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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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DIMANCHE




Dimanche (Sunday): From the Latin ‘dies Dominicus’ – the Lord’s day





MABEL


It wasn’t until I got to the Château Dieudonnés that I even knew that my brother was still alive. And it took me exactly one evening to wish that he wasn’t. The poisonous little shit.


I saw him, for the first time in eighteen years, over the body of my dying grandfather, if you believe that. My girlfriend Celine (I still think of her as my girlfriend. Habit, I suppose. Ex-girlfriend would be more accurate) says that my family is the reason I am screwed up. And I suppose she has a point. I am a fraternal twin, but I haven’t seen my brother since we were born. I’m English, but I was raised by my mother in France. My brother was raised by my father in England. I went to an International School on the outskirts of Paris that taught in English. My brother went to a French Lycée in London that taught in French. And if you’re wondering whose brilliant idea it was to raise twins separately, in different countries, by different parents, and to make sure that both those twins were bilingual, the answer is our grandfather.


Abelard Rossignol.


You may recognise the name – he’s sort of famous. Abelard Rossignol was born in France but he went to school in England, and then to Oxford University. He became a crossword setter for The Times newspaper under the name ‘Methuselah’ (don’t know what that means), but that’s not the famous part. The famous part came when he wrote this book called The Prisoner of Saint-Mars, ages ago, sometime in the Second World War. The whole book was a puzzle, with a solution, and you had to solve it to win a prize. Back then the prize was fifty English pounds, which is probably about a million euros today. Everyone went crazy for it, the book was a bestseller, and with the proceeds he lived in luxury in his old family château in Montmartre, which is the hilly part of Paris. And here’s the thing – the book made his fortune but no one ever solved it, even to this day. During the Covid-19 pandemic, when everyone was bored out of their skulls and trapped at home, The Prisoner of Saint-Mars became famous again when TikTok got hold of it and millions of teenagers bought the book. There were chat rooms, live streams, podcasts, and even teens constructing crime-scene boards with that red string you see in detective shows. It was wild. And of course that meant even more money for Dear Ol’ Grandpa.


Money gives you power, and it gave Grand-père power over us.


Grand-père has been puppeteering us all our lives, my brother and me. When our parents split after our birth and there were furious legal battles over custody, it was Grand-père who decided that the girl twin, me, should be raised by Maman in France, and that the boy twin should be raised by Papa in London. It was Grand-père who paid for our expensive education. And, according to Maman, it was even Grand-père who named us, Mabel and Kai.


But here’s the kicker. We’ve never actually met him. Until tonight.


When I was invited to come to Paris to spend a week with Grand-père, I never expected I would actually go. At the time I had better things to do. Me and my girlfriend Celine had a plan to go to Crete on our first ever holiday – clubbing and swimming and sunbathing and generally getting off our heads. We’d had a tough couple of years at the International School in Dieudonné (which is a one-horse town north of Paris) studying for the IB – the International Baccalaureate that is the equivalent of English A levels. We’d worked our asses off; I got top marks in the whole school and had secured a place at Oxford for the autumn (at Trinity College, the exact same college Grand-père had been to). And now we’d left school, Celine and I figured we deserved this holiday. But then it had all gone wrong. I’d felt Celine pulling away, becoming a bit distant, and I’d checked her phone (I know, I know, I shouldn’t have) and found some flirty texts from a girl she was in orchestra with. Celine had lost her shit, telling me that was the ultimate betrayal, and that I didn’t trust her, and in fact I had major trust issues because of my weird-ass family. She also said I had abandonment issues from being ditched by my brother and my father. Then it escalated and she said she didn’t want to come to Crete any more, and that we needed some time apart. ‘You think we should see other people, don’t you?’ I’d said.


‘No, not necessarily that.’


‘Oh, not necessarily that?’ I’d shot back.


‘Look, Mabel,’ she’d said. ‘I just think we need a bit of space. It’s all just a bit … intense, you know? Why don’t we take a break for a week, no contact, no texting, and just have a bit of a think. Can you at least respect my wishes? Please?’


I actually had no intention of respecting her wishes, but then when I got home after a tearful bus journey I’d found the letter on the hall table. A letter. Who sends letters any more? It was typewritten, so I thought, crazily, it might have been from Celine. I ran up to my room and tore it open, and found the strangest invitation I’d ever had in my life.


The first thing I noticed was the letterhead, which was kind of cool because it was in the style of a crossword puzzle:


[image: A grid of white squares with a letter in each box, laid out like a crossword puzzle. There are seven in a row spelling 'Abelard', and nine in a column spelling 'Rossignol'. The boxes intersect on the letter 'R'.]


Then I read on. It was from Grand-père, inviting me to spend a week at his château in Montmartre, which oddly enough had almost the same name as my home town: Dieudonnés/ Dieudonné. He gave me directions and dates, and something else too. There was a document in the envelope – three pages of manuscript that looked like they’d been written on an old-school typewriter. The prologue of his famous bestselling puzzle book, The Prisoner of Saint-Mars. I’d tried to read it once before, but I think I was too young, and it just seemed boring so I gave up. Then schoolwork took over and the last thing I wanted to do in my free time was read more. But that day I sat right there on my bed and absolutely devoured those pages. It was in English, but as I am fully bilingual that didn’t bother me, it was just a bit of a gear change. It struck me as the beginning of a Three Musketeers-style adventure, but with my head full of Celine and our row, I didn’t fully get what was going on. It seemed to be about a jailer, disguised as a priest, visiting a man in the Bastille prison who used to be his prisoner. The prisoner was wearing an iron mask.


When I finished the extract I washed my mascara-streaked face and went down to the kitchen to show Maman the letter. At that point I had no intention of going to stay at the château, but she as good as said that I had to.


‘This isn’t an invitation, chouchou,’ she said. ‘It’s a summons. If you don’t go, Abelard might cut us off.’ That’s when it all came out – that Grand-père had been paying for everything all my life, and steering my schooling – what subjects I picked, what extracurricular activities I took part in, what clubs I joined. It turned out he’d even told Maman that I should apply for Oxford and had spoken to the Dean of Trinity College himself, to secure me the Methuselah Scholarship. I was furious, because I want to feel that everything I get in this world is on my own merit. I don’t want to be some nepo-potamus and I don’t want a leg-up from some guy I don’t know and have never even met. So then me and Maman had a massive row too, and currently we aren’t speaking either. It’s really been a bad month, row-wise.


Anyway, in the absence of anything else to do with my summer, and more out of curiosity than anything else, I took the bus to Chambly, the train to Paris Nord and a taxi to Montmartre. And now, on a sunny Sunday evening, I’m standing in the Rue Marie-Blanche at the grand door of the Château Dieudonnés. I look up at the building. It’s more a house than a castle, a higgledy-piggledy hybrid of various add-ons from different periods of history, giving it a Gothic vibe. It’s a witches’ house. There’s no Ring doorbell, or even knocker, but there is an ornate iron bell pull. I tug on it with a sweaty hand.


The door is opened by possibly the most beautiful girl I have ever seen. She looks about my age. She’s got black bobbed hair that skims her chin, with one of those short fringes which is really hard to pull off unless you’re really gorgeous. She has an upturned nose, lips like rosy pillows, and the setting sun turns her eyes to amber, like a fox’s. She’s wearing fishnet stockings, heavy boots, black denim cut-offs and a cropped top with a picture of the Eiffel Tower on it. I notice she has a belly-button ring. She looks like Amélie, a character from an old film of the same name that my maman really likes. ‘You must be Mabel,’ she says in French. ‘Good timing. Come on, he’s still up. He’ll want to see you also.’


There’s no time to question the word aussi – ‘also’. In fact, I barely have time to drop my backpack at the feet of a suit of armour complete with helmet that stands sentinel inside the door before she whisks me up the grand staircase. ‘He lives in Pignerol – that’s the top floor of the château. He gets very tired, which is to be expected at his age, but he asked me to bring you to him as soon as you arrived.’ My reluctance must show on my face, because she says, ‘Don’t worry, he’s lovely. Never a cross word.’


I follow obediently. ‘Are you, like, the maid or something?’


‘I’m Manon. I’m his nurse for the summer,’ she says over her shoulder.


I look at her fishnet-clad legs and clumpy Doc Martens as she climbs the stairs ahead of me. ‘You don’t look like a nurse.’


She laughs, and it’s like the sun has risen again. ‘And what does a nurse look like?’


‘I dunno – scrubs? Crocs?’


‘They let nurses wear their own clothes in the community. It makes the patients feel less … institutionalised. Usually I work at the Hôpital St Louis, specialising in geriatric medicine and end-of-life care. Then you’d see a proper uniform. But I pick up private agency work in my vacations, because it won’t surprise you to learn that being a junior nurse doesn’t pay all that well. Your grand-père is paying me more for a month than I’ll get for the rest of the year.’


‘You said end-of-life care. So he …’


‘Yes. He’s dying.’


I digest this as she leads me up and up through various floors of the château. I catch glimpses of opulence: beautiful old salons painted in dark jewel colours, priceless pictures, speckled and gilded mirrors. And I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that a little venal thought started prodding at me like a needle. Grand-père’s dying. So who gets all of this?


We keep climbing and climbing up seemingly endless stairs. The château is clearly taller than it is wide, presumably because Montmartre is quite built up. There are plenty of rural French châteaux where I live out in Dieudonné, the traditional ones made of golden stone with conical towers of blue slate and acres of green parkland. But this château is not like that. Not at all. We’re very high up by the time Manon stops beneath a white plaster arch. Above the arch, painted golden letters proclaim PIGNEROL. ‘Voilà,’ she says, and leads me through the archway to an ornate wooden door. She opens the door and the second thing I see is an old man lying supine in a grand four-poster bed. The first thing I see is a tall, handsome boy – a young man, really – standing on the far side of him.


I know instantly who this is. It is Kai Rossignol, my brother. No: my twin. Even if I hadn’t known of his existence I would know it now. He is me; it’s like looking in a mirror. Even our clothes are similar – extra-baggy jeans, a fitted white T-shirt. He even wears a necklace just like I do. The only difference is that his curly brown hair is shorter, his shoulders broader. But that’s it. It’s the oddest feeling, to see the other half of you like this. He looks at me steadily from my own green eyes, his gaze locked with mine. This, then, is what Manon meant by ‘also’: Kai had already arrived, and had been ushered up to see Grand-père.


All those years I’d wanted to see him, begged to see him. Since I’d been old enough to know of the existence of a twin called Cai – or Kai, since he’d anglicised the name – I’d wanted to know him. I’d even made up an imaginary friend, called Twin, who I’d talked to constantly in his place. I’d set a place for Twin at dinner, pour tea for him at the tea parties I hosted with my stuffed animals, even save a place for him in my classroom at school. But then there had been the letters, and then emails, first from Papa, then from Kai himself, telling Maman and me that they wanted nothing to do with us and there should be no further contact. Terrible things were said, accusations of manipulations and misrepresentations, and I was raised to hate them both, the Rossignol men. In later years I didn’t even know whether Kai was alive or dead. And then I’d become even more dependent on Twin, to the point where I wouldn’t even bother making other friendships. Twin was enough for me. But when I hit my teenage years Maman began to worry that Twin would stop me forming relationships. That’s when she sent me to therapy. It worked a little, I guess; I let go of Twin to the extent that I did form my first romantic relationship. With Celine. But now I’d messed that up, I’d started talking to Twin again.


But now, with my actual twin right in front of me, I feel the importance of the moment.


This is it. This is the moment when we will speak to each other for the first time in our lives. This boy I shared a womb with, share a face with. The words will be something of great portent, something enormously significant; words that can part clouds and topple mountains.


He looks at me dead in the eyes and says, ‘Would you rather fight one duck the size of a horse, or a hundred duck-sized horses?’


‘What?’ I say.


Then there is a rumbly, wheezing sound from the bed. The white sheets began to erupt, like an avalanche, as the figure in the bed shifts and twists. Grand-père is laughing. ‘An important question, Deimos,’ he said in a voice like a raven’s croak. ‘An important question.’


KAI


I’d almost forgotten Grandfather was there, until he started laughing.


For the first time since she walked in the room I manage to tear my eyes away from this girl, my sister Mabel. So like me, so unlike me. Same eyes, same hair. She’s pretty, I’ll give her that, but that’s not why it’s hard to look away. It’s because I used to want to know her so badly, I even made up a fake version of her, called ‘Twin’. Then once she and Mum started sending those letters and emails – horrible, shitty slurs against Dad – I didn’t want to know her any more. But now she’s here and I’m here, I can’t stop staring, can’t seem to escape her gaze. I also can’t escape the feeling I’ve been set up.


I wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for the fact that Dad practically forced me to come. Apparently Grandfather’s been bankrolling my life for the last eighteen years, and Dad thinks if I refused the invitation he would just stop, especially now that I’ve reached eighteen. It turns out he was also behind the decision to send me to the French Lycée in London so I could be bilingual, when all my other friends went to the local state school. I took a lot of shit for it too, for being posh or ‘Ooh la la’ or whatever. Then, once I’d hit sixth form and embarked on the IB, there’d been all this pressure on me to apply to Oxford. Oxford. Me! And guess who was behind that brilliant idea? You guessed it: Grandfather. I waged a war of attrition by pissing about and doing absolutely zero work. I still managed to get pretty good grades though, but not Oxford-great, so I won that particular battle. Dad singularly failed to get me to engage with my UCAS form, or even try to get a place through clearing. I wasn’t interested in university. But he did insist I came here, telling me that since I don’t have a university place or a job I’d be even more dependent on Grandfather’s good will. Rebecca, of course, agreed with him; like I give a toss what Rebecca says. Just because Dad has a new girlfriend doesn’t mean I have a new mum.


In fact, I don’t want anyone. I don’t need anyone. I never have. Kai: the Lone Wolf. Me and Dad have been just fine. I don’t want any female relationships, really. All my real friends at the French Lycée in London were guys; girls were OK for the odd hook-up but I wouldn’t trust one. At home in Essex I had a solid group of lads I went out with – the Wolf Pack. Danny, Jack and Omar are all in Ayia Napa now, post A levels. I was supposed to go but now I’m stuck here. I didn’t ask for this little family reunion. But at least I’d known I was meeting a grandfather. I didn’t know I was going to be ambushed by a sister too. So if Mabel thought I was going to say something meaningful at our big first meeting, after all she’s said about Dad over the years, she doesn’t know what to expect at all.


Now I fix my eyes on the figure chuckling wheezily in the bed. The man who summoned me here. Dad’s dad. Abelard Rossignol.


He’s much older than I expected. Dad’s only fifty-three, so I expected Grandfather to be seventy-five, maybe eighty? But this guy looks about a hundred. His flesh is paper-pale and his hair white, so he seems to be almost disappearing into the snowy sheets. His eyes are light and the colour of seawater, but you can see that a long time ago they used to be as green as mine. As ours. His lips are a bluish colour, and his breathing is fast and shallow, as if he can’t drink enough oxygen from the air. Suddenly I can’t watch, and I look at his surroundings instead. The bed is a carved mahogany four-poster, which seems as old as the château itself. There are pictures on the walls that look like old masters, and above us there is a dark-blue ceiling painted with golden stars. An ancient typewriter sits on a side table, a relic of writing days long gone. By the bed is a cut-throat razor nestling on a velvet pillow, and two almost identical pictures of Grandfather in the army, I’d guess Second World War. But those, besides Grandfather, are the only antique things in the room. By the side of the bed is a bunch of state-of-the-art hospital equipment – scanners, drips, joists, commodes, dressings and a whole pharmacy of boxes, jars and syringes containing the drugs to keep this desiccated old man alive. One machine emits intermittent beeps, presumably monitoring his heartbeat. I find myself waiting for the next one. I suppose Manon, the hot nurse who answered the door, is in charge of all this gear. I wonder if there’s anything in the medicine cabinet that could give me a nice buzz.


‘I’m so glad you could join me here,’ says the figure on the bed. Like a lot of really old people, he sounds a bit drunk, as if he has trouble forming his words. He speaks in English without an accent, probably because I’d spoken in English too, and I remember that even though he is French-born he was educated in England. He rests for a moment, as though even talking tires him, and beckons Manon to him. She comes forward and props him up on another couple of pillows – he looks easy to lift, even for a waif like her, and I can see he is just skin and bone. I wait for what will come next – the inevitable regret that he hasn’t ever met us, perhaps sorrow that we hadn’t ever met each other, an emotional promise to make this week count and make up for lost time. But he says nothing of the sort. ‘I have a puzzle for you,’ he says. ‘You probably know that I have spent my life as a cruciverbalist, one who sets crosswords. Puzzles have been my fortune. I want you both to try to solve my book while you’re staying here.’ He pauses and forms the words, ‘The Prisoner of Saint-Mars. Eighty years and no one has found the solution to how the prisoner escaped from his final dungeon. I think one of you can do it. You have …’ He pauses again and gasps for breath. ‘One week.’


I can feel Mabel looking at me and purposely avoid her eye. This wasn’t exactly the holiday I’d hoped for – it sounds like more schoolwork, and I’ve only just left school.


‘What makes you think we can do it, if no one has so far?’ I say.


‘Because I have faith in you, Deimos.’ That’s the second time he’s called me that, and I’m starting to get the feeling he is so ga-ga he doesn’t know my name. He looks at Mabel. ‘And you, Phobos. You both have the advantage of … certain insider knowledge. For the Rossignol family, codebreaking is in the genes.’ He takes a wheezy breath. ‘And besides, there is an incentive: whoever solves the puzzle gets …’ He pauses again, and I’m now starting to wonder if he does it for effect. ‘This house.’


Now I look at Mabel. I can’t help it. For a moment we share a glance, wide-eyed. One of us gets the château. Then we quickly look away.


‘Why can’t you just halve it? Your legacy, I mean?’ Mabel asks. I notice she has a slight French accent.


‘Louis the Thirteenth,’ says Grandfather briefly.


‘Louis the Thirteenth?’ I repeat. ‘What’s he got to do with anything?’ It comes out a little sharper than I meant it to.


Grandfather doesn’t seem to notice. ‘Louis the Thirteenth, who lived in the seventeenth century, had a brother, Gaston d’Orléans. For many years they fought over the throne. It made Louis’ reign very unstable, and France was divided. In the end Gaston had to be exiled.’ Grandfather winces and coughs. ‘So when the time came for Louis to have his own children, he was troubled. He knew twins ran in the family – in all the royal families going all the way back to Charlemagne. The Bourbons, the Capets and the Valois.’ Those names seem vaguely familiar to me – I’ve heard them before somewhere. ‘He knew there could be only one heir. And I agree with him. There can be only one.’ He falls back on the pillow, as if this long speech has tired him.


‘Could you give us a clue?’ I say. ‘Crosswords have clues, don’t they?’ I am pleased with this. He seems like the kind of guy who needs to stick to his own rules.


‘It’s a fair point,’ he says. I knew that would get him. ‘Here is your first one. The clue is in the name.’


‘Wait. Whose name?’ I ask.


‘That’s all I’ll say. Good luck, Deimos. Good luck, Phobos. May the best twin win.’


‘Will there be time for sightseeing?’ says Mabel, the try-hard. ‘As well as the puzzle, I mean?’


‘Now, why would you want to do that?’ Grandfather sounds puzzled.


She has an answer ready that is clearly calculated to please. Such a pick-me girl. ‘Because I want to get to know Paris.’


This seems to amuse him, and he starts to laugh again. ‘Oh, you’ll get to know Paris all right,’ he says through the chuckle. ‘You’ll get to know Paris inside and out, the good and the bad. It’s the city of lights, but there’s plenty of shade.’ At this one of the gnarled and knobbly hands raises up to his chest, moving first across and then down. He’s crossing himself. The rheumy eyes close, as if we’ve exhausted him. And he sleeps.


MABEL


The interview is obviously over so Manon leads us from the room. ‘See, I told you,’ she says. ‘Never a cross word.’ She doesn’t seem all that surprised by the contest, and I wonder how much she already knew. Personally, I’m reeling from what we’ve been told. This was not what I was expecting at all. I thought this would be a week of doing things with Grand-père, getting to know him before he shuffles off this mortal coil, doing touristy, montage-y things. But he’s clearly on his way out and not in a fit state to do anything. And he’s set us this puzzle, to crack the code of the book that has never been solved, and the prize is not fifty pounds any more but a house. And presumably a considerable fortune to go with it.


Stress always brings on my asthma and I huff on my inhaler until it gives that little hiss that means it’s empty. Kai notices, and I notice him noticing. I’m assuming he has asthma too, but I can’t read his expression. Sympathy, fellow feeling? A slice of pity? I think about Grand-père, wheezing and twisting in his bed. Is our asthma another legacy from him? Then in all the muddle and befuddlement of what just passed, one detail comes back to mind – that papery hand, with the veins knotted like blue strings, moving over his chest.


Across.


Down.


‘Is he religious?’ I ask Manon. ‘Grand-père, I mean?’


‘Not that I know of. But then I’ve only been here a few weeks.’


‘I’m just wondering because he crossed himself,’ I say. ‘But I suppose people do get closer to God at the end. It’s like in Brideshead Revisited. The family patriarch accepts God at the end, and his last act is to cross himself.’


‘I don’t think this is the end though.’ Kai’s clearly programmed to disagree with me. ‘He looked pretty vibing to me. I think this sick little contest he’s invented is keeping him alive. It’s his ultimate puzzle, and he’s damn well going to see it out.’ I notice he has an Essex accent.


Manon shrugs her narrow shoulders, very Gallic. ‘I would say that he has a little time left. But in my professional opinion we’re talking days not weeks. Come on,’ she says. ‘I’ll show you to your rooms.’


I hear the plural with relief. The last thing I want to do is bunk with my brother. And the reality is even more pleasing – it seems each one of us has an entire wing of the château to ourselves. We retrieve my backpack and Manon leads us down a passageway to the right of the front door, as it were. There are quite a few rooms in this bit by the look of it, and all the doors are open. They are all ornate, dark and stuffed with paintings and sculptures, and there’s even a little library full of valuable-looking books. This place is really opulent. There must have been some family money; there seems way too much cash to be made by one book – unless it’s Harry Potter. I mean, the hall is lined with classic paintings; I even recognise some of them. And I bet they’re originals. As I pass each one, I can’t help thinking: that one could be mine, that one could be mine, that one could be mine.


‘Ladies first,’ says Manon, stopping under a white plaster archway. It’s just like the one at the top of the house, but this one has an arc of painted gold letters proclaiming SAN MARGUERITE. ‘This is the San Marguerite wing. Mabel, this will be your part of the château. There are a bunch of bathrooms and bedrooms but your grand-père thought you’d like this one best.’ It’s a big room decorated in a rich teal, the colour of the deepest ocean, with a carved, dark-wood four-poster bed. I see the expensive wallpaper is embossed with the fish of the sea, all tricked out in silver swimming in the blue depths. As I dump my backpack on the embroidered coverlet I notice a single book by the bed. I pick it up. It is a hardback, in flame-coloured leather, and the title is tooled in gold on the cover. The Prisoner of Saint-Mars. The clue, and the solution, to the puzzle we’ve been set.


‘Now you, Kai,’ says Manon. ‘This way.’ We retrace our steps and head left of the front door into the other side of the château, where there is another plaster arch, this time marked exilles. ‘This is the Exilles wing,’ says our guide. ‘This will be your part of the house, Kai.’ Kai’s wing is just as opulent as mine, and Manon leads us past all the empty rooms with open doors to a room the searing blue of a summer sky. His sumptuous wallpaper is covered with golden birds of all kinds, flying in their bright heights. Kai parks his wheelie case next to his four-poster bed. Here, too, there is a book on the bedside table, the twin of the one in my room. Grand-père has been scrupulously fair – he’s given us a level playing field for this match in which we’re competing.


‘Your grandfather was sensitive to the fact that you two – in fact, the three of you – haven’t met before,’ says Manon. ‘So he was anxious that you should all have your own space. So Mabel will be in San Marguerite, Kai will be in Exilles and your grandfather, of course, will be in the top of the house, in Pignerol.’


‘What about meals?’ I ask, prompted by my growling stomach.


‘Ah, yes. You must be hungry after your journeys. You’ll take your meals together in the dining room. This way – we’ll find you some dinner.’


‘Are you the cook too?’ Kai asks.


‘I’m not making it, sweetheart,’ she says, and I see him blush, a family curse. I’m glad he has it too.


‘Got Uber Eats here, have you?’ Kai says, attempting recovery.


‘Yes,’ says Manon. ‘But you won’t need it. You’ll see.’


The dining room, which seems to sit in the middle between our two wings, is more like a great hall in a medieval castle. There’s a big dark dining table, huge tapestries instead of paintings – which seem to feature ladies and unicorns – and a massive stone fireplace with no fire – because it’s the middle of July, I guess. ‘Look,’ says Manon. ‘Here’s your meal ticket.’


She leads us to the corner of the room, where there’s a dumb waiter built into the wall – a sort of open cupboard on rope pulleys, big enough to sit in. ‘The castle kitchens – in the cellars of the château – were bought by the restaurant next door when they wanted to expand. In return they agreed to provide food for Monsieur Rossignol for the term of his life.’


‘Cool,’ says Kai, twanging the ropes like guitar strings.


‘So what do we do?’ I ask. ‘Send down our orders?’


‘No. You just send the dumb waiter down. So long as it’s opening hours, they’ll just send it back up with whatever meal they’re making at the time.’ She checks her phone. ‘You’ll be fine tonight, it’s not even nine o’clock, so they’ll be slap-bang in the middle of dinner service.’ Manon pulls competently on the ropes in a sailorly fashion, and the cupboard thing disappears below. ‘There’s no menu, they just do specials of the day. But don’t worry. You can’t go wrong. Everything is delicious.’


We seat ourself at the massive table, at the two ends like a rich married couple who aren’t speaking. I’d expected more staff – chefs, butlers, maids, even – faithful old retainers we’d have to be polite to, make small talk with. But no. There’s just this dumb waiter. And it isn’t saying anything. We’ve barely sat down before the cupboard-thing comes back up again, bearing a bunch of plates and bowls and glasses and the most heavenly smell. Manon obligingly waitresses the plates over to us – there’s onion soup, poussin in a rich wine gravy, and an almond tart. There are even two bottles of red and some Evian. Manon was right – the food is delicious, much better than the small-town restaurants in Dieudonné. I’m on my main before I realise that Manon doesn’t have any food. ‘Aren’t you eating?’


‘I had mine already, before you got here. Hey. I just noticed you’ve both got the same necklace.’


I don’t usually wear it, because it’s quite heavy. Maman says it is made of iron. She suggested that I wear it on this trip, to please Grand-père, because apparently he gave it to me when I was a baby, but I’m not sure he is up to noticing little details like that. However, Manon clearly is. ‘What does it say?’


I pull mine up in front of my face to show her. It’s essentially an M with a minus sign.




M-





‘Oh, so they’re initial necklaces.’


‘No,’ says Kai, pulling his out from the neck of his T-shirt. ‘Mine says N. With a plus sign.’


I’m actually interested enough to get up and go over to him and look. I don’t want to get too close to him, but I stand where I can see the iron pendant. Sure enough, it says:




N+





‘That’s weird,’ I say. I’ve been trying to avoid addressing him directly, but I’m curious. ‘What does it mean?’


‘I don’t know. But it’s from Grandfather, given to me when I was a baby, so Dad suggested I wear it. All I know is, it’s supposed to be iron.’


‘That’s exactly what I was told.’


I sit back down and finish my food. I notice we carefully avoid the subject of the puzzle we’ve been set. If he’s anything like me, and of course he is, my brother will have already formed a steely determination to win the château, and will be reluctant to share any initial thoughts or theories with me. So we make polite small talk with Manon – who sits scrupulously halfway between us – about her childhood in Saint-Denis, her nursing training and her work at the Hôpital St Louis. Apparently the only qualifications required for this summer job were being fully bilingual and having an expertise in geriatric medicine. When we get to the pudding course I help myself to a healthy wodge of the almond tart. Manon then slides the tart across the table to Kai but he carefully slides it back. I notice he doesn’t even touch it, using a fork to push it back. ‘I can’t,’ he says. ‘I’m allergic.’


Now, this is interesting. I’ve found the first significant difference between us. You see, I too was allergic to almonds when I was small – actually, all tree nuts – but Maman enrolled me in this paediatric medical trial that was investigating a cure. The theory was that you had gradual exposure: tiny, tiny infusions of almond oil, gradually built up over time, until the body gets used to it. And it worked – by the time I was ten I was cured and could eat as many almonds as I liked.


‘More for me,’ I say cheerfully, and help myself to another slice. I don’t really want another helping but I’m boasting – to show I don’t share his weakness. To rub it in further I take all the almonds off the top and wrap them in a paper napkin. I flourish the little packet at Kai. ‘Midnight snack,’ I grin, and tuck them in the pocket of my jeans. Manon said that we can only get food during the restaurant opening hours, so the almonds will be my insurance against late-night munchies. Kai looks a bit gutted, and for a moment I feel sorry for being a bitch. Maybe there’s a way back for us. Maybe I will tell him about the tree-nut therapy. Tree nuts could be our olive branch, if you’ll pardon the pun. I polish off my glass of wine. We’ve already finished one of the bottles. ‘Now what?’ It seems odd just to go to bed, in my own wing of the château, after this bombshell of a day, to be alone with the book. I know I need to start reading, to start figuring this thing out, but I’ve got an odd instinct to put off the beginning of the work, like when you watch any old crap on YouTube just to delay starting your homework.


‘How about a nightcap?’ says Manon, picking up the second bottle of red from the sideboard. ‘I know just the place. Come on.’


KAI


For the second time that day I’m following Manon up about fifty flights of stairs, and I have to tell you that the sight of her legs in those fishnet stockings really takes the sting out of it. Still, it’s a helluva climb and I nearly reach for my own inhaler, but I don’t want Mabel to know I have asthma too. Of course, she’s probably guessed, since she has it as well; but I noticed at dinner she doesn’t have the tree-nuts thing so maybe twins can have different ailments after all. I have some nameless instinct, from some dark corner of my mind, that I don’t want to show her any weakness.


We get right to the top of the house, and there’s a little circular room up there with a massive telescope in it, the end of it sticking out of a kind of skylight to the open air. It’s like a mini observatory. I allow myself a little fantasy about this being my house when I solve the puzzle, and coming up here at night to vape and stargaze. There’s only one more thing in the little round room, and that’s yet another old painting. It looks kind of odd here, next to something so modern and technological. But then I realise that it’s not totally out of place. There’s a kind of scholar guy with a bunch of open books, and he’s touching a globe. But the globe isn’t the earth – it’s the skies, and it’s got all these constellations on it.


‘It’s called The Astronomer,’ says Manon. ‘It’s by Vermeer.’


I don’t fully know who Vermeer is, but Manon says the name like she’s talking about Messi or someone like that, a person at the top of their game. And Mabel, the know-it-all, gives a little gasp. So she obviously knows. If I’m going to have a prayer at winning this house, I need to educate myself.


‘Is it an original Vermeer?’ says Mabel, like she knows what she’s talking about.


Manon shrugs. ‘I guess so. I think all the paintings in Monsieur’s collection are originals.’ She opens a door to the roof, and we follow her through it. The lads would all be having pre’s in Ayia Napa by now, getting ready to head out to the clubs. But if the best I can get is a bottle of wine on a Paris rooftop, I suppose that will have to do.


We head out on to the leads. The château has an amazing landscape of little conical towers, slanting roofs, skylights and balustrades. The night is still warm and the stars are out. It’s actually lovely. We pick our way across the obstacle course to the very edge.


‘There,’ Manon says.


And I forget all about Ayia Napa.


Paris is laid out before us like a glittering picnic blanket. I never got before why it was called the city of lights, but now I do. There are lights as far as the eye can see. Here and there, like beautiful icebergs sticking out of a shimmering sea, are world-famous landmarks – the golden Gothic towers of Notre-Dame, the looming pearly domes of the Sacré-Coeur, the towering Egyptian needle of the Place de la Concorde. And, bossing it all, like the blade of a sundial – or a moondial – is the Eiffel Tower. And even that is lit up, sparkling with intermittent floodlights, a year-round Christmas tree. I’ve always wanted to visit it, ever since I was old enough to know I had a family connection with Paris. That tower, really just a collection of iron triangles, so simple in many ways but so iconic, seems to represent everything that Paris is. It would be fun to be at the top of that, looking back at this, scanning the horizon for this château. The château that I’m suddenly determined is going to be mine. Maybe I’ll go up there tomorrow. But I won’t mention it to Mabel. The last thing I want is to share that longed-for experience with my sister.


Manon produces one of those old-school rolling machines from somewhere, rolls a cigarette and lights it. She smokes like someone in one of those old French films, with an effortless cool, blowing the smoke from her upturned nose, narrowing her amber eyes, picking a stray strand of tobacco delicately from her full lips. With the cigarette dangling from her mouth, squinting against the smoke she pours two glasses of red and hands them to each of us.


‘Aren’t you drinking?’ I ask, taking mine.


‘I’m still on duty,’ she says. ‘I do one last check on Monsieur before I go home for the night, just to give him his meds and see he’s settled. Then I’m back bright and early in the morning.’


We stare out at the glittering city below, drinking it in with the wine. I get out my phone and take some photos – the boys have been posting from Ayia Napa and it looks like a proper beer-monster trip: tops off, tans on and tongues out. But they’ve posted nothing like this. I take a quick video of the dancing lights on the Eiffel Tower and try to post it, but Instagram just does that annoying progress line, and then I get the circle with the arrow saying ‘oops – try again later’.


I glance sideways at Mabel. I bet she’s one of those don’t take photos, live in the moment Karens – but I’m wrong. She’s snapping away too. ‘Did you know,’ she says, ‘that if all the gold in the world was compressed into a cube, it would fit under the Eiffel Tower?’


‘Wow. That’s quite the useless fact,’ I say.


She ignores me. ‘Such an amazing structure,’ she pronounces, trying to sound intelligent. ‘Just a collection of wrought-iron triangles. But look at it.’


‘Well, you could say that about anything,’ I argue, even though I’d just been thinking the same thing. ‘Notre-Dame’s just a bunch of individual bricks.’ I notice in the floodlights modern cranes clustered around the Gothic towers. ‘Are they still mending it? It nearly burned down, didn’t it?’


‘In 2019,’ Manon says. ‘We nearly lost it. Mind you, we nearly lost the Eiffel Tower too. But a bit further back.’


‘Wait, what?’ says Mabel. ‘When?’


‘La Deuxième Guerre mondiale,’ says Manon. ‘Second World War. When the Germans retreated from Paris, Hitler ordered that the tower be destroyed. He said that “Paris must not pass into the enemy’s hands except as a field of ruins”.’


This is interesting. ‘How did the French manage to save the tower?’ I ask.


‘They didn’t,’ says Manon, shifting her position on the leads. ‘It was a Nazi. A guy called Dietrich von Choltitz. He disobeyed the order.’


‘Why?’ I ask.


‘Self-interest,’ says Manon saltily. ‘The Free French spared his life in return for him sparing the tower. He certainly didn’t do it as some grand philanthropic gesture – he was evil personified. But there’s no doubt that without Dietrich von Choltitz, there wouldn’t be anything for you two to snap away at.’


We are silent again, drinking this in. Then Mabel says, ‘Did you know more photos were taken in the last second than the whole of the twentieth century?’


‘I suppose that makes sense,’ says Manon, taking a drag. ‘And in the nineteenth century there would be a few photos, but only right at the end.’


‘And before that you’d be painting pictures and putting them in the Louvre,’ says Mabel.


It’s time to reclaim the conversation, before she goes off on one. ‘Would you rather have a portrait or a sculpture of you?’ I ask Manon. This is my go-to Essex-boy chat-up line, the kind of thing that works on the Barbies down the Sugar Hut. It starts a conversation and makes me stand out as a little bit cultural, instead of the usual mouth-breathers who just ask to grab their boobs. Of course, me and the mouth-breathers want the same thing, which is to get them to hook up with us. I just prefer to be a wolf in sheep’s clothing.


Manon considers the question. She tilts her head to one side, wrinkles her upturned nose and makes a little moue with her mouth. She really couldn’t be prettier. ‘A sculpture,’ she says after a moment, quite decidedly. ‘A sculpture is more … 3D.’ Then she does this kind of hourglass mime, but instead of sketching the shape in the air she runs her hands down her own body – breasts to thighs. It’s incredibly sexy.


I look sharply at Mabel. She’s looking at Manon like a lion looks at a zebra. Now, this is interesting. She clearly fancies her as much as I do.


Meanwhile Manon is looking from one of us to the other and back again; she shakes her head and smiles. ‘It’s so funny that you haven’t met before. Not because you’re twins, I mean. But you should be together. You’ – she points at me – ‘ask questions that no one knows the answer to. And you,’ she points at Mabel, ‘always give answers to questions that no one has asked.’ She takes a drag of her cigarette and exhales her next statement with the smoke. ‘You complete each other.’


I say nothing, but just stare at the ground below. It’s such a long way down. ‘Like now,’ Manon says. ‘I bet you’re both thinking exactly the same thing.’


‘I doubt it,’ I say. ‘I was wondering what would happen if I jumped off this roof.’


‘Well?’ Manon says to Mabel.


Mabel looks sheepish. ‘I was thinking that too,’ she admits.


Manon laughs and lies back on the warm leads. ‘I knew it!’ she crows to the starry night.


‘It’s the same instinct that makes you want to laugh at a funeral or drive into oncoming traffic. It has a name, I think.’


Manon sits up, suddenly serious again. ‘L’appel du vide,’ she says. She sucks in a final drag of her cigarette. ‘The call of the void. It’s that strange, fleeting urge to do something destructive – that little voice in your head which randomly says: What if I jumped off this roof? Oh yes. I know all about l’appel du vide.’ Her tone is strangely dreamlike, and we both stare. She must feel our eyes on her, because she snaps out of it, smiles a forced smile, and says breezily, ‘Well. I should check on Monsieur. Have fun!’ She throws the butt over the edge, and we can see the cherry burning all the way down to the ground. I hope it doesn’t hit someone. It seems an odd thing for a nurse to do – what if it burned a passer-by? But I like her don’ t-give-a-shit style. In fact I like everything about her. And I don’t want her to go. Firstly, because I enjoy her company. Secondly, because I think it will be distinctly awks to sit here with just Mabel, the twin I don’t want to know and who doesn’t want to know me. But Manon picks her way across the roof and exits through the observatory door, and suddenly I’m alone with my sister.


For a moment we don’t say anything, and we just drink wine. The silence is so eggy that I feel like I have to break it with some small talk. ‘City of lights, eh?’ I say.


‘And darkness too,’ she says. ‘According to Grand-père.’ She gives me the side-eye. ‘What do you think about this whole thing? The puzzle?’


‘I think,’ I say, ‘that we are part of some sick little twin experiment.’


‘Lab rats,’ she says. ‘Did you know all lab rats are male?’


That was another answer to a question no one had asked, just like Manon had pointed out, but I don’t say anything, as we are sort of getting on. Could there be a way forward for us, after all that has been said and done? Could I have a sister, despite this contest we are now in?


‘Did you read the book growing up? The Prisoner of Saint-Mars, I mean?’


‘I knew he wrote a book,’ I say. ‘I didn’t know what it was called. Dad doesn’t talk about Grandfather much. At all, actually. Then when I got to the Lycée one of the teachers told me about it. But I just thought it was a boring old book about boring old history. Some weird guy meets another weird guy in a prison back in the olden days.’


‘What about when he sent the invitation?’ Mabel says. ‘Did you read the prologue?’


‘I skimmed it,’ I say. ‘Now I know it’s the key to a fortune I’ll read it much more carefully. But a short extract like that is hardly going to tell us much.’


‘I dunno. Did you know thriller writers always hide the clues to the solution in the first chapter?’


Her factoids are beginning to annoy me. I look back at the sparkling tower in the distance. ‘You been up there?’


‘No.’


‘Really?’


‘Maman avoids Paris. Probably because of Papa.’


The scorn and naked dislike in her voice makes me angry. That’s right, blame Dad.


‘You seem surprised,’ she says to me.


‘I just thought you’d be here all the time. I didn’t pick you for a small-town sad sack.’


‘Like you.’


‘Hardly. I live in London.’


‘You’re from Essex.’


‘It’s on the Tube. That counts.’


‘If Debden is in London then Dieudonné is in Paris. It’s just as close.’


This annoys me too, and I bite back. ‘Well, I’m in London all the time. Every day. My school was there. But you never came to Paris because our snowflake mum was triggered by it.’ I do a little crying mime, both fists rubbing my eyeballs.


Now she’s angry. ‘Sounds like there was plenty to be triggered by. Papa acted pretty appallingly by all accounts.’


‘By her account, you mean. You believe everything she tells you, yeah?’


‘Yes. She’s the greatest woman who ever lived.’


This I won’t have. ‘She’s a bitch and a liar.’


There’s a short tense silence, and the brutal words seem to drop into the void like Manon’s cigarette butt.


Then: ‘Don’t you dare.’ She can barely speak. ‘Don’t you dare talk about Maman like that.’


‘Clearly you don’t know why they broke up.’


She says nothing.


‘Well, I do.’


‘I know something,’ she says. ‘I know that if you don’t keep her name out of your mouth, I will end you.’


How could I ever have thought that I could have any kind of relationship with Mabel? She’s an utter bitch, just like Mum. I don’t need this shit. I get unsteadily to my feet – I’m a bit wobbly from the wine and I nearly lurch over the edge.


The call of the void.


But I’m damned if I’ll give her the satisfaction of getting rid of me that way. I stumble back over the roof and head back through the skylight.


MABEL


See. I told you it took me exactly one evening to want my brother dead. I wish he had fallen off the roof, the prick. Then the château would be mine even without solving the puzzle book.


I’m more determined than ever to solve The Prisoner of Saint-Mars and take this château from under Kai’s nose. I’m shaking with rage and actually feel offended – yes, offended – by the existence of Kai. I’m offended that he shares my face, my hair, my eyes. But I feel like I’m way ahead of him already. I knew what the Vermeer painting was, and he barely even seemed to know what The Prisoner of Saint-Mars was – some ‘boring old book about boring old history’.


I glug the rest of my wine, and then finish the bottle too, looking out at the glittering vastness of Paris. I gaze back at the Eiffel Tower, a place I’ve always wanted to visit. The tower is Paris to me, and for as long as I can remember I’ve dreamed of being at the top of it. Maybe I’ll go tomorrow. But I’ll have to go on my own. Manon will be working, and there’s no way I would even cross a road with my ‘brother’ after what he said tonight.


I start to feel very sad and small and alone. Suddenly I want Maman very badly. I realise that I haven’t even told her that I got here safe. I get out my phone and tap out a text. Things were still pretty frosty between us when we parted, and I feel sorry now. In forcing me to come here she only had my best interests at heart. Maman has only ever had my best interests at heart, and defending her just now makes me realise how much I love her. She was right about this week too – if I hadn’t turned up, would Grand-père just have turned the whole lot over to Kai? Probably.




Got here fine but Kai here too





I add a mind-blown emoji, because my mind is definitely blown.




Grand-père wants us to solve The Prisoner of Saint-Mars this week as a sort of challenge


Winner inherits the house and everything in it





Then a thought strikes me and I type:




If you know anything about the book, text me the info.





Then I add:




Love you xx





I press send, and then sit looking at the phone and decide I will just quickly text Celine too, just so she knows I’m OK. Oh, I know what she said about giving her space, but a text doesn’t count as ‘not respecting her boundaries’, surely?


I type:




I’m in Paris and I wish you were here. I love and miss you so much.





Then I add a little hook, which will hopefully make her text me back.




Something’s happened which is WILD. Loads to tell you xx





I press the little arrow and then notice there’s a red exclamation mark by the text I sent Maman. Then another one appears by the message to Celine. The stupid texts won’t send. I’ve got no bars and no 5G. In fact no G of any kind. That must be why my Insta of the tower didn’t post either. There must be Wi-Fi, I suppose. Manon will know the password.


I check Maman’s text again and try one more time. As I do so I read it over, and five words jump out at me.




The Prisoner of Saint-Mars





What had Grand-père said? The clue is in the name.


What if he meant the name of the book?


I feel an urgent need to be back in my room, reading the book. Suddenly it’s unbearable to think that Kai might be getting ahead of me – reading those pages, finding clues. I get carefully to my feet, because I’m pretty drunk by now, and stumble back over the uneven roof to the little door. I slide back into the observatory room and close the door behind me. I walk past the telescope and take another look at the Vermeer as I pass, illuminated by a picture light.


Then I stop.


The Astronomer.


The clue is in the name.


The Prisoner of Saint-Mars.


Mars.


I move closer to the painting. The astronomer, in his dark robes, is touching a globe on his desk with his right hand. The globe is one of those celestial globes, which show the constellations. My heart starts to thud in my chest. I’d bet the whole of the château beneath my feet that the planet he is touching is Mars. I get my phone out and shine it on the canvas. The astronomer’s other hand is resting by a book, which lies open on his desk. I squint at the writing. It’s in Latin, but luckily I took Latin. The sentence I can make out says Inspiratio de caelis.


Take inspiration from the heavens.


In other words, look up.


I turn and study the telescope. Metallic, huge, as cold as space, looming, waiting.


I go up to it and position my eye over the viewer. I don’t know how to use the thing, but I know what I’m looking for. The red planet, Mars.


A voice in my ear says, ‘What are we looking at?’


I jump about a mile. But it’s only Manon. I put a hand over my thudding heart. ‘Is Grand-père sleeping?’


‘Like a baby. Are you stargazing?’


‘Yes. Do you know how to use this thing?’


‘I’ve had a bit of a play on it. Do you want to see anything in particular?’


I think for a moment. There can be no harm in telling Manon what I’m doing. She has no loyalty to Kai; she just met him. ‘Yes. Mars.’


‘OK. Stand back a minute. You have to select the coordinates and the telescope positions itself automatically.’ We’re back to French again, which I already think of as our shared language. Manon goes to the telescope’s inbuilt keyboard and scrolls through a drop-down menu. ‘Here.’


There’s a whirring sound as the telescope wakes from its sleep and pivots a little, the lens extending slightly. Once it locks in place, Manon makes a little sweeping gesture with her hand to mean go ahead. I apply my eye to the scope and look down to look up, as it were.


There, filling the lens, is Mars, floating in the heavens, looking incredibly close, as if I could reach out my hand and catch it like a tennis ball. With this resolution it doesn’t look so much red as a golden butterscotch colour, with patches of brown and tan and green, which I suppose are distant landscapes and seas and deposits of alien minerals. The most notable feature is that the planet has lots of contrast – patches of light and dark. It’s very beautiful, but I can’t really see how the planet helps me solve the puzzle. Perhaps when I read more of the book it’ll become clear.


‘Can I see?’


She smells of Chanel and tobacco, a very French smell. She’s so close I can feel her warmth and hear her breathing. I’m still quite drunk, but that can’t fully excuse the fact that I want her. It’s the first time I’ve had feelings for someone else, even drunken lust, since I met Celine. My wine-soaked libido tries to justify itself. It was Celine who wanted space. Celine who hinted we should see other people. Well, this is space. While looking at space. I suddenly let out a little snort of laughter. I must be really drunk. Manon takes her eye away from the scope and turns her head to me. Our faces are so close our lips are almost touching. She’s in my orbit and there’s an attraction between us, like two heavenly bodies coming into conjunction. I imagine leaning in for the kiss, my hands travelling up under her Eiffel Tower T-shirt. We lock eyes and I swear she feels some of the heat too. She leans in, and for a fraction of a second I lean in too. But then something stops me, and I step back.


She stops, and smiles. ‘I’d better go. He needs me pretty early. See you tomorrow.’


She trots down the stairs and I’m left with the stars.


Some instinct leads me back to the roof. I go as near to the edge as I dare and watch her exit the château with a bicycle. I don’t want to let her out of my sight. She pushes the bike for a few metres and then puts one foot on the near pedal, does a kind of practised hop and throws her leg over, cycling away. It’s only as I watch her go that I realise that I never asked her for the Wi-Fi password. I could shout her but it’s too far, and it’s kind of late. So instead I watch her weaving through the tourists, who are too drunk on the romance of Paris to pay her any heed.


I lurch back down to my room, feeling kind of drunk myself. I touch the walls to guide myself, stumbling down stairs and cannoning off doorways. The house looks after me. My house, I think. Mine. The château works its strange alchemy on me again. My desire for Manon seems like a piece of my desire for the house and I realise how much I want it. And there’s only one way to get it. As soon as I reach my room I flop down on the bed and take up the book with the cover of flame. Stars still dancing before my eyes, I start to read …




THE PRISONER OF SAINT-MARS


by


Abelard Rossignol


PRISON ONE: PIGNEROL


He had never known such terror before. A three-fold sigh escaped the lips of Saint-Mars. He realised he was trapped. After so many years as a jailer he was now jailed himself, and must indulge his exalted visitor. ‘Shall we at least sit, like gentlemen?’ he said. There were two chairs in the room, hardly thrones, but the stick furniture found in peasant hovels.


‘You may assume whatever attitude will help you solve the puzzle,’ said the prisoner. ‘Sit if you will.’


‘You know that I may not sit until you do yourself,’ said Saint-Mars.


‘In prison there is no rank,’ rejoined the prisoner. ‘At the end of the chess game the king and the pawn go back into the same box.’


‘Very well,’ said Saint-Mars. He duly took one of the chairs, and the prisoner the other, and the two men faced each other on either side of what had once been a window, but had been bricked up when the Bastille had received such an important inmate. There may be no rank in prison, but the prisoner, as was his right, spoke first.


‘When I was first arrested four and thirty years ago, you were my jailer in Pignerol, a remote mountaintop fortress. A barbarous prejudice led me to be incarcerated in utter obscurity, far from all men and deprived of every joy.’


‘Not every joy,’ said Saint-Mars. ‘For the first weeks of your sentence you were permitted to walk the ramparts. There you took the air and found solace in the vistas of the mountains. Even at night you walked abroad, and turned your eyes to the heavens. Not to seek God, for you thought that the Holy Father had abandoned you as surely as he blessed your brother. But it was there that you saw your companions.’


‘Companions?’ said the prisoner sharply. ‘Fellow felons and conspirators?’


‘No, no,’ said Saint-Mars. ‘You said that you had made friends with the stars. You begged for tracts and tomes on astrology, which of course I could not give you.’


‘But even this little freedom that was afforded to me was soon snatched away,’ said the prisoner.


‘It was so,’ admitted Saint-Mars. ‘You were confined to your cell. And then a blacksmith came to Pignerol with orders to forge a mask of iron. I was told you were to wear it day and night, to eat and drink and sleep. The smith himself affixed it to your head. You said it was still hot – that it burned.’


‘And how did I tolerate such an outrage to my person?’


‘You were a brave and stoic captive,’ replied Saint-Mars. ‘But that night, and that night only, I heard sobs issuing from your cell. I came to attend you, fearful that you would do yourself a mischief. You begged me for a window to jump from, to end your torment, to leap into the void. I, of course, refused; my orders were to keep you alive.’


‘But how did I live on,’ cried the prisoner, seeming much moved, ‘once this dreadful release had been denied to me?’


‘Your only solace,’ said his jailer, ‘was that even within the fortress, even within your cell, even within your mask, you could still look up through the bars of your window and see the stars.’ Saint-Mars found the courage to raise his eyes to his inquisitor. ‘I believe the stars saved you.’





KAI


I get lost on the way back to my room.


Serves me right for rage-quitting on the roof, I suppose, but I wasn’t going to sit there and take death threats from that utter bitch. ‘Yes – death threats,’ I say to Twin. I always talk to Twin when I’m alone. ‘What else would you call “I will end you”?’ She doesn’t reply, but I can tell she thinks I’m right.


I’m not drunk, if that’s what you’re thinking. I don’t feel at all drunk now. In fact, I’m stone-cold sober. I could, I should go to bed but I’m buzzing with adrenaline. My mind goes over and over that ugly little scene on the roof. I’m not sorry for what I said about Mum, but I’m self-aware enough to know that my anger comes from a deep-seated hurt. What kind of mother abandons her son, doesn’t want joint custody, doesn’t want to see him and then wages a war of words against him? Why didn’t she want to know me, and why did she pass on the poison to her daughter, my sister?
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