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PROLOGUE

THE PRISONER OF SAINT-MARS

by

Abelard Rossignol

PARIS 1703

PROLOGUE

His instructions were to come alone, and in disguise.

He was not used to taking orders, being king of his own particular kingdom, but having seen the seal on the letter that summoned him, he would not disobey. He had adopted the cowl of a Holy Father, as if to take the confession of a prisoner. In this guise he lighted a lantern, summoned a turnkey and took a particular key from the jailer’s girdle.

A key he had thought never to touch again.

Under the cover of night he crossed the courtyard of the notorious Bastille prison. It was a beautiful night, and the stars seemed to shine with extra brilliancy, but the looming towers of the dungeon had the power to blot out heaven itself. The confessor-extraordinaire descended into the bowels of the place, the stone steps bowed by centuries of despairing feet. He barely needed the lamp; he knew the way so well. When his fingers met studded oak, he took out the key and opened the door to the darkest cell of all: the Bertaudière dungeon.

A man stood alone in the cell, statue still, looking through the only window, his back to the door. The confessor lifted the lantern. He could see the figure wore a suit of flame-coloured velvet, scarlet shoes, and a black cape with the hood drawn up. The man did not turn as he entered, nor speak.

The confessor entered the room on reluctant feet, and broke the silence. ‘How should I address you?’

‘I have had many names,’ said the figure in deep and muffled tones that were eerily familiar. ‘Eustache Dauger. The Prisoner of Saint-Mars.’ The confessor blanched at the name. ‘And – The Man in the Iron Mask.’

At this the figure turned and threw back his hood. The lamplight gleamed on the monstrosity covering his face – a mask of heavy pig-iron, with two slits for the eyes but no opening for the mouth. The father confessor took a step back, as fearful as if he faced a phantom. ‘This is a jest,’ he stuttered. ‘The Prisoner of Saint-Mars disappeared some years back.’

‘How?’

‘In the surest possible way. He died.’

‘That is what you told the king, certainly,’ said the man in the mask. ‘That he died here in this very prison. But you lied.’

‘I?’ said the confessor. ‘How should I know such a thing?’

‘Because you too wear a mask,’ said the figure. ‘Just as you recognise me, I recognise you. You are no confessor. You are Bénigne d’Auvergne de Saint-Mars. Governor of Pignerol, Exilles, San Marguerite and now the Bastille. For thirty-four years I was your prisoner.’ The man in the iron mask passed Saint-Mars like a shadow, taking the key from his slack fingers and locking the door behind him. ‘And now you are mine.’ He turned with a flourish, tucking the key into the doublet of his suit of flame. ‘You have seven days to unravel the mystery of how I escaped, or pay with your life.’

‘Monseigneur,’ said Saint-Mars, his mouth dry with terror. ‘If you are positively resolved to carry on this game, I must tell you that my men know that I am here.’

‘Not so,’ said the masked man. ‘You were bidden here in secret, and in secret you came. I say again; you will only gain your liberty, and only see again the stars of the sky, the birds of the air and the fish of the sea, once you have solved the puzzle of how I gained my liberty. And if you cannot’ – the figure drew close, so close that the cold iron almost touched Saint-Mars’s face – ‘you will in one week’s time see the glitter of the executioner’s axe at the bottom of a dungeon more gloomy and more obscure than even this one.’

‘You have no power to carry out such a threat,’ said Saint-Mars, his voice a hoarse whisper.

‘I have in my blood the power of the Capets, the Valois and the Bourbons,’ said the other. ‘I have all the power of France.’ At this the prisoner took off the iron mask.

Saint-Mars blanched to the colour of parchment, his legs betrayed him and he fell to his knees on the chequered floor. ‘You!’ he said.
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