much of Europe, but, thanks to heroes like Sir Walter Raleigh and Sir Francis Drake, we always seemed to be on the winning side. And then there was Shakespeare! The world’s greatest playwright was alive and working on the south bank of the River Thames. How I wish I could have been at the first night of Hamlet or Macbeth. If only I could have got his autograph … just think what it would be worth now!

Anyway, it’s time to get on with the book. I loved writing it. And I still think it’s a lot of fun … even if it is history.

Anthony Horowitz


the stone of vision

It was just before midnight when Queen Elizabeth slipped out of bed and went in search of her magician.

Although she had allowed her Maids of Honour to lead her into the bedroom and help her undress more than an hour before, she hadn’t even tried to sleep. Part of the trouble, of course, was being Queen of England. She could still feel the crown on her head even when she wasn’t wearing it … there was so much to think about, so much to do. But the real problem was her bed. It was a huge, four-postered thing with no fewer than five quilts. The first was silk, the next velvet, then there was a gold one and a silver one and finally, on top, a quilt embroidered with a rather gloomy picture of the Sermon on the Mount. The quilts had been given to her by the Spanish ambassador, the French ambassador, the Dutch ambassador, the German ambassador and the Archbishop of Canterbury and she had to use them all in case she gave offence to any one of them. The result was that even on the coldest winter nights she was always much too hot.

For a moment she stood in the middle of the room and glanced out of the window. There was a full moon that night which pleased the Queen. She knew that the magician would like it. Somehow his spells always worked better when there was a moon and this one seemed huge, a perfect white circle hanging in the darkness. Her eyes travelled down and she saw the Thames, ash white as it twisted through the city of London. Everything was silent. The Queen nodded. This was the right time.

She crossed the room to a tapestry which covered an entire wall. The tapestry showed a lion being hunted and, when she was young, the snarling face with its awful eyes had given her nightmares. But she was an elderly woman now. Sixty years old. And being Queen was often nightmare enough.

The tapestry was suspended from a rail and she pulled it aside to reveal a bare brick wall with no visible door or window. At the far end, over a bookshelf, there was a metal hook and without hesitating the Queen went over to it and turned it. There was a click and a whole section of the wall swung inwards on a hidden hinge to reveal a jagged opening and a spiral staircase leading down. Grey cobwebs hung in the air. A fat black spider, frightened by the light from the bedroom, tumbled down the brickwork and then scuttled along the floor, disappearing into the shadows.

The Queen lifted a candle from her room and started forward. After the warmth of the bedroom the stairs were very cold. A draft twisted round her ankles and slithered up her legs. The candle in her hand flickered and her shadow seemed to jump away, tugging at her as if it could pull her back upstairs. For a moment she wondered if this was a good idea. She could still turn back, go to bed and forget all about it. The Queen was afraid. But a single question had tormented her for more than forty years. She had to know the answer. She had to know it now.

She continued down. A moth, attracted by the light, flew into her face. Its feathery wings brushed against her lips and she gasped out loud. Her hand banged against the wall and she almost dropped the candle. She stopped for a minute, catching her breath, then, gripping the candle more tightly, she followed the stairs to their end, passing through an archway and along a corridor where the ceiling curved low over her head as if groaning under the weight of the great palace a hundred metres above.

She had reached a door made of thick planks of wood bound together with iron and so low that she had to bend to open it. It reminded her of the door of one of her own dungeons. Her hand found a silver ring and she turned it, the metal cold against her skin. On the other side, a warm yellow glow and the faint smell of rosemary welcomed her into a small, circular chamber. The door swung shut behind her as she went in.

“Good evening, Queen.”

“You were expecting me, Wizard?”

“Oh yes. I knew you were going to come and visit me before you had decided it yourself. Sit down…”

Nobody else would have dared to talk to Queen Elizabeth in this way. For a start she should have been called “Your Royal Highness” or “Your Majesty”. And nobody ever told her what to do – not even so much as to sit down. But the person seated in the high wooden-backed chair was no ordinary man.

Dr John Dee was sixty-six years old but looked much older, having a white moustache and a white beard that came to a point about halfway down his chest. He wore a long black robe and a black cap that could have been painted on to his head. His eyes were brown – a strange, watery brown, the colour of melted chocolate. There was a grey cat, half asleep, on his lap and he occasionally stroked it with a long, elegant finger. Dr Dee spoke with a Welsh accent. So, rather more remarkably, did the cat.

“So you know why I am here,” the Queen said.

“Of course I do.”

“Do you know everything, Wizard?”

Dr Dee shook his head. “I know many things, Queen. And my stone of vision tells me more. But only God knows everything and I am just a man.”

“Can you tell me when I am going to die?” the Queen asked.

The magician hesitated. His eyes narrowed and he seemed unsure what to say. Then the cat arched its back, stretched its legs and suddenly opened its quite brilliant emerald eyes. “You’ll die,” the cat said, “when you stop breathing.”

There was a silence in the room. For a long minute the Queen gazed at the cat. Then she smiled. “It’s a good answer,” she said.

“But that isn’t the question you came to ask,” Dee muttered.

“No.” Suddenly the Queen was nervous. Her fingers closed on a gold locket she was wearing round her neck. She had taken all her other jewellery off for bed. But this locket never left her. It was part of her. “I have to know about him,” she said.

“Why now?”

“Because I can’t wait any longer. I think of him all the time, Wizard. I know I can never see him but I still wonder about him – whether he is dead or alive.”

Dr Dee stroked the cat. “I can tell you what you want to know,” he said. “But I have to warn you now, Queen. It might be better not to ask. Magic has a nasty way of changing things. You cast a spell, you ask for secret knowledge and before you know what you’ve done you’ve opened a barrel of worms … or something worse than worms if you’re unlucky.”

“I still have to know,” the Queen insisted. “Enough of this, Wizard. You’ve known me long enough to know when my mind is made up. Do your magic. Tell me what you see.”

“She’s making a mistake!” the cat murmured.

“Hush!” Dr Dee stroked the cat, then lifted it up and set it to one side.

There was a low table between Dr Dee and the Queen, a number of objects scattered across the top. These were the tools of the magician’s trade. There were three or four old books, so old that the words seemed to be sinking into the thick, yellowy pages. There were two candles and a tapering wand. Between them lay what looked like an ordinary piece of silvery-grey stone, about the size of a dinner plate. Dr Dee picked it up and cradled it in his hands.

“I will need something of his,” Dee said in a low voice.

Once again the Queen’s fingers reached for the locket round her neck but this time she took it and drew it over her head. Nestling it in the palm of one hand, she opened it with the other. Inside the locket was the miniature portrait of a man and opposite it, a lock of light brown hair. The Queen gazed at the hair for what seemed like an eternity, then she let it fall on to the table. “It’s all I have,” she said.

“You’re prepared to lose it?”

There was a flicker of anger in the Queen’s eyes. “Do what you have to,” she said.

Dr Dee picked up the hair and laid it on the stone. His hands were still cupped round it but now he moved them away a little, his eyes fixed on the stone as if he were trying to look through it. The Queen leaned forward and as she did so, the lock of hair moved. She thought that it had been caught in a draught but then she realized that the stone had become hot and that it was the heat that was causing the effect. The air above the stone was shimmering. The colour of the stone was changing: from grey to white and then to metallic silver.

“No…!” The word escaped the Queen’s lips as a whisper. The lock of hair had burst into flame. Now the flickering pieces rose into the air, twisted and disappeared. The surface of the stone was no longer rough or remotely stony. It had become a mirror but as Dr Dee looked into it, it did not show his reflection.

“His name was Robert.” The magician’s eyes were focused far away and the Queen knew that he was seeing things outside the room, outside and far away.

“Yes. Robert…” Even uttering his name was a knife-wound. She had never done it before. “Tell me, Wizard. Is he alive?”

A long silence. And then…

“No, Queen. He is dead.”

The Queen fell back in her chair, covering her eyes with her hands. Somehow she had always expected it but like all bad news it had lost none of its power to hurt. But Dr Dee was still gazing into the mirror that had been a stone and there was a look of puzzlement on his face.

“What is it?” the Queen demanded.

“I don’t know…” And then, as if a cloud had parted and the sun had broken through, the magician looked up. “He had a son,” he said.

“What?”

“Robert is dead but his son is still alive.”

The Queen gripped the sides of her chair. “Where is he? What is he called? What do you know about him?”

“He’s far from here. I can’t see his name.” The stone was getting hotter and hotter. The very air inside the chamber was beginning to burn.

“Try! You must try!”

“No. All I can see is a castle and a pig. It’s very difficult…” Dr Dee waved a hand over the stone, clearing the smoke. “The pig is outside the castle and over the boy.”

“He’s still a boy? How old is he?”

“Thirteen. The castle…” Dr Dee frowned. “They’re building chimneys on the castle. Strange-looking chimneys. I can see the boy limping past the castle and he’s looking at the chimneys and…”

“Why is he limping?”

“Because of the pig…”

“Why must your answers be so mysterious, Wizard? Where is the boy? If you can’t tell me his name, at least tell me where he is!”

But before Dr Dee could reply, there was a sudden crackle as if something were short-circuiting. At the same time, the mirror shattered, a thousand cracks exploding across its surface. Then the cracks faded and a second later the stone was exactly as it had been, lying flat and ordinary on the table.

“That’s all I can tell you, Queen.” Dr Dee picked up the stone. It was quite cool to touch. “But you have spies and men of intelligence. It should be enough.”

“A castle, strange chimneys and a pig. It’s another of your wretched riddles, Wizard. Where do I even start?”

“Framlingham!” The cat – which had been quite forgotten during all this – leapt on to Dr Dee’s lap. “They’re building chimneys on Framlingham Castle.”

“How do you know?” the Queen asked.

The cat shrugged. “A little bird told me,” it remarked. “And then I ate the little bird.”

“Framlingham … in Suffolk.” The Queen got to her feet. “Only four or five days from here. You’ve done well, Wizard. You have my thanks and will have much more!”

The Queen left, climbing back up the secret staircase to her bedroom. She was still awake when the sun rose above the thatched roofs and wooden houses of London and the first horses stumbled along the rough, pitted tracks that were the city’s roads. The year was 1593. The Queen, of course, was Elizabeth I. And she was already planning the course of events that would change one boy’s life for ever and with it the entire history of the country she ruled.


the pig’s head

It was raining in Framlingham; a cold, grey, December rain that dripped and trickled into every corner and wiped away the colour of everything it touched. The streets were so full of puddles that there were more puddles than street, with only a few patches of brown mud here and there to remind you that the place had once been built on dry land. The two moats surrounding Framlingham Castle were full to overflowing. The town gardens and bowling green had disappeared.

The inn stood just outside the town, next to a large swamp. It was a squat, dark, evil-smelling place with rotting timbers and mouldy walls. It had few windows – glass was too expensive – but the noise of singing and the smell of roasting meat seeped through the thatched roof and chimney. An inn sign swung in the wind. The sign showed the head of a pig, severed from its body, for that was the inn’s name.

THE PIG’S HEAD, FRAMLINGHAM
PROPRIETORS: SEBASTIAN & HENRIETTA SLOPE

At about five o’clock in the afternoon a young boy came out of the inn carrying a bucket. Despite the weather, he was wearing only the lightest of clothes: a shirt open at the neck, a waistcoat that was too short for him, a pair of trousers that flapped around his ankles. He had neither shoes nor socks. His bare feet splashed in the mud as he went to draw water from the well.

The boy was about twelve or thirteen years old. Nobody knew or cared when exactly he had been born. He had long, reddish-brown hair, pale skin and bright, intelligent blue eyes. He was painfully thin – his rags seemed to hang off his shoulders without actually touching his body and there was a bruise on the side of his cheek, the size of a man’s fist. He lowered the bucket into the well, gripping the handle that groaned rustily as it turned; his fingers were unusually long and slender. The boy’s name was Thomas Falconer. That, at least, would be the name they’d carve on his gravestone when starvation or the plague carried him away. For now they simply called him Tom.

He was about to lift the bucket out of the well when a sound made him turn. A man had appeared, a traveller on horseback, his body lost in the folds of a dark cloak and his face hidden by his hat. The horse was a great black stallion with a white blaze on its chest. Steam snorted from its nostrils as it jerked forward, its hooves striking angrily in the mud. It came to a halt and the rider swung himself effortlessly down. Mud had splattered his leather boots and the bottom of his cloak. He had evidently been riding for some time.

“Boy!” The man called out.

Forgetting the bucket, Tom ran to obey. “Yes, sir?”

“Take the horse to the stable. See that he’s watered and fed. If any harm comes to him, you’ll answer for it.”

The man dragged his luggage from behind his saddle and handed the reins to Tom. He was about to turn away but suddenly he stopped and for a moment Tom found himself being examined by two narrow, grey eyes in a dark, weathered face.

“What’s your name, boy?” the man demanded.

“Tom, sir.” Tom was surprised. People seldom took any notice of him.

“How long have you worked here, Tom?”

“All my life, sir. Ever since I was able to work.”

The rider stared at Tom as if trying to read something in his face. “Your parents own this place?” he asked.

Tom shook his head. “My parents are dead,” he said.

“Who were they? Do you know?”

It was one question too many. Travellers often passed through Framlingham on their way to the ports at Harwich and Ipswich, but they came as strangers and that was how they left. It was the unwritten law. In an uncertain world, it could be dangerous to give too much information about yourself.

Tom’s lips clamped shut. The man seemed to understand. “Look after the horse, Tom,” he said and walked into the inn.

The inn was crowded, the fire a distant red glimmer behind so many huddled bodies. Thick smoke coiled upwards from the hearth, from the tallow candles on the mantle and from pipes clenched in the teeth of men, and women too. Two more boys – older and better fed than Tom – were bustling in and out of the kitchen carrying wooden trenchers of meat and bread, somehow forcing their way through the great tangle to find the tables beyond. Someone somewhere was playing a fiddle but the sound was almost drowned out by the shouting, arguing, laughing and drunken singing of the guests.

The landlord noticed the new arrival the moment the door opened but then he had the sort of eyes that noticed everything. This was Sebastian Slope. He was a small, nervous man who had never quite recovered from the pox which had ravaged his skin and eaten away part of his nose. He had tried to grow a beard and moustache to hide the damage but unfortunately the hair – as well as being bright orange – was thin and uneven, sprouting in one part of his face but not in another with the result that he looked as if he had been horribly injured – perhaps by a musket at close range.

Rubbing his pale, white hands together he approached the new arrival who was standing there waiting, water dripping from his cloak.

“Good evening, my lord. Welcome. Welcome to The Pig’s Head.” Slope’s teeth had long ago rotted away – all but a couple of them – and he now found it easier to speak through what was left of his nose. His voice was thin and high-pitched. If a rat could talk it would probably sound much the same. “What can I do for you, my lord? A pint of the finest ale? A delicious supper? A nice leg of mutton? Or perhaps the speciality of the house. A potato! Have you ever tried a potato, my lord? It is quite new and the most remarkable thing…”

“I need a room for the night,” the traveller interrupted.

“Of course. Of course. We can provide you with the best linen sheets. And only six of our guests have slept on them since they were last washed…”

“I’ll have a bed with clean sheets. And I’ll eat some lamb. Yes. And a rabbit too. Mushrooms. Some cheese. And beer not ale.”

“Beer. Yes. Yes. Will you eat in your chamber, my lord, or at the common table? It’ll be sixpence downstairs and eightpence up, but if you have it up perhaps we could arrange for one of our kitchen maids to keep you company…?”

“I’ll eat down here.”

“You do us all a privilege, my lord.” Slope twisted a smile on to his lips but at the same time a strange gleam had come into his eyes so that he looked both servile and sinister at the same time. “Have you come far, my lord?”

“From London,” the stranger replied.

“And returning soon?”

“Tomorrow.”

This was the information that the innkeeper had been angling for. He swallowed once, his adam’s apple performing a somersault in his scrawny throat. “Henrietta!” he called out. “Henny!”

A moment later a tiny woman with grey, straggly hair hurried out of the smoke. This was Henrietta Slope and although to look at she could have been Sebastian’s grandmother, she was in fact his wife. She too had caught the pox – in seventeen years’ marriage it was the only thing her husband had given her. The disease had attacked her lips which had shrivelled away so that when she smiled she was forced to use her teeth.

“We have a guest,” Sebastian said.

“A guest! How lovely! And a gentleman!” Henrietta curtsied twice. “Have you ordered food, my lord? The food here is a delight. We’ve only had nine cases of food poisoning since our new cook started!”

“I’ve ordered,” the traveller muttered.

“He has indeed,” Sebastian agreed. “Lamb. Mushrooms. Cheese. And rabbit…”

“Rabbit?” Henrietta grinned liplessly. “Fresh today. It couldn’t be fresher. In fact, I strangled it myself.”

“Thank you.” The traveller seemed to be in a hurry to get away from this odd couple but suddenly he leaned across the bar and drew them closer to him. “I was talking just now to that boy outside…” he began.

“Tom?” Sebastian’s face darkened. “If he offended your lordship, I’ll throw him down the well.”

“That boy’s useless!” Henrietta shrieked. “He’s worse than useless. He’s a drip. He’s a damp patch. A dead worm!”

“He hasn’t offended me,” the traveller interrupted. “I’m merely interested in him. Where did you find him?”

Sebastian glanced at his wife then leered at the new guest. “Are you interested in buying him?” he asked.

“We might sell him,” Henrietta simpered. “Although of course we’d miss him. He works very well for us. A very hard worker. Very fit…” She seemed to have completely forgotten what she had been saying only a few moments before.

“Where did you find him?”

“He was an orphan.” Henrietta’s eyes filled with tears. “I have two sons of my own, sir. I took him in out of the goodness of my heart.” She tapped her chest which seemed too thin and hollow to contain any heart at all. “We look after him in return for a few light tasks about the house…”

“What of his parents?” the traveller asked, becoming more interested by the second.

“They worked up at the castle,” Sebastian replied. “The father fell off a horse and broke his neck. The mother died giving birth to him. He came into the world with nothing and if it weren’t for Mrs S and me, nothing is all he’d have now.”

The traveller’s eyes narrowed and for a moment he said nothing. He was obviously deep in thought. But then he shook his head and straightened up. “Send me my food as soon as possible,” he said and went and sat at the nearest table.

Sebastian Slope watched the man as he took his place, then slipped through a door and into the kitchen. Here there was a second, huge fire with a rather angry-looking pig on a spit being turned by a fat, sweating cook with dirty hands and a runny nose. Henrietta had followed her husband in and now he drew her to one side, standing over a huge cauldron of soup that was slowly congealing.

“What do you think, my precious?” he asked.

“Rich,” Henrietta murmured. “Definitely rich.”

“That’s what I thought.” Sebastian tried to pick his nose, remembered it wasn’t there and bit his nail absent-mindedly instead. “Did you notice the cloak – lined with velvet, my jewel? And the boots…”

Henrietta nodded. “I think this is one for Ratsey,” she muttered.

“Yes,” Sebastian said. “Ratsey will like this one. You’d better call the boy.”

But at that very moment the outer door opened and Tom came back into the kitchen. It had begun to rain more heavily and water dripped out of his hair, running down the side of his neck. He was carrying the bucket, full now and heavy.

“Where have you been?” Sebastian swung a lazy arm and slapped the back of his hand across Tom’s head.

“Lazing again, I’ll be bound!” Henrietta did the same, only harder.

“I’m sorry!” Tom cried out. “A gentleman came. He told me to see to his horse.”

“Yes.” Sebastian leaned closer. Tom cowered away but the landlord was smiling. “What sort of a horse does he ride?”

“A stallion. Black with a white mark.”

“Valuable?”

Tom hesitated. He knew what was about to happen and thought about lying but it was no good. The Slopes would know. They always did. “Yes,” he said.

Sebastian grabbed him by the collar and drew him so close that his lips almost touched the boy’s ear. “You’re to go into the wood,” he whispered. “Find Ratsey. Tell him we have a mark. The London road. Tomorrow…”

“But it’s dark. It’s raining…”

“Are you arguing with me?” Sebastian hadn’t raised his voice but his grip had tightened and his eyes, dark to begin with, had gone almost black.

“No.”

“Then be off with you. To the burnt oak. And if he isn’t there, wait for him to come.”

Tom ran out, slamming the door behind him. Sebastian and Henrietta Slope watched him go.

“You’re too good to that child,” Henrietta sighed.

“I’m too soft-hearted, I know it,” Sebastian agreed.

“I wonder why our guest was so interested in him?” Henrietta scratched her head and sighed as a lump of hair fell into the soup. Her disease was definitely getting worse.

Sebastian considered for a moment. “I don’t suppose we’ll ever know,” he replied.

Husband and wife kissed each other, grey lipless teeth on to grey pock-marked flesh. Then they left the kitchen and went back into the inn.
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