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28. José Gonzalez sent Richard to Luciano Varini to inform him of the deaths of four murdered smugglers. José Gonzalez asked Luciano for an urgent meeting with the leaders of the smuggling groups


	"José, today is August 17, 1802. It is exactly one year since you had your accident in Val Guil." José Gonzalez snapped at his wife: "As if I didn't know that. You don't have to remind me." "Why shouldn't I? Even after a year, you should be grateful that Jean-Michel saved your life." "Yes, yes, I am. But now pour me some coffee. I have to go to work. Richard is coming for breakfast soon. He went behind the house with the wolf."


	After breakfast, José Gonzalez and Richard went to the warehouse. Their first job was to lower the contraband that the smugglers had stored in the warehouse at night through the opening in the floor into the rock cavern below. It was almost nine o'clock when they covered the opening in the floor and piled legal goods on top of it when someone banged on the gate from outside. "What idiot is banging on the gate?" The banging got louder. "Richard, wind back the office." Richard hurried to the office, where he began to turn it. José Gonzalez jumped onto the moving office and took a loaded revolver out of a drawer. Ever since the little man entered the hall with two accomplices, he had been cautious. He ran to the gate. Now the angry voice of Hamo Roussel, the head of the smugglers' leaders, rang out. José Gonzalez put the revolver on a pile of goods and opened the loading door. Hamo Roussel rushed into the hall. José Gonzalez locked the door and hissed at Hamo: "Why the hell are you banging on the gate instead of reporting?" "José, the temporary storage facility by the old mule house was cleared out last night. The four men guarding it were shot. You must inform Don Varini immediately." José Gonzalez looked at Hamo Roussel in disbelief. "That can't be true? Who would have found the door to it? That's impossible." Hamo Roussel sat down on a wooden box. "Unfortunately, that's the case, José." "Come, let's go to the office." When they reached the opening in the floor, José Gonzalez leaned over the opening and shouted into the depths: "Richard, come up." They ran to the end of the hall. As they approached the office, Richard crawled under the office, as José had only cranked it a little way from the stairs. José Gonzalez sat down at his desk without saying a word and scribbled down a few sentences. He folded the paper and put it in an envelope, which he sealed with paste. He handed the envelope to Richard. "You must deliver the letter to Don Luciano immediately."


	When Richard had left the warehouse, José Gonzalez asked Hamo Roussel to describe the incident in detail. They were not allowed to speak of the secret warehouse in Richard's presence. Hamo Roussel's voice trembled. "We came to the secret warehouse at two o'clock last night to bring the goods here. When I tried to push down the bolt with the iron, it was already down. Only then did I see that the door was not completely closed. After I opened the door and fired into the warehouse, I was overcome by a tremendous shock. The shelves were empty. The whole floor was littered with ripped open cardboard boxes and goods. They emptied the boxes so that they could put more goods in their backpacks. They only took the smallest, most valuable items. When we left the warehouse, Adrian went off to the side to relieve himself. His scream froze us. I ran to him. Adrian was staring at four dead men. I recognized immediately that the men were specialists from the Empire. You know them all. They are Pietro, the Spaniard, Alexander, Michel and Clément, the tall one. They were shot." José Gonzalez bowed his head. "That is tragic. Of the specialists, they were the most pleasant. Do you know why they were ordered there?" Hamo was surprised. "Haven't you heard the story about Mario Prato?" "What about Mario Prato?" Hamo growled: "That can't be. You should be the first to know. Mario Prato was chased out of a smuggling group because he didn't follow the rules. In anger, he left Château du Queyras and returned to his hometown of Saluzzo. There he looked for the well-known gang leader Antonio Oliver. He found him and asked Antonio Oliver to join his gang. The Empire found out about it. Since Mario Prato knows the secret warehouses, they had to expect that he would reveal the location to Antonio Oliver. The Empire sent specialists to Piedmont to liquidate Mario Prato. They did not find him. The order was given to guard all the camps until Mario Prato was dead or Antonio Oliver was caught. And now comes the best part, José. We went to the old mule house. In the hope that Antonio Oliver would spend the night there with his men. There were four of us and we were armed. Instead of finding the bastards, a man was lying on the mule track in front of the house. It looked like he had been stabbed. And who do you think we found?" José Gonzalez cooed. "Go ahead and tell me. I'm not in the mood to guess." "Mario Prato was hanging from a tree behind the mule house. Antonio Oliver had him hanged as a thank you for leading him to the secret warehouse. Antonio Oliver is a brutal piece of shit. Mario Prato was still almost a child. I hope he gets caught by the specialists. He'll feel the pain when they chop off his hands."


	José Gonzalez sighed. "That's a real horror story, Hamo." Hamo Roussel raised his hand. "I'm not finished yet, José." "What the hell is next, Hamo?" "The gang was seen by a couple in love who were in the old mule house that night. They are a Roman Bertolucci and a Claudia Castelli from Piedmont." José Gonzalez interrupted him. "Not Baron Bertolucci's son, are they?" Hamo Roussel nodded. "Exactly him. The two of them reported to Gendarme Fournier this morning. Just imagine. The two of them were in the attic and watched from above as they hanged Mario. They also heard the shots. They managed to escape. But Roman Bertolucci had to throw a knife into one of them's chest because the latter was pointing a revolver at him." José Gonzalez hissed. "Now we can give up our best temporary camp. The two of them must have told the gendarmes about the robbery of the temporary camp." Hamo Roussel shook his head. "No, they didn't, José. I got the information from David Allier. He is a friend of Fournier. Fournier did not mention the secret camp. So the lovers did not know about the robbery of the camp. Otherwise they would have told gendarme Fournier. The lovers are on their way to Marseille. They said that they were fleeing from Baron Bertolucci. He did not tolerate the relationship and had threatened his son that he would have his lover killed." José Gonzalez growled: "What about the four dead men? We brought them down to Château du Queyras. They are lying in the small shed next to the stables. Tonight we are taking them down to the rock of death. We need you to show us where to put them. It's your own fault. In the past we could throw them into the hell hole. You changed it." José Gonzalez snapped at Hamo: "They are people, not garbage. Before the men get there, they check whether they have any relatives." "That takes too long, José. The bodies decompose quickly in the heat. People would smell the stench. None of the men have any relatives. At least, no one has ever spoken about it. We cannot bury them legally. The gendarmes would ask too many questions." José Gonzalez snorted: "This is a damn mess. The men deserve a decent burial."


	Richard fetched his horse from the pasture and saddled it. Luciano Varini had bought him the horse as a thank you for his help during the Val Guil disaster. Halfway through the Val Guil, the English coupe came towards him. He signaled the driver to stop. On Don Varini's side, he brought his horse to a halt. Don Varini took the letter and thanked him. Richard did not fail to notice that Don Varini was looking at him with lustful eyes. Disgusted, he turned his horse around and rode off towards the Château du Queyras.


	29. Jean-Michel Aron and the Three Routes Inn


	On August 19, 1801, a Wednesday, Jean-Michel Aron and Luciano Varini set off in an English coupe to Sisteron to see the architect Gavin Roux. Luciano Varini offered to help Jean-Michel renovate the Three Routes Inn. Ferdinand Caille did not like this. His friend Jean would then become dependent on Varini. Ferdinand Caille occasionally glanced through the front window into the passenger cabin. He would have been better off not doing so, because Varini's self-satisfied expression annoyed him. He could not understand why Jean-Michel accepted the help of the lecher and criminal Don Luciano Varini. On the first day, he had noticed that Varini was looking at Jean with lascivious glances. He had no doubt that Varini only offered to accompany Jean to see the architect Roux so that he could sit next to him in the carriage. How could Jean be so naive and not realize this? Or did he not want to realize it?


	The road to Sisteron was not far. If they had left in the morning, they would have arrived in the evening. Luciano Varini suggested that Jean-Michel spend the night on the way. That way they would reach architect Roux at midday and would then have enough time to discuss the project. Ferdinand Caille saw another reason for Varini's suggestion. Varini hoped to get closer to Jean in the inn. So they left Guillestre after lunch and halfway there they moved into three guest rooms in an old inn. The bar was gloomy and had certainly not been painted since it opened. After dinner they went for a walk, where Varini walked as close to Jean-Michel as possible. From time to time he put his arm on Jean-Michel's shoulder. When they returned to the bar they were greeted by a handsome blond boy. He introduced himself as Jérôme. "I am the son of the house." Jean-Michel Aron introduced him and Varini. “Jérôme, sit down with us and tell us about life away from the world.”


	Jérôme reported from the region. Jean-Michel was interested in how people lived in the mountainous area. Ferdinand Caille observed Luciano Varini, whose jealousy was evident. On the one hand, he enjoyed seeing Varini suffer. On the other hand, he was aware that Varini's behavior could lead to problems. Jean-Michel liked the boy. They laughed a lot and spent the evening playing board games and cards. It was as if they had known each other all their lives. Ferdinand Caille watched Varini closely. Varini held back. The looks he gave Jérôme were anything but friendly. When Jean-Michel told Jérôme that they would spend the night with them again on the way back , Varini's annoyance was evident. Jean-Michel, however, did not notice Varini's annoyance.


	On Thursday afternoon, August 20th, they reached architect Roux. Gavin Roux greeted them enthusiastically. "Messiers, before we get to work, I'd like to invite you to lunch at the Tower Inn." Gavin Roux led them through a narrow alley to the inn. The food was excellent. They thanked him. Architect Roux led them into his workrooms. In a large workroom, three men were busy drawing up construction plans. Monsieur Roux introduced them to the men. Roux then led them into a meeting room whose walls were covered with construction plans. Jean-Michel recognized Luciano Varini's inn. Varini took the floor. "Sénher Roux, Monsieur Aron needs your help." Luciano Varini introduced Jean-Michel and Gavin Roux in the dining room of the Krug Inn. "Monsieur Aron has now acquired the Three Routes Inn in Château du Queyras. He plans to completely renovate the inn. To do this, he needs specialists to commission and coordinate the tradesmen. The work also needs to be inspected. I immediately thought of you, Sénher Roux." Gavin Roux thanked him. "You planned and built my inn to my complete satisfaction." Sénher Roux took Jean-Michel's hand. "Welcome to my company, Sénher Aron. I would be delighted to be able to renovate the Three Routes inn. I know it well. I also know the previous owner, Pauline Chevalier."


	Jean-Michel Aron turned to Ferdinand Caille. "Sénher Roux, may I introduce you to Mr. Caille? He will be staying at Château du Queyras during the renovation of the inn, will oversee the progress of the renovation and will be responsible for communication between me and your company." Architect Roux sighed. "Sénher Aron, Sénher Caille is your driver, isn't he? My question is, is a driver suitable for this?" "Ferdinand is not just my driver. He is also my friend. He is also well educated, as he taught school. As the owner of a haulage company, he has knowledge of organizing." Luciano Varini turned to him. "Jean-Michel, are you sure that Ferdinand is up to the task?" "Yes, I am, Luciano. Now we should get down to business."


	After Jean-Michel had signed the order confirmation, Gavin Roux treated them to wine and food. Jean-Michel Aron agreed with Gavin Roux that he would come to the Three Routes Inn with two of his employees on Monday, August 31, 1801, to work out a description of the renovation work with them. At the end of the meeting, Sénher Roux suggested to Jean-Michel Aron that it would be good if Sénher Varini were also present. Jean-Michel agreed with Sénher Roux. Luciano Varini put his hand on Jean-Michel's shoulder. "I'd be happy to come to the meeting, of course, as I will help you with everything you need to renovate the inn." "Luciano, Ferdinand and I are going up to the Three Routes Inn next Tuesday to inform Madame Chevalier. We'll look for somewhere to live for Monsieur Caille right away."


	They spent the night from Thursday to Friday in Gavin Roux's big house. On Friday, after a hearty lunch at the Tower Inn, they said goodbye to Madame and Sénher Roux and set off for Guillestre. They spent the night from Friday to Saturday again in Jérôme's father's old inn. After dinner, they went running and played cards. Luciano Varini only reluctantly played along. After the second evening with Jérôme, Jean-Michel Aron was friends with him. Ferdinand Caille could sense that Varini's jealousy was in the air. Jean-Michel told Jérôme that they had to make a few more trips to Sisteron and that they would spend the night with them. Varini did not leave Ferdinand's side that evening. This was until he had said goodbye to Jean-Michel in front of his guest room. Ferdinand Caille could not understand why his friend did not notice Varini's jealousy.


	***


	On Saturday afternoon, August 22nd, Ferdinand Caille drove the English coupe through the gate of the Zum Krug inn. So that Luciano Varini and Jean-Michel Aron could discuss the progress of the renovation work, Jean-Michel decided to spend the night at the Zum Krug inn, which caused Ferdinand Caille further concern. As his friend, he felt responsible for him. He had to do everything he could to keep Varini away from Jean. When he and Jean-Michel went up to their guest rooms a little before midnight, he insisted on having an urgent conversation with Jean-Michel in one of their rooms. Jean-Michel showed him to his room. As soon as the door was closed, Ferdinand took off. "Jean, you are putting yourself under Varini's control. Don't you notice his constant innuendo? Have you missed how jealous he was of Jérôme? I thought I saw murder in his eyes. I wouldn't be surprised if you were to endanger Jérôme's life by visiting him again. Jean, as your friend, it is my duty to warn you." "Ferdinand, now you're exaggerating. Why would Luciano hurt Jérôme?" Ferdinand became angry. He mimicked Jean. "Why would Luciano hurt Jérôme? You know that very well. Please excuse my rudeness. I wish you a good night."


	On Sunday, after breakfast, Ferdinand Caille drove the English coupé through the wild Guil mountain valley to Château du Queyras. He was once again fascinated by the beauty of the wild mountain valley. They reached the place where the trade route ran steeply down to the Guil mountain stream. Ferdinand Caille saw a crouching figure down by the mountain stream. He turned the brake crank a little harder so that he could stop at the figure. As he got closer, Jean-Michel called out to him: "Ferdinand, Monsieur Funé is crouching down there.


	Monsieur Funé sat up from the gravel bank when he heard the car. Ferdinand laughed. "Apparently his hearing is no longer as it should be, that he didn't hear us earlier." "It has nothing to do with his hearing. When he sees something that interests him, he no longer notices his surroundings. That was the case years ago. He lives in another world." Monsieur Funé's eyes lit up. Ferdinand Caille pulled the car to the edge of the road. The coupe came to a stop. Jean-Michel Aron got out of the passenger compartment. "Good day, Monsieur Funé. What are you doing here?" "Good day, Jean-Michel. I'm looking at the stones." Ferdinand Caille remained sitting in the lead seat. Although, as a former teacher, he knew what the geologist could read from the stones, he pointed to the stone that Monsieur Funé was holding in his hand. "What is so special about the stone?" "Monsieur Caille, I am trying to find out which rock formation in the Occitan Alps it comes from. I am taking advantage of the good weather. There are many things in this valley that are of great geological significance." Monsieur Funé approached the carriage. "Monsieur Aron, I never thought I would ever meet you in the Occitan Alps. I visited José Gonzalez. He is doing well thanks to you. I know that you are intelligent. But the locking of the rib with a wooden stick was a medical masterpiece. José told me that Dr. Lefebvre was amazed." "You are exaggerating, Monsieur Funé. I only did what was necessary. I wish you every success in your mission ." Monsieur Funé thanked him and went back to the gravel bank by the mountain stream. Jean-Michel Aron climbed into the passenger cabin. Ferdinand Caille gave the horses the signal to continue their journey. He turned to the open front window. "Jean-Michel, wouldn't it be a good idea to ask the landlady of the Three Routes Inn if she knows anyone where I could stay?" "That's a good idea, Ferdinand. Madame Chevalier knows a lot of people."


	Madame Chevalier beamed as they entered the bar. There was no one sitting at the regulars' table. "Why don't you sit down at the regulars' table. I'll bring the wine." Jean-Michel Aron asked for a glass of raspberry syrup. So did Ferdinand Caille. While she prepared the syrup, she reported on the reaction the sale of the inn had provoked among her guests. "Monsieur Aron, you told my regulars that you had no plans to turn the inn into a luxury hotel. They don't want to believe it." "Madame Chevalier, let the men believe that. They will be surprised. Madame Chevalier, on Monday 31st August, architect Roux and two of his men are coming here to draw up a renovation plan. The two of us and Luciano Varini will be there. We'll set off early in the morning so that we're here for lunch. You will charge the gentlemen for the night and the meal." "Thank you for the information. You will have a lot to write about.” “I have another question, Madame Chevalier. Ferdinand will be staying at Château du Queyras while the inn is being renovated. Do you know anyone who could give him a room? “Monsieur Aron, why don’t you ask Agnès Gonzalez? You must have an empty room in your big house. Agnès would be delighted. Agnès and José could use it to repay you for your selfless efforts in the Val Guil.” “Thank you very much, Madame Chevalier. We should have thought of that.”


	An hour later, Ferdinand Caille drove the carriage into the driveway of José Gonzalez's house. Ferdinand was still sitting in the lead seat when Madame Gonzalez appeared in the front door. She was clearly delighted. She led them into José's room. José Gonzalez was sitting upright in bed. A red cat was purring on the bedspread. "José, look who's coming." José's gloomy expression changed instantly. "Look. My saviors are visiting me. I can't stand lying around here doing nothing any more. Your visit cheers me up. Dr. Chalandes, the quack, forbids me to get up. Monsieur Aron, he said that you should receive a medal or a prize or something for fixing the rib. Have you been to see Pauline? I'm sure you didn't come to Château du Queyras because of me." "We went to see Madame Chevalier to ask her if she knew anyone here who could put Ferdinand up with temporarily." José Gonzalez looked at Ferdinand. "Why the hell does he want to live up here?" "He will be staying here while the inn is being renovated to oversee the work. He will also be my replacement. Madame Chevalier sends her regards. She suggested we ask you. You've probably heard that I bought the inn from Madame Chevalier." José Gonzalez cooed. "No, this is the first I've heard of it. My good mood is gone again. Even though you know full well that Meunier has been urging Luciano Varini to buy the inn for the Empire for years, you enter into this deadly deal. They will kill you." "Luciano Varini promised me that he would make sure that didn't happen." "But Luciano is the one who has been urging Pauline to sell him the inn for years. How could he have changed his mind so quickly? Something is wrong. If I were you, I wouldn't have bought the house. You will regret it." "I have already hired an architect to do the renovations. A Gavin Roux from Sisteron. We have decided that Monsieur Caille will live here in Château du Queyras while the renovations are being carried out, to oversee the work." Madame Gonzalez's eyes lit up. José Gonzalez grumbled, "You have come to the right place. We have a beautiful room for Monsieur Caille. Agnès, show Monsieur Caille the room. It goes without saying that Monsieur Caille can live with us. After what you have done for me and the horses. Preferably tomorrow. So that I have a man in the house with whom I can talk about men's things. That will make the time pass more quickly." Agnès Gonzalez snapped at him: "Isn't Richard a man?" "Oh yes, Richard can talk now. Nevertheless, Richard only comes to the house to eat. Monsieur Aron, when will the inn be renovated?" "So that the outside work can be carried out before winter, we want to put up the scaffolding at the beginning of September and first re-cover the roof. If there is still time, we would like to renovate the facade masonry. Madame Chevalier can keep the bar open. We will put up a protective roof at the entrance to the house so that guests are protected against falling objects. We will tackle the interior in the spring of 1802. Monsieur Caille will be here throughout the renovation phase." Ferdinand Caille spoke up. "Monsieur Gonzalez, do you have room for my horse in your private stable? May I look at the stable?" José Gonzalez laughed. “Here comes the driver. Agnès, would you take the gentleman to the stable?”


	Madame Gonzalez went ahead of Ferdinand. He took a look inside. When he was back in José's room, Gonzalez looked at him questioningly. "And, is the stable luxurious enough for your horse?" "Yes, indeed, Monsieur Gonzalez. An exemplary stable." José Gonzalez grumbled: "But you are not going down to Guillestre today?" Jean-Michel shook his head. "We are staying at Pauline's." Jean-Michel and Ferdinand said goodbye to Agnès and José Gonzalez. Pauline was delighted to be able to serve them a delicious dinner. They spent the evening on a short walk and listened to Monsieur Funé's lecture. Ferdinand warned Jean-Michel to go to bed before midnight. He did not want to hear the clatter of pans. Pauline laughed. "Look, the big guy is afraid." Ferdinand snapped at her. "That has nothing to do with being afraid, Pauline. Have you ever heard that certain spirits can cling to you and take away all your powers?" Pauline turned pale.


	***


	On Monday evening, August 24, 1801, they arrived at Luciano Varini's inn. Ferdinand Caille would have preferred to stay at the Three Routes Inn. But Varini managed to persuade him. Varini said that this would put them closer to the architect Roux. They went to their rooms to freshen up. Then they sat down in the dining room to have dinner. They hadn't been there for five minutes when Luciano Varini appeared. "May I sit down?" Jean-Michel pointed to the chair next to Ferdinand. "Please, Luciano. Is it too late for dinner?" "Definitely not, Jean-Michel. My wife is already in the kitchen. She saw you arriving and ran straight into the kitchen. If only she would run like that for me." Luciano giggled. "Have you found somewhere to stay?" "Yes, Ferdinand can stay with Agnès and José Gonzalez." Luciano clapped his hand on his forehead. "Why the hell didn't I think of that? José has a big house. Your driver will be in good hands with Agnès.” Since Varini spoke of him as if he were not there , Ferdinand Caille became angry. He gave Luciano an angry look and turned to Jean-Michel. “Jean, when do you plan to return to Marseille?” “We are going to Marseille next Sunday, provided everything has been discussed with Sénher Roux. On Friday I want to go hiking to the Col d'Agnel. We will then spend the night into Saturday at Pauline’s.” Luciano looked at him in disbelief. “For God’s sake, as a city person you will have trouble climbing up the mountain pass.” Ferdinand raised his hand. “Jean, I will accompany you to the Col d'Agnel.” Luciano sighed. “Céline will pack two backpacks with rain gear. Pauline will pack you food and drink on Saturday morning.”


	On Friday, after lunch, Jean-Michel Aron and Ferdinand Caille drove to the Three Routes Inn to spend the night. Madame Chevalier giggled as they entered her bar. "The gentlemen seem to like it here." They sat down at a table near the bar. The innkeeper brought them a glass of wine without asking and sat down at the table. "Monsieur Aron, isn't it Roux who designed Luciano's luxury palace?" "Yes, Madame Chevalier. Luciano recommended him to me." The innkeeper cooed, "That was to be expected. Luciano has to stick his nose into everything. I learned that this Roux is one of the top leaders of the empire. I am worried about you, Monsieur Aron. I hope that Meunier will not take revenge on you for buying my inn. It would be tragic if something were to happen to such a nice man as you. That would be my fault, since I sold you the inn and not Luciano Varini. Something is wrong. Why the hell did Luciano Varini agree to you buying the inn? Not only that. He's even helping you renovate the inn. What if it's a trap? He's pretending to agree, knowing full well that you'll be eliminated once the inn is renovated at your expense."


	Ferdinand Caille's comment was unintentional. "Madame Chevalier, Varini would never allow anything to happen to Jean-Michel. He is too deeply in love with him for that." Pauline Chevalier clapped her hands together. "Yes, of course. Why didn't I think of that? Monsieur Aron is said to be the spitting image of his first lover, whom he had when he was a student in Piedmont. Luciano told me years ago about the lover, his name was Viktor. When he was here two days ago, he told me that you were the spitting image of his deceased lover Viktor. I pity you, Monsieur Aron. Be careful. When Luciano sets his mind on something, he clings to it. You must make it clear to him that you do not suffer from this illness." Ferdinand growled. "I told him that too. But he is not taking the matter seriously. It is clear that you are making yourself dependent on Varini. By choosing this sleazy Roux, you are associating yourself with the criminal brood in Marseille. Those gangsters Meunier and Delavallé. I could also organize the renovation of this inn. That doesn't need the arrogant Roux."


	Pauline Chevalier looked sideways at Ferdinand Caille. "Now don't overestimate yourself, driver." Ferdinand Caille gave the landlady an angry look. Jean-Michel turned to her. "Let's change the subject. Madame Chevalier, we want to spend the night here and hike up to the Col d'Agnel tomorrow morning. Madame Varini has given us backpacks. There are rain gear in them. All we need is food." Pauline Chevalier sighed. "Céline is a good woman. She deserves a better man. I'll pack the backpacks in the morning so the bread doesn't dry out . Put the backpacks in front of the kitchen door."


	Although Jean-Michel Aron was climbing a mountain for the first time in his life, he found walking easy. The mountain tour fascinated him. One more reason to move to the Occitan Alps. Ferdinand Caille was not a mountaineer either. In Fontenay-le-Comte, where he grew up, there were only hills. An endless number of hills. He managed the climb to the Col d'Agnel well.


	***


	On Monday, August 31, 1801, Ferdinand Caille drove the English coupé through the Val Guil again. Jean-Michel was not alone in the passenger cabin. Next to him sat Luciano Varini. They were on their way to the Three Routes Inn to meet with architect Roux and two of his construction experts. The condition of the Three Routes Inn had to be recorded. Roux's job was to work out a description with his men.


	They left early so that they could have lunch at Pauline Chevalier's. Architect Roux and his companions had already arrived at the Three Routes Inn on Sunday so that they could start work on Monday morning. Gavin Roux ate little at lunch. Wine was more important to him than food. He loved wine. Often to excess. Pauline Chevalier's cook prepared a special meal. Pauline Chevalier called the dish the executioner's meal. Because she would soon be moving to Paris.


	On Wednesday, September 2nd, Ferdinand Caille drove the English coupé from the town of Guillestre towards Marseille. Jean-Michel and Luciano Varini were sitting in the passenger cabin. Luciano Varini's horse was tied to the carriage. From time to time, Luciano Varini got out of the passenger cabin and mounted his horse to ride ahead in search of a resting place or inn. Luciano managed to dissuade Jean-Michel Aron from spending the night in Jérôme's old inn. The evening before, Jean-Michel Aron invited Luciano and his wife Céline and the servants to a farewell drink. Jean-Michel did not like the fact that Luciano was staying next to him in the passenger cabin for so long. Ferdinand liked it even less. After Luciano had used flimsy excuses to ensure that they did not spend the night in Jérôme's father's inn, he finally realized that his friend Ferdinand was right in assuming that Luciano was in love with him. Now there was no turning back for him. He had to make it clear to Luciano that he was not attracted to men in any way. He also had to make it clear to him that he wanted nothing to do with his criminal empire.


	Back in Marseille, Ferdinand Caille spent the night with his wife and the next day, with a bulging travel bag of personal belongings, he and his horse traveled back to the Occitan Alps. There he moved in with the Gonzalez family. Luciano Varini lived with Bastiano Lopez on Rue Lafayette. Jean-Michel shook his head. As soon as they reached Marseille, Luciano told him that he would come to the Central Inn that evening to have dinner together. He was exhausted from the journey. There was also a lot to discuss with his successor. He told Luciano. But he just laughed. He was too young to be depressed by such a short journey.


	Just one week later, Ferdinand wrote to him that architect Roux had commissioned builder René Bertrand to renovate the Three Routes Inn. Builder Bertrand's men had begun erecting the scaffolding. The roof would be replaced first. Then the facade masonry would be renovated. Jean-Michel was relieved that his friend Ferdinand Caille was at Château du Queyras to oversee the renovation and keep him informed. He would have liked to have been there himself. But he had too much to do in Marseille to stay in Guillestre. Above all, he was afraid that Luciano Varini's intrusive behavior could lead to a fight if he stayed in his inn for so long.


	In mid-December 1801, Ferdinand Caille wrote to him that the scaffolding on the facade would be dismantled for Christmas and that renovations would begin inside. He decided to travel to Château du Queyras after the holidays. Jean-Michel Aron found a replacement for Ferdinand Caille, his coachman, while he was at Château du Queyras. He hired André Robert, who had worked as a coachman for the previous owner of the English coupe, a baron. The baron was killed by Robespierre's henchmen, along with his family and some of the staff. His villa was set on fire. André Robert managed to free the horses from the stables. The English coupe, a new carriage, was in a wheelwright's workshop repairing a wheel. Jean-Michel Aron bought the English coupe, including the jet-black and snow-white horses, from the coachman.


	***


	In the bar of the Zum Central inn, Jean-Michel Aron became friends with the son of a businessman who often ate lunch in the lavish dining room. Monsieur Aube's trading house was located a few doors from the Zum Central inn. Monsieur Aube's wife had died the previous year. Alexis, his son, often accompanied him. Jean-Michel struck up a conversation with him. It quickly became apparent that they had the same interests. Alexis attended a business school in Marseille so that he could later take over his father's trading company. Alexis came to the bar in the evenings to play cards with him. Since he had a mistress who had him a little too tight on the leash, his visits to the bar were limited. Alexis, like him, wore long, straw-blond hair. He was tall and very handsome. Jean-Michel was not surprised that his girlfriend was jealous. Alexis had a sister who was a year older. An exceptionally beautiful woman. Jean-Michel had actually become friends with Alexis with ulterior motives. He knew Alexis' sister by sight. Unfortunately, she did not come into the bar. When he met her in the street, she would repeat his greeting warmly. He did not know why he did not speak to her. Whether it was the longing for his fiancée Aveline, whom he had to leave on the night of the fire in Paris, or the fear of giving up his plan to live in the Occitan Alps if they were to find each other. The latter was the decisive factor in him leaving it at a warm greeting. Which was extremely difficult for him. Because he liked Monsieur Aube and Alexis very much. Alexis put down the playing cards and looked at him intently. "Jean-Michel, why don't you stay in Marseille? Your life is here. What kind of inn is that that you are having renovated in the mountains?" Jean-Michel described the inn and the beautiful mountain scenery to him. "Alexis, I have no intention of staying there. Just until I find a good tenant. Why don't you come with me? When you've driven through the wild mountain valley of Guil, you'll understand me." Alexis looked at him with shining eyes. "I would like that. But will my Fabien approve it?"


	***


	On Monday, January 4, 1802, Jean-Michel Aron and Alexis Aube traveled to Château du Queyras in an English coupé to inspect the progress of the renovation of his inn. They were overwhelmed when they saw the house from the passenger cabin without the facade scaffolding. On the roof, the many new slate panels that had been replaced were noticeable. The facade shone in a new color. Alexis called out enthusiastically: "Jean-Michel, this is a strange house. A beautiful house. Now I understand you." André Robert drove the English coupé onto the forecourt. Ferdinand Caille, who was standing in front of the house entrance, hurried over and greeted Jean-Michel. He just gave André Robert an angry look. Then he greeted the horses, which returned his greeting with a neigh. He pressed his head first against Mangal's head, then against Susanne's. The stable master, Louis Perin, came over to them quickly and helped André Robert unhitch. Jean-Michel turned to Alexis. "Alexis, I need to take a good look at the house. Follow us and ask if you have any questions." "I will, Jean-Michel."


	When they reached the house entrance, Ferdinand Caille grumbled at him. "Where did you get that from?" He pointed to the driver. "I hope you've done your research. You shouldn't let just anyone drive your expensive car." Jean-Michel held out his hand to Ferdinand. "Ferdinand, first we want to say hello. Don't worry about the car. André Robert drove it before you. He was Baron Albon's driver, about whose horrific fate I told you. André Robert saved Mangal and Susanne from Baron Albon's burning house." Ferdinand Caille lowered his head. "Please excuse me, Jean. I wasn't thinking about Baron Albon's driver. He's a good man. I give him credit for saving Mangal and Susanne from a cruel death. But have you considered that he hasn't driven a carriage for a long time?" "Ferdinand, even if you don't like to hear it, Monsieur Robert is an excellent carriage driver." Ferdinand Caille indicated with a growl that he was going to walk around the house.


	When they reached the back of the inn, he turned to Jean-Michel. "Sorry, Jean. I'm irritable. You can't imagine what the renovation work has demanded of me. I spent most of my time chasing the construction workers out of the bar. In our time, no one would have dared to sit in a bar during working hours. But today's youth are more and more permissive." Jean-Michel laughed. "Ferdinand, don't be too hard on them. It's cold weather too." Ferdinand grunted. "Cold weather. What do the sissies want in winter?"


	Jean-Michel continued his tour of the house. Ferdinand Caille followed him step by step with his head held high. He behaved as if he had carried out the work on the facade and roof. When they came back to the house entrance, the driver came towards them. Ferdinand Caille greeted him and introduced himself as Monsieur Aron's driver. "I hope Monsieur Aron has warned you about the dangerous places in the Val Guil ." André Robert just nodded. They went up to the bar. Madame Chevalier greeted Jean-Michel Aron with a hug. "Now that the inn looks so beautiful, I would like to have it back." They sat down in the back of the bar. Madame Chevalier brought a bottle of wine and four glasses. "Monsieur Aron, I assume you are staying overnight. May I ask who the handsome gentleman is?" Jean-Michel Aron nodded. "This is Alexis Aube, he is a good guest at my Central Inn in Marseille. Madame Chevalier, Alexis has a beautiful sister." Madame Chevalier giggled. Suddenly she fell silent. "Monsieur Aron, think of Luciano Varini. He is a jealous man." She had barely spoken when she croaked: "Speak of the devil, that's where he comes from." Jean-Michel and Madame Chevalier did not miss the way Luciano's face changed when he saw Alexis. Luciano Varini sat down next to them with a barely audible greeting. He turned to Jean-Michel. "Jean-Michel, is everything OK?" Jean-Michel nodded. "Luciano, this is my friend Alexis. We often play cards at the Central Inn. You should know the Andlau and Son trading company in Marseille." Luciano just nodded. The hostility towards Alexis was clearly palpable. "Are you spending the night here? Or are you leaving again? If so, then spend the night with me." "We're not leaving for another two or three days. I want to show Alexis around the beautiful countryside. We've already moved into our rooms." Pauline Chevalier was startled by the look Luciano gave the handsome boy. Luciano turned to Pauline. "Pauline, in that case, prepare my room for me. I'll be staying for two or three days too." Pauline looked at him questioningly. "Don't you have any work to do at the town hall?" "No, I have servants for that."


	It was already midnight. Jean-Michel and Alexis played cards and joked around all evening, while Luciano wore a grim face the whole evening. When Jean-Michel wanted to leave the bar with Alexis, the landlady stood in front of them. "Monsieur Aron, I warn you about Luciano. Because I know him. His behavior today is dangerous. Your friend is a thorn in his side. You should leave tomorrow. Otherwise, I fear something will happen to your friend."


	30. The secret committee of the empire decides to liquidate the supreme leader Don Luciano Varini


	In May 1802, against the wishes of Bastien Delavallé, Sébastien Meunier founded a secret committee against Don Luciano Varini, the supreme leader of the empire. Meunier believed he had bought Don Luciano's secretary Danilo Pellegrino and his accountant Archibald Girard for a large sum of money. What Meunier did not know was that the two informed Don Luciano Varini of every decision made in the secret committee. They acted as spies for both sides. The only difference was that they passed on information requested by Don Luciano to Sébastien Meunier. The secret committee consisted of Danilo Pellegrino and Archibald Girard, Lionel Petit, Rémi Laurent, Adrien Moreau and Ethan Davit. Sébastien Meunier was particularly proud to have won over Danilo Pellegrino and Archibald Girard. The two reported to him on everything Luciano Varini did. At least, Meunier believed that was the case.


	At the beginning of June, Sébastien Meunier announced the first meeting of the secret committee for June 12, a Saturday. The time had come. The men entered Meunier's villa discreetly. Meunier led them underground. The men were amazed when they entered the huge rock cavern. Danilo Pellegrino and Archibald Girard did not miss Delavallé's reluctance. Sébastien Meunier sat down on Don Luciano Varini's chair at the top of the long table. He stuck out his chest and raised his voice. "Messieurs, I have founded the secret committee because Don Luciano is becoming a danger to the empire. I don't want to beat around the bush. Don Luciano Varini must be liquidated if the empire wants to continue to exist."


	The men looked at him indignantly. Archibald Girard spoke up. "Sébastien, what's going on? You know that if Don Luciano is killed by the Empire, boxes of incriminating documents would be sent to the Justice Department. We would all go down with him." Sébastien laughed scornfully. "The documents can go to the Justice Ministry. I am friends with most of the high-ranking officials in the Justice Ministry. All of the documents would be destroyed. We have to get rid of the man. You know his illness, his attraction to the male sex. I had to change my project in Château du Queyras to the detriment of the Empire. This is because he is in love with the guy from Marseille. Instead of getting the old cow to sell him the inn, he allows the Chevalier to sell the inn to this Aron. He is helping Aron to renovate the inn. This for one reason only: so that he can have Aron near him as often as possible. And Aron has absolutely no interest in him. I found out that Aron is the double of Luciano's lover, whom he had when he was a student. I remember that. His name was Viktor. Don Luciano's father Don Edoardo was furious at the time. He gave the order to have Viktor beaten up. Unfortunately, his secretary Aldo Giacomo chose the wrong men. They beat the boy to death. Now, for Don Luciano, his lover has been resurrected, so to speak. He would sacrifice his empire for this Aron. Don Luciano sent me a letter. He wrote that Jean-Michel Aron, his new friend, had bought the inn from the Chevalier and that he would help him renovate it. He threatened to take harsh measures if I allowed the work to be sabotaged." Danilo Pellegrino shook his head. "Sébastien, I don't think we absolutely need this inn. Why are you so attached to this inn? You said that you need the house to house the smugglers you plan to use in the Occitan Alps. We own the old muleteer's house on the old mule track. The house has been unused for a long time. Let's renovate it. We could build several bedrooms in the attic of the old mule house. We could accommodate many smugglers there." "I'll tell you the real reason why I wanted to buy the inn at all costs. The accommodation of the smugglers was a pretext. But Don Luciano must not find out anything. Swear to me." The men raised their arms.


	"As you know, there is a rock behind the inn. Now listen to what I have to say. There are precious stones in the rock. I happened to find a report from 1769 in the state archives. But I was looking for something else. The report was in a document from Château du Queyras. In 1769, a road maker discovered a crack on the side of the rock. The man looked into the crack just out of curiosity. He thought he saw something glittering. To see more, he organized a small oil lamp, tied it to a stick and pushed it into the crack. What he saw took his breath away. There were whole areas of precious stones. He kept it to himself. Since the rock belonged to the inn, he decided to talk to Julius Garnier to help him win the great fortune. He was a regular at the Three Routes inn. At home he made a sketch of the rock. He represented the crack with two lines. He drew an arrow pointing to the two lines. Above the arrow he wrote the word "gems". To keep his discovery secret, he put the sketch in his valuable book, which was more than four hundred years old. As fate would have it, the roadmaker died the next day at work in the Val Guil. His wife kept the old book until her death in 1783. Her daughter sold the book to the State Archives here in Marseille out of poverty. I have a friend in the State Archives. He offered to buy me the book because he knows my passion for old books. Of course he was not allowed to sell the book because it was the property of the State Archives. He put the book on my table while I was studying documents from the village of Château du Queyras. As I was leafing through the book, the sketch fell out. I put it in my pocket because I suspected it might be valuable. I paid the corrupt official for the book and went home, where I looked at the sketch more closely.


	The very next day I travelled to Château du Queyras. Where I took a guest room in the Three Routes Inn. At midnight I sneaked out of the house, equipped with a stick and a small oil lamp, and looked for the crack in the rock. I only found it thanks to the sketch. The crack was overgrown with bushes. It was very difficult for me to get to the crack in the rock. When I pushed the lamp in, I had to dismount because what I saw made my legs buckle. It was a glitter of all colours. I realised the enormous value of the gemstones. Now you know why I wanted to buy the inn. The accommodation thing was an excuse. You are the only ones who know about it now. None of the twelve top leaders know about it. If any of you speak to outsiders about the gemstones or the planned liquidation of Don Luciano, you have forfeited your life. Now this Aron has bought the inn along with the valuable rock. Men, that shouldn't stop us from getting the gems. I'll share in the loot with you."


	Archibald Girard looked at Sébastien Meunier in disbelief. "Sébastien, you said that the crack in the rock was just ready enough for the lantern to be brought in. How do you imagine extracting the gemstones in one night? First the crack would have to be enlarged over days of work before the gemstones can be removed." Sébastien Meunier giggled. "How stupid do you think I am, Archibald? We'll leave the extraction of the gemstones to this Aron, or rather Don Luciano. I'm convinced that Don Luciano will help him. Don Luciano will find out about the gemstones from Archibald and Danilo." Sébastien Meunier looked at the two of them. "But this Aron, or Don Luciano, has to find out about the crack in the rock. I'm sending a man who is unknown to anyone in the Occitan Alps to Châteaus du Queyras, where he will visit Ferdinand Caille, who is overseeing the renovation of the inn, to show him the sketch. If this Aron is present, he should give them to him. In secret. Under no circumstances must it become known to the residents. The community could lay claim to the gemstones. Danilo and Archibald's job is to inform me of everything. You are in contact with Don Luciano and know what is going on up there. As soon as the builder starts working on the rock, you inform me. We see each other regularly at the empire's headquarters. As soon as the time comes, everyone except Danilo and Archibald will make their way to Château du Queyras. Since Danilo and Archibald work for Don Luciano here in Marseille, they cannot take part in the gemstone robbery." Archibald and Danilo nodded vigorously. Meunier raised his hand. "Men, below Château du Queyras there is an uninhabited house in a clearing in the forest. Close to Don Luciano's warehouse. The house has been uninhabited for decades. You will find thick layers of dust. Get the things you need for cleaning. You have plenty of time. In the village, pretend to be surveyors and geologists. Tell the people that you have been commissioned by the state to measure the land and investigate the soil. The house is ideal for our project. You can observe the rock from the forest. That way you will find out when the gemstones are mined. They will extract the gemstones at night. I am sure of it. At night you strike. You do not kill the guards, but give them a blow on the head. They are our people. And you chase the workers into the forest. They will not defend themselves. Don Luciano will commission the specialists from Château du Queyras to guard them. No firearms, yes. Because you would not have enough time to transport the gemstones away, as the shot would be heard. You have to carry the stones in sacks through the forest. So you have to transfer the stones into sacks that you carry with you. That takes time. Lionel, you take the lead of the group.”


	A murmur went through the rock cavern. The men praised Sébastien Meunier for his fantastic plan. Bastien Delavallé was less enthusiastic.


	***


	On the way to the city center, Pellegrino and Girard went to a bistro to consult. They would ruin Meunier's plan. In the bistro they spoke quietly. "Danilo, how are we going to proceed? Did you see the way the idiots' eyes lit up when Sébastien mentioned the gems? They will do anything to get their hands on the treasure. Sébastien will fob them off with alms. He is a greedy bastard. Did you notice the look on Bastien Delavallé's face? He is clearly against liquidating Don Luciano. Nor was he enthusiastic about stealing the gems. I am convinced that he was against the creation of the secret committee. Unfortunately, he is afraid of Meunier. He does not dare to bang the table and put Meunier in his place. To stand up to him. The gems have nothing to do with the empire. It is Meunier's own business. You heard that the twelve top leaders know nothing about it. Meunier is betraying the leadership. They don't know that he wants to have the supreme leader eliminated. Danilo, I claim that none of them would agree to Don Luciano's death. Don Luciano is popular. Unlike Meunier. We must report to Don Luciano as soon as possible." Danilo nodded in agreement. "We are setting off for Guillestre on Monday, June 14th. We will spend three nights on the way. I can't ask too much of my horse. He is getting on in years."


	On Monday morning they set off for Guillestre. On the way they thought about how they could protect Don Luciano. They knew it would not be easy. Meunier's power was great. Greater than that of Don Luciano, even though he was the supreme leader. Meunier only had to snap his fingers and Don Luciano would be history. Archibald Girard and Danilo Pellegrino came to the conclusion that they would propose to Don Luciano that he eliminate Sébastien Meunier. This was the only way to save his life.


	31. Antonio Oliver, the Cruel from Piedmont, on his way to Occitania


	Early in the morning on June 16, 1802, Antonio Oliver and his five men reached the abandoned mule house below the Col d'Agnel. The dilapidated house stood on the old mule track, which was no longer used following the construction of the new trade route between Guillestre and Saluzzo in Piedmont. There were two mule houses on the old mule track between Château du Queyras and the Col d'Agnel mountain pass. The gang, feared in Piedmont, confiscated the upper mule house. In the middle of the 18th century, the trade route between the Occitan Guillestre and the Piedmont Canale was rebuilt. In order to get out of the steep stretches of the route, the trade route was laid out in long, drawn-out bends. The construction of the new road meant that guests stopped coming to the two mule houses, which were built between 1712 and 1716. This led to their closure.


	Antonio Oliver pushed open the door of the muleteer's house. "Men, we couldn't have it any better. We can make ourselves comfortable in this shack. In here we can inspect the contraband from the secret warehouse and stow it in our saddlebags." Antonio Oliver, the leader of the five men who followed him into the house, was a merciless man. In Piedmont, where the gang came from, he and his brutal men were feared. The gang went on raids during which they cold-bloodedly killed people. Thanks to connections and payments to corrupt officials and politicians, Antonio Oliver roamed Piedmont for years, robbing and murdering unmolested. After corrupt officials and politicians were imprisoned in Torino at the beginning of 1802, the days of Antonio Oliver and his men were numbered. There was no longer any protection for them in Piedmont. They were put on arrest warrants. In Torino, Milan, Saluzzo and in countless villages, drawings of them were hung on trees, house walls and even in cathedrals. Antonio Oliver's gang was considered the most dangerous in Piedmont. Their only option was to flee abroad. They decided to emigrate to Occitania. They wanted to leave Piedmont via the Col d'Agnel.


	It was early on Wednesday, June 16, 1802, when Antonio Oliver and his men set off for Occitania. It was no coincidence that Antonio Oliver chose the route over the Col d'Agnel. Their new gang member, Mario Prato, a nineteen-year-old boy who had previously belonged to the Empire's smuggling organization, boasted, after drinking too much brandy, that he knew the locations of the secret smuggled goods depots in the mountains. Antonio Oliver suspected the value of such a depot. It was Mario Prato who led them to the old mule track that ran from Vanesca through the Valle Varaita over the Col d'Agnel to Château du Queyras. Mario reported to Antonio that a Corsican had moved into one of the two uninhabited mule houses. It was the lower mule house. The secret depot would be near the upper mule house. Antonio Oliver would not have dared to rob the temporary storage facility if Don Edoardo Varini were still alive. He was not afraid of his successor, Don Luciano Varini. He knew about Don Luciano's tendency to have fun with blond youths. When his right-hand man Bosco expressed doubts, he snapped at him. How could anyone be afraid of a man who had sex with young boys? "The man is sick, Bosco." Mario Prato told them about the poor condition of the old mule track. They rode through the Valle Varaita up to the Col d'Agnel. Bosco, Antonio Oliver's right-hand man, a small, plump man with a blunt nose, made no secret of the fact that he was jealous of Mario Prato. On the Col d'Agnel they lay down to sleep on their horse blankets in a mountain meadow.


	At daybreak they set off again. They rode down to the mule house. Antonio Oliver entered the bar. Tables and chairs as well as the bar were covered with a thick layer of dust. Bosco turned to Mario. "Young man, find a broom and wipe away the damn dust." It sounded as if Mario was responsible for the dust. Instead of reacting to Bosco, Mario Prato turned to Antonio Oliver. "Antonio, there is a horse stable next to the house and a pasture behind the house. Shouldn't we take care of the horses first?" Bosco hissed at him. "You want to avoid dusting. But not with me. We'll take care of the horses and you clean this room." Antonio Oliver snapped at Bosco. "Why don't you do it, Bosco?" Bosco's face turned red. "Antonio, just because he told us about the temporary storage facility, you don't have to treat him like a prince." Antonio Oliver turned to the men. "We'll take the horses to the pasture. Then you'll remove the dust from this bar. Take care of my horse and Mario's. Mario will show me the way to the secret camp. We'll clear it out at dusk."


	Mario Prato hopped over a small stream that ran along the mule track. Antonio Oliver followed him. With long strides they ran through a beautiful flower meadow, at the end of which they reached the forest. Mario turned to Antonio. "On the other side of the forest there is the rock that I told you about. The entrance to the camp is not visible. But I'll see it as soon as we come out of the forest." They fought their way through thick undergrowth to the end of the forest. The moment they were about to leave the forest, they saw the men. Four men with guns. Antonio Oliver became angry. He turned to Mario Prato. His whispering voice trembled. "You son of a whore wanted to trick us. You wanted to hand Varini over to us." Mario Prato shook his head vigorously. Antonio Oliver pointed the revolver at him. "Come on, run. One wrong move and I'll shoot you." Mario began to cry. "Antonio, I swear. I do not know why the men are here. You know that Don Varini's men want to kill me." "Shut up, you damned traitor." When they reached the muleteer's house, Antonio Oliver called his men together. The first thing he did was order Bosco to tie up Mario. "Listen, that bastard works for the Empire. There are four men with guns standing by the camp. He betrayed us. They are waiting for us to shoot us like rabbits. He wanted to lure us into a trap." Mario Prato shouted at the men. "I have nothing to do with the Empire. Believe me." The short, plump Bosco pointed at Mario Prato. "I did not trust that bastard from the start. We have to make a statement for Don Varini's Empire. We'll hang him. There are suitable trees behind the house." Antonio Oliver nodded. "Bosco, do what needs to be done. Prepare everything. When the time comes, I'll be the one to carry it out." Bosco growled, "The pleasure always falls to you, Antonio. You could grant me some pleasure too."


	Bosco and a giant of a man grabbed the crying Mario Prato. They tied his arms and legs and dragged him behind the muleteer's house. They threw Mario onto the grass. The giant discovered a log splitting stick in a niche in the house that was used for processing firewood. He placed the log splitting stick under a tree. Bosco hurried to the stable, where he took a rope from his saddlebag. At the end of the rope was a professional hangman's noose. He ran with long strides behind the muleteer's house and threw the rope over the log splitting stick over a thick branch. Mario Prato whimpered. He tried to free himself from the shackles. Bosco leaned over him and spat in his face. "You can keep tugging on the shackles. You won't be able to get them off." The giant picked Mario up from the ground as if he were made of cardboard. He placed the screaming Mario on the log splitting stick and put the noose over his head. Bosco called out to Antonio Oliver in a high voice. The boy was walking leisurely across the meadow. His desire to kill was evident. The boy's screaming and begging amused him. When he reached the splitting stick, he lifted his leg up. His polished boot gleamed in the sunlight as he darted towards the splitting stick. The splitting stick fell over and Mario Prato fell into the rope. The fall was not high enough to break his neck. His death throes lasted several minutes. A cruel gasp and whistle filled the area. The men watched with satisfaction as the life drained from the boy and his body froze. Antonio Oliver grunted with satisfaction. "Let him hang. Don Varini's men will see him. Men, we'll clear out the camp at nightfall. We've got guns and we're outnumbered. We'll shoot the men like rabbits. Just like they plan to do to us." Bosco grunted. "Antonio, we shouldn't have sent Mario to hell. Only he knows how to open the stone door." "You're wrong, Bosco. He told me how to open the door. Not only that. He gave me the tools needed to open the door. He said he stole the iron from Don Varini's warehouse." The men grunted with satisfaction. They spent the day playing cards. Antonio Oliver forbade the drinking of brandy. Before dusk they gave the horses water and then led them to the stable. Then they sat in the bar and waited for their turn.


	As the sun disappeared behind the Col d'Agnel, Antonio Oliver stood up. "Men, listen. Everyone can take a big sip of brandy from the bottle. Just one sip and no more." A satisfied cooing sounded. The backpacks were untied. The sips from the brandy bottles continued until Antonio Oliver banged his fist on the table. "I said one sip and now you drink the bottles dry. Men, the time has come. We won't wait until it's completely dark. Otherwise we won't hit the bastards. No one can escape us." The men took their rifles out of their leather cases. "Stop! Someone has to stay here. We can't leave the horses and the luggage unguarded. Vincenzo, pack up your rifle. You stay here. Have your revolver ready. We're leaving now. Vincenzo, take care of yourself. If a stranger comes here, shoot him." Antonio Oliver chased his men out of the house. Vincenzo was happy to be allowed to stay in the house. He preferred to have a few sips of brandy rather than get shot. He took the bottle out of his backpack, uncorked it and took a big gulp. This despite the fact that Antonio Oliver forbade drinking alcohol during a mission. Antonio Oliver was absent. He also didn't care what Antonio ordered. He was Antonio's first partner. Bosco was the third. Nevertheless, he made Bosco his right-hand man. He couldn't understand what Bosco had to offer more than him. Bosco was a disgusting pig. Apparently it was Bosco's brutality that endeared him to Antonio. His joy in torturing and killing.


	While Vincenzo sat at the table and thought about his life, his cronies were on their way to the secret camp of Don Varini's smugglers' depot. Vincenzo was against hanging Mario Prato. He believed the boy.


	***


	Antonio Oliver hissed to his men: "We'll run side by side. Stand behind a tree at the edge of the forest. No one leaves the forest and you shoot on my command." When they reached the last trees, they stood behind a tree trunk with their rifles lowered. Antonio Oliver had no doubt that they would finish off the men. There were five of them and they were good shots. He grinned scornfully. If he had taken the cruel consequences of their actions seriously, they wouldn't be standing ready to shoot in front of the secret camp. The four men sat in front of the rock niche. Antonio Oliver hissed the order to shoot. Five rifle shots rang out into the night. The four men fell sideways to the ground. Antonio Oliver whistled. His men hurried to the cave entrance. They dragged the dead away from the rock niche. Antonio Oliver climbed into the rock niche. He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and unfolded it. "This is Mario's drawing. He marked the place where you have to push the bolt with the iron with a cross." He found the small, well-camouflaged opening. Without Mario's marker, he would have had to search for a long time. The opening was in a place where he would not have looked. He put the iron in the opening and applied pressure downwards on the iron part. Just as Mario had told him. The door, which was covered with thin plates made of rock from the cliff, swung open. The men stared into a black hole. Bosco lit an oil lamp and handed it to Antonio Oliver. The men followed their leader.


	The cave passage was no more than five steps long. The men were amazed at the size of the cave. It was a natural cave. Structural measures had only been taken at the entrance. The cave was large. You could stand upright. To their amazement, it was dry in the rock cavern. There were three large wooden shelves. They were crammed full of goods. The men's eyes lit up as they filled their jute sacks with valuable goods. At that point, the men should have considered that one could not rob a secret warehouse belonging to Don Varini's empire with impunity. Antonio Oliver was too arrogant to think about what consequences the robbery might have.


	While the men were filling jute sacks with valuable contraband, Vincenzo raised his glass to the bottle several times in the old muleteer's house. When the shots rang out, the bottle almost knocked his teeth out of his mouth in shock. After that, there was silence. He laid his head on his arms to relax. A loud bang made him jump up. Behind the house, there were several crashes. The image of Mario hanging appeared before his eyes. Fear gripped him. He wondered if Mario's ghost was on a quest for revenge. There was another thud. It sounded as if something had fallen from the roof. He grabbed the revolver, ran out of the house and crept along the side of the house. At the end of the house, he peeked around the corner. Although it was dark, he could see all the things lying on the floor. There was a chamber pot next to a chair. He looked up at the facade and saw the open window in the attic. There was no doubt about it. There had to be someone in the attic. Vincenzo turned and ran to the house entrance. A young man came towards him. He raised his revolver, but did not have the chance to pull the trigger. A sharp pain shot through his chest. He dropped the revolver and grabbed the knife handle. His legs gave way. He managed to turn around so as not to fall on the knife. The young man knelt down next to him and took his hand. "I'm sorry. You left me no choice." He asked the young man who he was. "Are you from Don Luciano?" The boy said no. He said that he was only passing through with his lover. "Young man, we are all only passing through." Vincenzo was frightened. Had he been dreaming? Had he dozed off? He was standing on the mule track next to his body, which was stretched out on the path. He did not understand what was happening. Now a young woman knelt down next to his body. The young man pulled her up. "Claudia, there is nothing more you can do for him. He is dead. I had to kill him. Otherwise he would have shot me." Vincenzo was now aware that he had left his earthly body. The young man and the young woman ran away. He called after them: "Run, they will come back and kill you. Run as fast as you can." But the two did not hear him. They ran into the night.


	The lovers had barely disappeared into the night when Antonio Oliver and his comrades returned. They were carrying bulging jute sacks. Antonio Oliver came towards him. Vincenzo wanted to get out of his way, but realised that this was not necessary, as Antonio Oliver marched through him. "Men, Vincenzo has been caught, we must hurry. We are no longer alone." The men paid no attention to his corpse. They did not care at all about his death. He watched them as they carried the jute sacks into the old mule house. Antonio Oliver was satisfied. The looting of the secret warehouse was quick. As he had previously impressed upon the men, they only took small, valuable items. The goods had to fit in their shoulder bags and in the pockets on the back of their saddles. After all, they could not ride around with bulging jute sacks. Antonio Oliver called to Bosco: "Bosco, come up with me. We are not alone in the house." The two climbed the stairs, their revolvers at the ready. Shortly afterwards they came down. "There were people there. You can see it from the footprints. We won't catch them now, because they are nowhere and everywhere." Antonio Oliver cursed. "We have to get out of here. How long will it take you to repack? Get going now. We know that Don Luciano's people killed Vincenzo. But where the hell are they? They would have stayed here to surprise us. They wouldn't have left Vincenzo lying here. The person or people who killed him are on the run. If we hurry, we'll catch them. Or they'll catch us. We have to be careful. You know what the Empire does to people who steal from it. They chop off their hands. This is before they kill them." Bosco looked at Antonio Oliver in horror. "You never said anything about that. If I had known, I wouldn't have joined in." Antonio Oliver hissed at him. "You idiot. But you're happy to take the goods. I saw you packing. You made sure that the most valuable things went into your saddlebag." Bosco's face turned red with anger. "We should have kept our hands off the warehouse. It's not worth dying for the junk. Most of the value of the goods will go to the fences in Marseille anyway." The men nodded at Bosco. Antonio Oliver became angry. "You damned idiots. If only I hadn't said anything about chopping off the hands. They won't catch us." Bosco raised his hand. "What about Mario Prato? He betrayed us. They know your name." Antonio Oliver waved his hand away. "I've been thinking about it. Mario didn't betray us. He would never have given me the iron and the sketch of the rock niche." Bosco let out a mocking laugh. "Then why did you have him hanged?" "I was wrong. Anyone can be wrong. Plus, we have one less person to share with.” Bosco’s high-pitched mocking laughter made the men jump. “If we still get around to sharing.”


	Antonio Oliver rode with his men through the Val Guil to Guillestre. As they passed the Inn at the Inn, Antonio Oliver mocked him. "Look, men. The noble inn belongs to Don Luciano Varini, from whom we robbed. Fortunately, our sacks bear the name of a courier company. Men, we are couriers." The men laughed loudly.


	On the way from Guillestre to Mont-Dauphin they came across a modern travelling carriage. Antonio Oliver called out to his men: "We're going to attack it. We need French money. Anyone who drives a carriage like that must have money. If I'm not mistaken, it's an English coupe." Antonio Oliver pointed his revolver at the driver. "Stop the carriage or I'll knock you off the lead seat." The driver stopped the carriage. Bosco jumped off his horse and ran to the carriage. "Antonio, there's someone sitting in a box. Have you ever seen anything like it?" The men came closer to the carriage and stared at the box, which was partly made of glass. Bosco pointed his revolver at the box, in which a young man with blond hair was sitting. "Boy, get out of that box. Quickly." The young man got out of the box. He was holding a wallet in his hand. "Take the money. Everything I have is in this bag." Bosco snatched the bag from his hand and pushed the young man away to search for valuables in the chest. Antonio Oliver called to him: "Bosco, come on, we don't have time. Leave the boy the junk." Bosco grumbled: "Antonio, I'm sure I would have found something useful there." He swung himself onto the horse and rode past the carriage.


	32. Don Luciano Varini learns that Sébastien Meunier has set up a secret committee to liquidate him


	It was Thursday evening at seven. Luciano Varini looked at the wall calendar to make sure that today was June 17th. He loved the calendar from 1802. The calendar contained a beautiful painting of the Occitan Alps for each month. His friend Jean-Michel had announced his arrival by letter on Friday, June 18th. He looked at the grandfather clock next to the bar. "It's already seven o'clock. Jean Michel should have been here long ago."


	They agreed that they would drive up to Château du Queyras together on Thursday to inspect the progress of the renovation work inside. Luciano Varini could not stay in the bar any longer. He turned to Bastiano Lopez, who was sitting with him at the regulars' table. "Bastiano, I'm waiting outside for Jean-Michel. He should have been here by now. I hope nothing has happened to him." He sat down on a park bench. In his thoughts he went to Jean-Michel. Two months had passed since Jean-Michel's last visit. For him, the renovation work on Jean-Michel's inn was taking too long. Since the renovation work had been underway, he rode to Château du Queyras once a week to observe the progress. He encouraged the workmen. He promised them gifts. He made the size of the gifts dependent on the time taken for the renovation. His concern was that the sooner the work was completed, the sooner Jean-Michel would move to the Occitan Alps. Last year, he and Bastiano Lopez accompanied Jean-Michel to Sisteron to see the architect Roux. He hoped to get closer to Jean-Michel on the trip to Sisteron. Instead, Jean-Michel became friends with the innkeeper's son while staying overnight in an old, small inn, which annoyed him greatly. He had to pull himself together not to show his jealousy. He looked up. On the trade route, he heard the grinding of wagon wheels. The sound of hooves was getting closer.


	Luciano hurried to the gate and opened both wings. Shortly afterwards, the English coupe drove through the gate to the inn. He was relieved. He had waited a long time for this moment. The English coupe passed the turning circle and stopped in front of the entrance. Luciano Varini ran after the car and opened the door of the passenger cabin. "Greetings, Jean-Michel. Welcome to the mountains of Occitania." Jean-Michel Aron shook his hand before he got out. Which made him happy. The bellboy appeared to take Jean-Michel's luggage to his bedroom. "Jean-Michel, I was worried because I was expecting you earlier." "Please excuse me, Luciano. We were attacked." Anger rose in Luciano. "What! You were attacked? Where did it happen?" He looked at Jean-Michel for injuries. "Jean-Michel, are you injured?" "No, Luciano. Fortunately they left me alone. It was in the Val Durance. Five men blocked our way. The leader pointed a revolver at the driver and ordered him to stop. Then a short, fat man got off his horse and threatened me with the revolver. I gave him my wallet. The man wanted to look around the passenger compartment. But the leader, a tall, slim man, shouted to him that they didn't have time. So he got on his horse and rode away. The leader's name is Antonio and the man I gave the wallet to is Bosco." Luciano Varini clenched his fist. "That damned bastard Oliver is in Occitania. They are looking for him and his men in Piedmont. They say they are one of the most dangerous gangs in Piedmont. For God's sake, Jean-Michel. You were very lucky." "Yes, we were very scared."


	Luciano Varini felt a stab of pain in his chest. He could see Jérôme, the innkeeper's son, sitting next to Jean-Michel in the passenger cabin. "Why us? Weren't you alone in the passenger cabin?" "By we, I mean the driver and me." Luciano felt a weight lifted from his shoulders. "Don't worry about the money. You don't need any money from me. I'll send a message to headquarters in Marseille. Those bastards are definitely on their way to Marseille. They will be brought to justice. Nobody is attacking my friends. After you've refreshed yourself from your journey, please take a seat in the dining room. In the meantime, I'll get some good wine from the cellar. You must be hungry." "Luciano, I always have little money in my wallet. I put the money in a secret compartment in the passenger cabin." "That's foresighted. Congratulations."


	As Luciano Varini stood in the wine cellar, he looked at the shelf behind which was the iron door to the labyrinth of caves. It had been a year since he had gone through that door to have fun with the blond boy Peter. He did not regret having released the boy, although he lived with the fear that the boy might betray him despite threats. The last time he had allowed himself to be satisfied by a young man was when he travelled to Marseille with Jean-Michel. He stayed in his Marseille apartment for a week. Apart from the two meetings of the top leaders in the secret room of Sébastien Meunier's villa, he had nothing important to do. He had a heated argument with Sébastien Meunier over the sale of the Three Routes Inn. To escape boredom, he spent a lot of time in Jean-Michel's Central Inn. Although he was in love with Jean-Michel, he could not resist spending three evenings in the port of Marseille satisfying himself with a blond youth for sale.


	In the autumn of 1801, the renovation of the facade of the Three Routes Inn began. Because Meunier said he was sabotaging the renovation work, he ordered two men to Château du Queyras to take turns guarding the inn. He himself rode up three times a week to check that everything was in order. Of course, he also hoped to meet Jean-Michel. But each time he met his driver, the tall, lanky Ferdinand Caille, who was staying with José Gonzalez in Château du Queyras during the renovation period. He thought it was unnecessary for Jean-Michel to leave Ferdinand Caille behind to oversee the construction work in Château du Queyras. At that time, he combined visits to the construction site with visits to José Gonzalez. Thanks to Jean-Michel, José had fully recovered from the injuries he had sustained in the accident in Val Guil. He occasionally met the handsome Richard. This always triggered sexual desires in him. But when he thought of Jean-Michel, he overcame his desire to have sexual intercourse with Richard.


	Luciano shook off his thoughts and grabbed the bottle of wine, which he took up to the entrance hall. As he entered the dining room, his wife Céline was busy clearing the table. She turned to him. "Luciano, would you like something small to eat? I assume that you will sit at Monsieur Aron's table." "Yes, I'll sit next to Jean-Michel. But I'm not hungry. Please make sure that Jean-Michel gets a large portion. He was attacked in the Val Durance." Céline looked at him indignantly. "That's horrible. Was he injured?" "No, fortunately not." Jean-Michel did not miss the gleam in Luciano Varini's eyes as he sat down at the table. Luciano reported to Jean-Michel on the progress of the renovation work on the facade of the Three Routes Inn. Luciano also told Jean-Michel a lot about the smuggling of goods in the Occitan Alps.


	On Saturday, after breakfast, Luciano and Jean-Michel set off for Château du Queyras in their English coupe. Halfway through the Val Guil, Richard came riding towards them. Richard passed the carriage and turned around when he saw that Monsieur Luciano Varini was sitting in the passenger cabin. The driver realized that the young man was turning around. He stopped the carriage. Luciano Varini wound down the side window. Richard handed him a letter without a word and rode off towards Château du Queyras. Luciano Varini opened the envelope and took out a letter. It was from José Gonzalez. Don Luciano Varini read the letter. "Luciano, the secret storage facility by the old mule house was cleared out yesterday. The four guards were shot. A couple from Piedmont called Roman Bertolucci and Claudia Castelli had reported to the gendarme in Château du Queyras." When Luciano Varini heard the name Bertolucci, his friend Baron Pietro Bertolucci from Piedmont immediately came to mind. He read on. "The couple said that they had spent the night in the attic of the old mule house when a gang of six men stormed into the house the next morning. Roman Bertolucci had recognized Antonio Oliver from the window because drawings of the gang members had been attached to the walls of houses and trees in Milan and Torino. The couple reported that the men had hanged a young boy from a tree. Why they didn't tell the gendarmes about the robbery of the secret camp is a mystery to me. Because they must have noticed something."


	Now Luciano Varini had confirmation that it was Baron Bertolucci's son. "Roman Bertolucci had to kill a man in self-defense so that they could escape. Since the man was aiming his revolver at him, he hurled his hunting knife into the man's chest." For Don Luciano Varini it was clear that this Antonio Oliver and his men had to be eliminated. Since Jean-Michel had been attacked by Antonio Oliver and his men the day before, he would tell Jean-Michel that Antonio Oliver left him alone because they had previously robbed a warehouse and Antonio Oliver was in a hurry. He turned to Jean-Michel. "Jean-Michel, this Antonio Oliver had previously robbed one of our warehouses. That's why he let you go. They were on the run with the loot." José Gonzalez's message had swept away his good mood. He had been so happy to be able to sit next to Jean-Michel in the passenger cabin. To have physical contact with him. He had no choice but to ask Jean-Michel to take him to the warehouse in Château du Queyras so he could speak to José. "Jean-Michel, I have a request for you. Is it too much trouble for you to take me to my warehouse? I need to speak to José Gonzalez. It's important." "No problem, Luciano. We'll wait for you then." He thanked him.


	As the carriage drove out of the forest, he saw Richard standing next to his horse by the access road to the Three Routes Inn. Richard apparently wanted to see which way the carriage was going. When Richard saw that the carriage was driving past the access road to the inn, he jumped onto his horse and rode ahead of it. At the warehouse, Richard dismounted and called through the closed door into the hall: "José, open the door. Monsieur Varini is here." A moment later, José Gonzalez stepped out onto the forecourt. José Gonzalez led Don Luciano into the office. José Gonzalez was surprised at his quick appearance. He told Don Luciano about the raid on the secret warehouse. Don Luciano asked José why the secret warehouse was guarded by four men. "One of the senior leaders ordered this. I do not know why. It could be that the leader heard that Antonio Oliver's dangerous gang was on its way to Occitania. Apparently the four guards did not take the danger seriously, otherwise they would not have sat down on the grass in front of the camp. They were probably even sleeping."


	Luciano said goodbye to José Gonzalez. As he crossed the hall he met Richard. Richard was busy loading boxes. He went over to him and patted him on the shoulder. "Thank you for handing over the letter." His gaze lingered for a moment on Richard's slim, muscular body before he made his way to the coach. The driver guided the English coupe onto the driveway to the Three Routes Inn. The passenger cabin tilted. Luciano slid against Jean-Michel. The contact with his thigh excited him.


	Jean-Michel Aron was very pleased with the progress of the construction. The bar was almost finished. But there was still a lot to do in the kitchen and the bedrooms. After the construction work was finished, the whole house had to be thoroughly cleaned and then the furniture, dishes, glasses, supplies and wines had to be brought in. The bedrooms had to be furnished with tables, armchairs and bunk beds as well as bed linen. He would help Jean-Michel with this. Although this would mean competition for his inn. Jean-Michel would take guests away from him. But since he did not depend on the income from the Zum Krug inn, Jean-Michel's competition did not hurt him. His inn was a cover. He could not appear in public as the supreme leader of a criminal empire.


	The interior renovation was extensive. Sébastien Meunier's threat to sabotage the renovation work has so far not come to fruition. Jean-Michel was relieved when he told him that Meunier had not yet attacked. They were about to get into the passenger cabin when they saw a rider on the trade route who towered high above the horse. Luciano Varini cleared his throat. "It can only be your tall lanky guy. Let's wait and see what he has to say." Ferdinand Caille dismounted. "Jean, Luciano, I need to talk to you. It's important." Ferdinand handed Jean-Michel a piece of paper. "There is supposed to be a huge fortune in the rock behind your inn . Gemstones. Do you see the arrow pointing to the crack? Now read what is written there." Jean-Michel read the text and handed it to Luciano. Luciano looked at Jean-Michel. "Jean-Michel, this is a trap. The man wants you to extract the gems so he can steal them." Ferdinand sighed. "He assured me that he had found the sketch in the house of a road maker and that he felt obliged to send it to the owner. But he did not want to reveal his name. I suspect that something is not right." They said goodbye to Ferdinand Caille, who could not resist giving advice to the replacement driver.


	On the way back to Guillestre, Luciano tried to suppress the news of the raid on the secret contraband warehouse. He didn't want it to spoil his joy of sitting in the coach with Jean-Michel. He especially enjoyed the curves, sliding along the smooth seat towards Jean-Michel and feeling his body.


	***


	Back at the Inn Zum Krug, Luciano invited Jean-Michel to dinner together. Jean-Michel's driver was assigned a room above the stables. Luciano was having dinner with Jean-Michel when Céline entered the dining room. "Luciano, Archibald Girard and Danilo Pellegrino have just arrived from Marseille. They are in the bar." "Céline, serve them some food. I'll come over then." Céline left the dining room. He turned to Jean-Michel. "Jean-Michel, I have to receive the men afterwards. But first they should eat."


	An hour later, Luciano went into the bar. He greeted his secretary and his accountant from Marseille. "We're going to the park." His dog Loco, who was sleeping under the regulars' table, trotted after them into the park. Danilo Pellegrino stroked Loco's head. "Is Loco still well, Don Luciano?" "He's doing surprisingly well for his age. His favorite place is under the regulars' table. Which doesn't surprise me. He's always getting something to nibble on there." He sat down on the edge of the fountain basin while Danilo and Archibald sat down on a bench. "What is the reason for the long journey to see me? Wouldn't it have been less difficult for you if you had written to me to tell me what the secret committee had to say?" Luciano's thoughts went back to the day when Danilo and Archibald turned to him indignantly at headquarters. They told him that Sébastien Meunier had the nerve to offer them a large sum of money if they were prepared to betray him by sitting on a secret committee that he was planning to set up. Danilo's words were still ringing in his ears. "Don Luciano, your business partner has something against you. Why would he set up a secret committee?" He didn't think twice. "Men, do it for me." Danilo and Archibald looked at him indignantly. Danilo shook his head. "Don Luciano, we have no right to do this. A secret committee should be made up of top leaders." "Danilo, don't you understand why Meunier wants to set up this committee? He is clearly planning to undermine my influence in the organization. He wants me out of his position as top leader. For that reason, you must agree with him. That way, there is a chance that I can be warned." And the two of them made the long journey to tell him about the secret committee. This alarmed him. He raised his hand. "It must be something important that you have come to me. Has the secret committee decided to depose me?" Archibald shook his head. "Don Luciano, if that were the case, we would not have come all this way. It is much worse. The committee has decided on your death. This despite the fact that both we and Bastien Delavallé were against it. You are in danger. Meunier said that you would endanger the Empire. We now know the reason why he insisted on buying the Three Routes Inn. It is not because the Empire needs it to house smugglers." Luciano raised his hand. "It is about the gemstones in the rock behind the inn." Danilo Pellegrino and Archibald Girard looked at him in shock at first. They remembered Meunier's statement that he would send a man with the sketch to Château du Queyras. Danilo sighed. "Don Luciano, would you like to know how Meunier came up with the sketch?" Luciano nodded. "Report, Danilo." "Meunier told us the following story. He had looked at old books in the Marseille State Archives. While leafing through a book, he found a document with a drawing of the rock behind the Three Routes Inn. A road maker put the document in the book in 1769. On the drawing, the road maker had drawn a crack to the side of the rock that he had discovered in 1769. Out of curiosity, he looked into the crack. When he saw something glittering in the crack, he tied an oil lamp to a stick and pushed the lamp into the crack. He wrote that he had seen precious stones in the crack. The road maker also wrote that he wanted to speak to the owner of the Three Routes Inn, Julius Garnier, the following day to offer him his help in extracting the precious stones. Meunier found out that the road maker had died the following day in the Val Guil. Meunier assumes that the roadmaker put the document in the old book after writing it so that no one would see it. His wife sold the antique book to the State Archives out of poverty. Apparently he was the first to see the book. That is Meunier's story. Don Luciano, I assume that you do not trust the man who gave the sketch to Aron's driver, I believe his name is Ferdinand Caille. Meunier's plan is for a group of men to set up camp in an uninhabited house in a clearing in the forest at Château du Queyras to spy on the mining of the gemstones and then strike as soon as the stones have been mined. The group consists of Ethan Davit, Rémi Laurent, Adrien Moreau and their leader Lionel Petit. You have certainly heard of them. They are specialists. Incidentally, Meunier assumes that you will help the innkeeper to extract the gemstones. Meunier promised us a large share of the proceeds from the gemstones. Luciano, you must not allow the owner of the inn to extract the gems without your help. The four of them are brutal men. Meunier has strictly forbidden them from killing anyone. All they would have to do is beat your specialists senseless and drive the builder and the workers into the forest. But from what we know, they will go to extremes. You must put enough guards in place." "It goes without saying that I will support Jean-Michel. I will also ensure that the gems get to Marseille so that Jean-Michel can sell them. Jean-Michel is my best friend. For your information, his name is Jean-Michel Aron. I will ensure that the best men guard the mining." Danilo raised his hand to indicate that he wanted to speak. "Don Luciano, the gems are one thing. But what worries us much more is your life. You must be careful from now on. Of course, we will report everything that is decided in the secret committee to you by express messenger. What we know for sure is that Bastien Delavallé is strictly against it. But he cannot prevail against Meunier. Don Luciano, on the way here we thought about how we could protect you. Our suggestion is to eliminate Meunier." Luciano shook his head. "For God's sake. Have you gone mad? You wouldn't survive an attack on him. Meunier is protected day and night. His servant is trained in combat. He is also protected by invisible bodyguards. They are men who accompany the two of them discreetly, disguised as normal passers-by. Meunier did not initiate me into this sophisticated method of personal protection. I found out for myself that the same passers-by took turns in his vicinity. When I was out in town with Meunier, I saw a homeless man running after us with a can and begging for a sou. Meunier threw a sou into the can. The man thanked him and withdrew. I noticed that the man was a little too well fed for a homeless man. His well-trained body was obvious. And behold. During another encounter with Meunier, I saw the same man well-dressed near Meunier. When I looked around, I saw a young, drunken fellow. When the bawling fellow passed close to me, his breath was free of the smell of alcohol. I not only advise you not to kill Meunier. I command you to do so. Now go to the guest rooms. After that, I will treat you to a wonderful wine. You deserve it."


	Back in the dining room, he told Jean-Michel about the group that was supposed to steal the gems. "Jean-Michel, Meunier promises the men a large share if they are successful. I will help you to win the gems. It is wrong that you want to give up the great fortune just because there could be deaths. Meunier will have you killed to get the inn. He will not give up the gems. If you win the gems now, he will have no reason to kill you." "Luciano, I don't want the gems to hinder the renovation of the inn. On the other hand, I agree with you. But how can we enlarge the crack in the rock without people wondering why we are working on the rock?" Jean-Michel looked at the bottle of wine that was on the buffet. "I have an idea, Luciano. We tell people that we want to hollow out the rock to store wine in it. That would be rock wines." "Jean-Michel, that is an excellent argument. I congratulate you. I could really use a man like you in our organization. I advise you to entrust the dismantling to master builder René Bertrand. He is a discreet man." "We will go to René Bertrand tomorrow and explain to him that it is a secret assignment." "Bertrand will get two workers from a Marseille construction company. Workers who will be used for secret assignments. He is not allowed to use any of his own workers. In fact, he only provides the tools and materials."


	***


	Late on Monday afternoon, June 21, 1802, master builder René Bertrand arrived at the Three Routes inn with a heavily loaded transport wagon pulled by four horses. The wagon was followed by two workmen from Marseille. Two discreet men on horseback. Two other workmen, also from Marseille, lived with Bertrand. In order to be able to work on the rock day and night, the workers had to take turns. The men had been trained in removing rock. After arriving, master builder Bertrand and the two specialists set about installing the construction site. A large platform with stairs made of wooden posts and planks was built in front of the rock. A wooden shed was then built onto the rock. The shed was large enough to hold all the tools. It also offered the workmen protection from the rain. The wooden shed had a solid oak door. Since Jean-Michel and Luciano knew that Meunier's men would not strike until the gems were ready to be removed, no guard was necessary during the days when the crack in the rock was being enlarged. But Luciano did not want to take any risks. He went to the shopkeeper Nicolas, the leader of one of the Empire's many specialist groups. He ordered that the works be guarded day and night, because the workers might be tempted by the sight of the gems. He did not have to worry about master builder Bertrand. The specialists were trained in combat. They belonged to the specialist group of Château du Queyras. The leader was the shopkeeper Nicolas. Master builder Bertrand and the workers were informed of the impending theft of the gems.


	Jean-Michel had decided to stay with him at the Inn Zum Krug while the gems were being mined. He was very happy about this. He took every opportunity to be with Jean-Michel. They ate together and went for evening walks. On Thursday he drove up to Château du Queyras with Jean-Michel in an English coupé to see how the gems were being mined. They heard the blows of the heavy hammers as the carriage drove into the inn's forecourt. They entered the wooden shed. He clapped his hands together when he saw the size of the gems. A large area shone at them in the light of the lanterns hanging from the narrow vault that had been created by the eruption. Luciano put his hand on Jean-Michel's shoulder. "Jean-Michel, isn't that magnificent?" The widening of the crack was still too narrow to use the tools they would use to separate the gems from the rock.


	Before Luciano and Jean-Michel got back into the car, they inspected the interior of the inn. The renovation work was progressing well. As they left the inn, master builder Bertrand came towards them. "Messieurs, it's good to see you. My men told me about surveyors who were staying in the area around the Three Routes Inn. The men had even been seen in the forest near the cliff. If you ask me, they are not surveyors, although they are carrying jalons and tripods on their backs." Luciano nodded. "You are right, Sénher Bertrand. We know. They are the men who want to steal the gems. I can imagine Meunier's fit of rage when he finds out that he will have to do without the gems. What I cannot understand is that he would go to such lengths for the gems. The value of the stones is a tip compared to his wealth. Nothing more. But for you, Jean-Michel, they are valuable. In any case, the renovation of the inn is costing a lot of money. We can't leave the rock unguarded for even an hour. Sénher Bertrand, you must be on your guard. The door of the wooden hut must not be left open for a minute longer than necessary. The spies must not see how far you have got with the work." "We will, Sénher Varini." They said goodbye and got into the car.


	The driver turned the brake crank to get the carriage moving as Ferdinand Caille rode towards the inn. Jean-Michel Aron called to the driver, "Monsieur Girard, please wait ." Jean-Michel rolled down the side window. Ferdinand Caille dismounted. Jean-Michel did not miss the way Ferdinand gave the driver an indefinable look. "Jean, there are men in the professor's house. They tell people that they are from the state and are surveying land. They are also conducting a geological study of the earth in this area. There is something wrong with the men." Jean-Michel nodded. "You are right, Ferdinand. Luciano knows who they are. We are on our guard. Thank you for the message. We hope you have a good time and say hello to Agnès and José." Ferdinand sighed. "Men, I have a bad feeling about the rock. Destroying the rock could bring us bad luck. It would be better not to remove the gems. They belong to the rock." "Ferdinand, your worries are unfounded. Gems are mined all over the world." Jean-Michel waved to Ferdinand from the passenger cabin. But Ferdinand's gaze was fixed on the driver, who started the car. Ferdinand Caille watched the car until it drove down the Occitan trade route into the Val Guil.


	***


	Late in the morning on Wednesday, July 7, René Bertrand entered the bar of the Zum Krug inn. He announced that the opening was now large enough to begin removing the precious stones. Luciano Varini and Jean-Michel Aron immediately set off for Château du Queyras with the master builder. Luciano was concerned about the fact that Meunier had organized such a senseless theft. He gradually realized that Meunier was not interested in the precious stones, but in getting the men to help him liquidate them. According to Danilo and Archibald's testimony, Meunier promised the members of the secret committee large shares of the stolen precious stones. But the members of the secret committee, who would now have to give up their share, would not simply accept it. In contrast to Danilo and Archibald, who spied for him, they were greedy, brutal men. Men who would stop at nothing. If they succeeded in the robbery, which he couldn't imagine, they wouldn't get very far. His specialists, who were everywhere, would punish them. By cutting off one of their hands. The thought made his chest tighten.


	The English coupe drove up to the Three Routes Inn. They followed builder René Bertrand. Luciano was friends with the builder in a way. Bertrand had built his inn. The builder climbed up onto the platform and opened the heavy door of the wooden shed. He let them go first. He was amazed at how big the crack in the rock was now. "Jean-Michel, after you've mined the gemstones, you can turn this room into a wine cellar." Builder Bertrand showed them a stack of wooden boxes. "For safety reasons, we'll remove the gemstones tonight and pack them in these boxes." He pointed to two bulging sacks. "This is straw to protect them from scratching each other." René Bertrand turned to him. As soon as we've removed the last stone, we'll load the boxes onto my wagon and cover them with a tarpaulin. Then we'll take them straight to their warehouse in Guillestre, Sénher Varini. As agreed." He was amazed. "Senior Bertrand, you don't want to be there, do you? I don't think it's a good idea. You know that a group of men have taken up residence in the professor's house. They are not surveyors, but brutal bastards. We must expect an attack." "Senior Varini, I want to be there when the stones are removed. I have a knife with me. We will start removing the precious stones at ten at night. I estimate that we will put the last stones in a box at five in the morning."


	***


	Jean-Michel Aron felt unwell on the way back to Guillestre. Luciano kept pressing his thigh against his. He was generally not feeling well. The gemstones had been weighing on his stomach for days. He was certainly interested in the stones, as they would enable him to easily finance the expensive renovation of the inn. He knew that the stones were not as valuable as Meunier had made the men believe. According to Danilo and Archibald's testimony, Sébastien Meunier spoke of a huge fortune. This was far from the case. Jean-Michel knew about gemstones. In Monsieur Funé's class, every gemstone was discussed. He agreed with Luciano's statement that Meunier had only one goal in stealing the gemstones - to get the men to kill him. Meunier knew that it was difficult to find men to eliminate the supreme leader. By making the men believe that the gems were worth a huge fortune, the men's willingness to liquidate Don Luciano certainly increased. He would be happy if the roadmaker had never discovered the gems. On the other hand, Meunier would find another way to have Don Luciano killed. With money, anything was possible. Jean-Michel also saw Meunier's actions as an act of revenge. He hoped that the gems would be transported away from Château du Queyras as quickly as possible. But there was the long journey to Marseille. Here he trusted Luciano, who had smuggled goods transported to Marseille year in, year out. When he asked Luciano Varini about the danger of the transport, he said that the gems would be transported to Marseille in one of his hearses. He thought this was a macabre idea, but a good one nonetheless. One thing was clear to him: the completion of the inn was his priority.


	Jean-Michel was relieved when the English coupe came to a stop in front of the Zum Krug inn and he was able to leave the passenger cabin. He had had enough of Luciano's advances. Over dinner, Luciano explained to him how he would turn the gemstones into money for him at the gemstone market. After dinner, they discussed the organization of the opening ceremony for the Zu den Drei Routen inn. Before they said goodnight, Luciano calmed him down. "Jean-Michel, you've seemed tense all evening. Is it because of the coming night?" "Yes, it is. I have Ferdinand's warning about leaving the gemstones on the rock in my head." Luciano shook his head. "Do you believe your driver's blather? He lives in his own world. What nonsense about not being able to take anything from the rock? Your driver is always blathering on about otherworldly beings. The people in Fontenay-le-Comte, where he comes from, are certainly superstitious. Jean-Michel, it's eleven. We have to go to sleep because we're leaving tomorrow, Thursday, at five."


	***


	At half past four in the morning, Céline Varini served Jean-Michel and Luciano a small breakfast. Luciano looked at the calendar. "It's July 8th. We'll remember that date. The men should have finished mining the gemstones. I can see them in front of me, padding the stones with straw."


	The weather could not have been better when Jean-Michel, accompanied by Luciano, drove up to Château du Queyras in an English coupé through the wild Val Guil. Jean-Michel would have enjoyed the trip if Luciano had refrained from his advances by constantly pressing his thigh against his. Jean-Michel was dependent on Luciano. Otherwise he would never have sat in the passenger compartment with him. His friend Ferdinand constantly warned him not to let Varini ride in the car. Then he had an idea. He reached back and pulled out his bag. He placed it on the bench between them and pretended to be looking for something in it. Then he left the bag where it was. Luciano's face turned grim. "Luciano, shouldn't we soon hear the bell of builder Bertrand's car? He wanted to leave the inn at five with the gems accompanied by your men." Luciano nodded. "You're right, Jean-Michel. The car should pass us. We've covered more than half the distance." Jean-Michel was too excited to see the beauty of nature. He and Luciano listened into the valley, hoping to hear the jingling of bells. Luciano's face was tense. He turned to Jean-Michel. "Something's gone wrong. We're coming out of the forest soon and there's no wagon to be heard." As Monsieur Girard drove the wagon down the driveway to the inn, they saw the builder's wagon standing behind the inn. They saw a worker putting buckets of water out for the horses. The English coupe was still moving when Luciano left the passenger cabin. Jean-Michel followed him. When they reached the transport wagon, they spoke to the worker from the inn. "Messieurs, the poor animals must have been harnessed to the wagons for hours. No one is working behind the rock. The door of the wooden hut is closed. You can't hear anything. I didn't go and look because we're not allowed to." Luciano thanked the worker. “Jean-Michel, where is Bertrand and his men?”


	They hurried to the rock. "There's no one there." Luciano grabbed the latch. The door gave way. "They didn't even lock the door." He pulled the door open and screamed. Jean-Michel Aron froze when he looked into the hut. There were five men lying in large pools of blood. Jean-Michel Aron ran away and vomited. His whole body was shaking. He heard Luciano's cracking voice as if from a distance. "They killed them all. Why didn't I take Danilo Pellegrino and Archibald Girard's warning more seriously? They told me that Meunier strictly forbade killing anyone. He should have known that the men would be blinded by the gemstones and become beasts. Killing was no effort for them. After all, they are specialists of the Empire. They kill for the Empire. Even though Meunier forbade them to kill, it is his act. He couldn't be so naive that the greedy bastards would follow his orders. Now he's gone too far. I will punish him. He will die." Luciano forgot that he was not alone. Jean-Michel shuddered as he looked at Luciano. He was staring into a frightening face. Luciano was a stranger to him. Jean-Michel wondered if Meunier would leave him and the Inn of the Three Routes alone now that he was in possession of the gems. There was a far bigger problem than the stolen gems. Now there were four men in Marseille who would fight among themselves over which of them would be allowed to kill Luciano for a large casket of gems. Or whether they would do it together. Luciano was in great danger. After Luciano's death, would Meunier lead the empire? Unlike Don Luciano, Meunier had nothing human about him. Crime would rise sharply in the Occitan Alps. Would he still feel at home in Château du Queyras?


	Luciano pulled him out of his thoughts. "Jean-Michel, I'll tell you the real reason for the theft of the gems. Meunier has no interest in the stones. He will use them for my head. He will leave the bulk of them to whoever manages to kill me." "Luciano, I've known that for a long time. You have to be careful. Never leave the house without protection." Luciano put his hand on his shoulder. "Jean-Michel, I know you know that I run a criminal empire. The whole region knows that. It's just that most people think that's a blessing. Thanks to the smuggling of goods, the people of the Alps have a less difficult life. What I don't think is that people know how powerful the empire I lead is. They don't know the number of men and women who are killed every year on behalf of the empire. And I'm the supreme leader, disguised as an innkeeper and mayor. Our headquarters are in Meunier's feudal villa, deep underground. There are regular meetings of twelve top leaders. Each leader is in charge of a division. Prostitution, extortion, human trafficking, opium, alcohol and of course smuggling. And much more. Although I sit at the head of the huge table, Sébastien Meunier always has the floor. I took over the leadership of the empire at the age of just over twenty-one or twenty-two through blackmail. Meunier didn't take that well at the time. When my father died, it was obvious to Meunier that he would take his place. At the time, they didn't believe that I had the ability to be the top leader. But they were wrong. I studied law. I also speak several languages. But it looks like they still misjudge me today. If the two of them think they can get me liquidated by greedy gem thieves, they are wrong. The first thing I will do is arrange for the bodies of the gem thieves to be deposited in Meunier's stables. At the same time, the police will be notified. They will find a plan of Meunier's villa among the bodies. A plan that contains the secret meeting room. It will not be easy for Meunier to justify the existence of the secret room with the large table. They will arrest him."


	"Luciano, if they arrest him, he will talk. He will betray you." "He will. But to no avail. There is not a single document against me that could incriminate me. Thanks to the fact that all the empire's business was handled by Meunier and Delavallé. It was they who invested the large amount of money from criminal transactions in legal companies. Jean-Michel, why do you think I leave all the organizational stuff to the two of them? You're probably wondering why I attend the leaders' meetings when they decide and do everything. I'll tell you why. As I've already mentioned, Sébastien Meunier is a greedy person. He stops at nothing when it comes to making money. In the years that I've been at the head of the empire, I've prevented a number of Meunier's plans. Above all in the areas of prostitution and human trafficking. I intervene when it comes to exploiting poor people. Meunier always accuses me of not being interested in the empire's growth. I have to agree with him on that point. I am not interested in expanding our activities to the whole of France. Why? Our wealth is enormous. As far as I am concerned, I do not need a sou from the empire. The way I live, the income from the inn is enough for me. The family and the inn are my life, not the empire." Jean-Michel sighed. "Luciano, who will take over Meunier's work if you hand him over to the justice system?" "I took care of that in the first few years. I must mention here that I also own a large trading company in Piedmont. The administration is located in my town house in Turin. After my father died, I let my mother in on the business. She still runs the trading company today, even though she is old. I have a large fortune in Piedmont. I do not need to be an innkeeper and mayor. But as I said, this is my life. Just as you are a hostess at heart, I am one too. I love company. I love having people, friends, in the bar every day. What good is wealth to Meunier? The big villa when he is alone. He has neither wife nor children. If he doesn't want to be alone, he has to go to a fancy restaurant or accept every invitation to banquets and balls. But as soon as he leaves the event, he is alone. Only his servant and the rest of the staff are always near him. But these people are like his horses to him. Incidentally, his servant is also his bodyguard. The man has had combat training. At the same time, he kills people for Meunier who get in his way. Jean-Michel, by killing these men" - he pointed to the corpses - "Meunier signed their death warrant. And now we have to inform the gendarmes. Builder René Bertrand was a friend of mine. He built my inn. And to my complete satisfaction. He has a family. Fortunately, he was wealthy. At least the survivors won't have to worry about money. The bastards will pay dearly. Now we have to inform the gendarmes. We're locking up here." Jean-Michel avoided looking into the hut. Luciano closed the door and put the beard key in his pocket.


	***


	"Monsieur Girard, something terrible has happened. We must drive up to the village to inform the gendarmes." The English coupe was surrounded by people in the village. Although the residents had seen the carriage many times before, they marveled at it again. But they also ran after the carriage because of Jean-Michel's companion, Don Luciano. The people greeted him exuberantly. Jean-Michel laughed. "Luciano, you are popular with the people." "Thanks to my trading company and the smuggling of goods, the people of the region are doing well. Yet they fear me. Which is complete nonsense."


	Gendarme Fournier and Gendarme Simon were both sitting in the office when Luciano Varini entered. The two jumped up from their chairs and greeted him enthusiastically. Luciano Varini informed the gendarmes about the gemstone mining by master builder René Bertrand and about the five dead men and the theft of the gemstones. Gendarme Fournier was horrified. "I knew René Bertrand well. This is a scandal. Sir Varini, I have a suspicion as to who might be behind it. Four men came by a few days ago. They asked old Michel where an uninhabited house was in a clearing in the forest. They posed as surveyors and geologists in the village." Gendarme Fournier took the rifle from the wall. Gendarme Simon followed him. "Sir Varini, we have no choice but to ride to the old house immediately." Luciano Varini shook his head. "You can save yourself the trouble, Gendarme Fournier, they've long since disappeared. The task now is to bring the dead to Guillestre as quickly as possible. You must record the crime scene before we remove the bodies. I will notify José Gonzalez so that he can drive the builder Bertrand's transport truck loaded with the dead down to Guillestre." You are right, Sénher Varini. You can go back down to the inn. We will invite Dr. Chalandes and come down with him."


	The gendarmes ran to the stables to saddle the horses while the English coupe drove to the warehouse. Luciano got out of the passenger cabin. "I'll get José." Luciano, José and Richard hurried out of the hall. The door slammed. They drove to the inn. There they waited for Dr. Chalandes and the gendarmes. The three arrived shortly afterwards. The gendarmes shrank back when Luciano Varini opened the door to the wooden hut. Gendarme Fournier let out a deep sigh. "This is terrible. Just look at all the blood. They were clearly stabbed." Dr. Chalandes sighed. "That's René Bertrand? The man has a family." He turned to the gendarmes. "Help me reposition the men so I can see their injuries." The young gendarme Simon was white in the face. He darted out of the wooden hut and vomited. Luciano Varini helped Gendarme Fournier turn the bodies over. Dr. Chalandes sighed again. "Terrible, terrible. Extremely brutal men were at work." José Gonzalez groaned loudly when he saw the bodies. "That's René Bertrand. My goodness, what the hell is going on here? What devils killed the innocent men? Luciano, leave them to me if they are found. I wouldn't be surprised if the surveyors have something to do with it." Gendarme Fournier nodded. "Exactly, that's what we suspect. Did you see the men, José?" "Yes, I did, Gabriel. All four of them. They were impossible to miss. They were running around everywhere. What kind of men are they who are settling in the professor's house? The bastards must be found." Luciano Varini looked at José. "José, leave that to others." José Gonzalez grumbled: "They've long since disappeared. Let's start loading the bodies." Dr. Chalandes shook his head. "Monsieur Gonzalez, they are not carrying dead bodies. Do you want to suffer a broken rib? There are enough men for that." The dead were loaded onto builder Bertrand's wagon and covered with tarpaulins.


	The English coupe followed the transport wagon with the terrible cargo, driven by Richard, through the Val Guil to Guillestre. Halfway there, a young couple stood at the edge of the trade route. They held up their hands. José Gonzalez called to Richard: "Richard, stop." Richard hesitated. "Stop. The two of them can sit in the back." Richard stopped the wagon. The following carriage also stopped. Luciano shook his head. "That's typical of José. He lets a couple of lovers ride in the wagon that has corpses on it." The young man and his lover ran to the wagon and sat on the wagon bridge next to José Gonzalez. Richard continued the journey. When they reached the Zum Krug inn, José Gonzalez called to Richard: "Richard, slow down so they can jump off." The transport wagon slowed down. To Luciano Varini's astonishment, the couple jumped off in front of the gate of his inn. As the coupe drove past the gate, the young man looked pointedly into the passenger compartment. The boy seemed somehow familiar to Luciano. The boy must be from Piedmont. He thought so as soon as he got into the car.


	The two cars reached the undertaker in the town. The undertaker screamed as José Gonzalez removed the tarpaulin. "For God's sake, what's happened? There lies René Bertrand. It's terrible, he's my friend." The undertaker wiped tears from his eyes. "Where should I lay the men?" He called his assistant. "Noah, come here immediately." The assistant shrank back when he saw the corpses. "Noah, we'll prepare the back room. We can lay them down there and then prepare them one by one. The coffin maker must be informed . He certainly doesn't have five coffins in stock. I'll send my wife there." The mood was depressed. Luciano hurried to the undertaker. "Senior Laurent, I ask you to lay the men out in the church as quickly as possible so that their relatives can say goodbye." "Certainly, Sir Mayor. We'll hurry. But it depends on whether master carpenter Moreau has five coffins in stock. My wife is running to him right away." "She should tell Moreau that blanks can also be used. The coffins can be painted later." Luciano Varini turned to José Gonzalez. "What kind of people were they that you invited?" Gonzalez grumbled: "The boy said that they wanted to get married at the Zum Krug inn. I assume that they are runaways from Piedmont. I hope they have enough money to stay at your inn, Don Luciano." "The boy's face looks familiar. I will be able to greet them in a moment."


	Luciano Varini drove with Jean-Michel from the undertaker's straight to his inn. His mood was at its lowest. It seemed to him as if one mishap had followed another since the accident in the Val Guil. On June 17, Richard brought him the news that Antonio Oliver had plundered a secret warehouse on the old mule track. During the raid, they shot four of their men. Meunier set up a secret committee to steal the precious stones so that he could recruit men to liquidate him. And now five men were killed during the theft of the precious stones. Among them was René Bertrand. Then, on the drive to the inn in an English coupe, Jean-Michel announced to him that he would return to Marseille the next day and would not return until the renovation work on the Three Routes inn was completed. The inn was scheduled to reopen on Saturday, August 14, 1802. Jean-Michel would only be back this week to be present at the interior design of the inn, to introduce the staff and to prepare the opening ceremony. He would miss Jean-Michel. The death of master builder Bertrand could delay the completion of the inn. He had to discuss with René Bertrand's wife what to do next. He wanted to support Madame Bertrand in her difficult hours.


	The English coupé still attracted a lot of attention, even though it was now well known in Guillestre. As they drove out of the town, Luciano turned to Jean-Michel. "Jean-Michel, I will speak to Madame Bertrand in about three days. She must tell me whether she can still finish the work on your inn at the agreed time." "For God's sake, I hadn't thought of that. I am grateful to you, Luciano. I would like to stay here longer. But the continuation of one of my inns must be reorganized." "I am happy to do so, Jean-Michel. Because I am looking forward to the opening. Your inn is an asset to our region. We both know that traffic on the Occitan trade route is increasing from year to year. Especially tourist traffic. In addition, more and more people are coming from the cities to relax in the Occitan Alps. You will see, our inns have a great future." "That's right, Luciano. That is why I decided to open an inn on the trade route. If I had known what a tragedy I would cause, I would have left it alone." "You couldn't have known that. Meunier wanted to buy the inn because he knew about the gems. He had planned to use the gems against me from the start. I can assure you of one thing. You will get the gems back. One question, shall we have a good bottle of wine tonight as we say goodbye?" "Yes, of course. We can have dinner together . I will miss your excellent food." "You don't believe that yourself. I am convinced that you get very good food at home too."


	Luciano Varini went to the bar to discuss with his friend Bastiano Lopez how to proceed with the search for Sébastien Meunier's murderer. Don Luciano had extensive connections from Guillestre to Marseille. He had set up a sophisticated messaging system. When he sent a letter to Marseille, many messengers were involved. This meant that the messengers only had to travel short distances. These men did not just act as messengers. They carried out a wide variety of tasks for Don Luciano Varini. It took just two days for Lionel Petit and Rémi Laurent and their companions to be caught just above Sisteron. The bodies, as well as the precious stones, were loaded onto an official transport wagon while they let the horse run towards Sisteron with the small cart. The horses of the four killed men were taken away by the executioners. In Sisteron, the residents were surprised to see the stray horse harnessed to a small cart as it trotted across the arched bridge. Nobody knew where it came from or who it belonged to. Almost at the same time, a horse-drawn cart loaded with four coffin-shaped boxes drove through Sisteron towards Marseille. The cart was the same when it arrived in Marseille. But the horse was replaced countless times on the Sisteron-Marseille route. Luciano Varini created a system for the welfare of the horses when he took over the management of the goods trading and transport company from the empire. Just as he built up a network of men along the entire Guillestre-Marseille route, he did the same with the horses. He concluded contracts with farmers who owned horse stables along the trade route. The farmers agreed to keep two horses ready at all times for payment. This meant that the daily transport of goods could be carried out with few rest stops, as the horses were regularly replaced. Two drivers were used for urgent transports. This meant that they could take turns. Usually a driver would lie down on the cart load and sleep for a while. His business partners knew nothing about the network of men. If they had known, they would never have ordered the production with the precious stones. Sébastien Meunier and Bastien Delavallé underestimated Luciano from the first day he arrived in Marseille at the age of twenty-one.


	Days later, the wagon, loaded with four wooden crates, drove up to Sébastien Meunier's stables in the middle of the night after Meunier's stable guards had been tied up and gagged. They opened the crates and carried the bodies into the stables. The police were then informed anonymously by letter. The letter stated that the four men had been killed on Sébastien Meunier's orders. They had carried out criminal tasks for him. The police found six dead men. All of them were missing their right hands.


	One Sunday, Sébastien Meunier was taken away by the police. The arrest of one of the richest men in Occitania was front-page news in the newspapers of Marseille and the Occitan Alps. The people of Marseille had known for years that the extremely criminal Meunier was protected by corrupt judicial officials and politicians. This prevented charges being brought against him for years.


	33. The bloody rock of Château du Queyras


	Sébastien Meunier's secret committee met again in his villa, in the secret meeting room. He sat down again in Don Luciano's chair. To his right sat the bald-headed Lionel Petit, Rémi Laurent and Ethan Davit. To his left sat Danilo Pellegrino, Archibald Girard and the sharp-nosed Adrien Moreau. The men, with the exception of Danilo Pellegrino and Archibald Girard, were specialists of the Empire. They were trained in combat. The task of the specialists in the Empire was to get rid of people who stood in the way of the Empire's business. Their task was also to beat up businessmen who refused to pay protection money. The specialists were among the most brutal men in the Empire. Meunier's business partner Bastien Delavallé was not present.


	Sébastien Meunier sat up in his chair and looked at the men. "Messieurs, I have good news and bad news. The good news is that Don Luciano will help the guy from Marseille to extract the gems. The bad news is that he has seen through me. Don Varini wrote to me that I am behind the man who sent me a sketch of the rock with the gem deposits. Up until now, this was certainly the reason why I wanted to buy the inn at all costs. One thing must be said in Luciano's favor. He is intelligent. He must suspect what we are planning. We'd better not do it." Lionel Petit's face turned red with anger. "Sébastien, I am not prepared to give up the gems." Rémi Laurent slammed the table. "We will not give up the fortune."


	Sébastien Meunier looked first at Danilo Pellegrino, then at Archibald Girard. "What's the matter with you? You're not at all upset. Are you not interested in the gems?" Danilo Pellegrino shook his head. "Sébastien, don't forget that Don Varini has excellent men. They will post guards during the extraction. The transport will be heavily guarded." Lionel Petit hissed at Danilo Pellegrino: "Guard or not, we'll see this through." Sébastien Meunier banged on the table. "Arm yourselves with knives and batons. No shots must be fired. Remember. You will not kill the men. You will beat the guards senseless. You will chase the workmen and the builder into the forest. You will see, they still like running into the forest. The guards are our men. Remember. I agree with Lionel. We will not give up the great fortune. Neither Don Luciano nor the boy from Marseille can do anything with the assets because we are liquidating them.”


	Sébastien Meunier led the men up to the salon, where the servant served them wine and food. Sébastien Meunier made sure that the men did not drink too much wine. Two hours later, he said goodbye to them. Danilo Pellegrino and Archibald Girard went straight to Guillestre to report to Don Luciano.


	In June 1802, Sébastien Meunier informed all the members of the secret committee that the architect had started work on extracting the precious stones. On Wednesday 23 June, the men of the secret committee, with the exception of Danilo Pellegrino and Archibald Girard, who were in Guillestre, set off for the Occitan Alps. The group was led by Lionel Petit. On Saturday 26 June, Lionel Petit was the first to reach the edge of the Château du Queyras. He spoke to an old man who was sitting on a bench in front of a low, dilapidated cottage. "Senior, can you tell me where the clearing in the forest where there is an uninhabited house is?" The croaking voice was difficult to understand. "I only know of one house that is empty." The old man pointed in the direction of the forest. "In this forest there is a large house in a clearing. But I would be lying if I said it was uninhabited." Lionel Petit looked at him questioningly. "We are from the state to carry out surveys and geological research in the region. They said the house was leased. Now you say it is inhabited. Who are the residents?" The old man croaked: "Who would lease the professor's house? Everyone knows that he lives in the house." "How long has the professor lived in the house? Could it be that he only just moved in?" The old man giggled. "He has lived in the house since the 1830s." Lionel Petit hissed at the old man: "Listen, you joker. I have come a long way and I am tired and therefore not one for jokes." The old man croaked: "Senior surveyor, this is no joke. The professor and others are otherworldly. If you don't mind sharing the house with them, do so. But don't come to me to complain. I told you that the house is inhabited." Lionel Petit laughed loudly. "Sénher, let it be our concern. We don't believe in the afterlife." The old man raised his thin hand. "As you wish. I warned you." He turned away from the men, stood up and shuffled into the little house with his stick.


	Rémi Laurent went up to Lionel Petit. "What was the old man babbling about the otherworldly?" Lionel Petit laughed. "Nothing that stops us from living in the house, Rémi." Lionel Petit turned to the men. "Men, the house is in this forest. Let's get to know the otherworldly. I'm curious about the professor." Except for Rémi Laurent, the men laughed loudly and rode into the forest. Lionel Petit snapped at Rémi Laurent: "What the hell is wrong with you that you look at the world so seriously?" Rémi Laurent hissed at him: "Lionel, you shouldn't make fun of the matter. After all, there is a reason why people avoid the house." Lionel Petit turned to the men. "Look, men. The great Rémi believes in ghosts." The men laughed loudly.


	Lionel Petit rode ahead of the men. He quickly found the place where a narrow path led into the forest. They reached a large clearing. The house was much larger than they had imagined. It looked horrible. The men became angry with Sébastien Meunier. He did not tell them that most of the window panes were missing. The men's happiness had evaporated. Their enthusiasm at having found the house had vanished. Lionel Petit shouted: "That accursed Meunier has tricked us. Look at the ruins. We're supposed to live in them? Men, ride on. The entrance to the house is at the back." They rode around the house. Lionel Petit shouted in anger. "Look at the front door. It's only made of a few rotten boards. That accursed Meunier. We'll only use the ruins if the roof is watertight. We'll see that when we climb up to the attic. Come on, men, tie the horses to a tree first.” The men, except for Rémi Laurent, climbed up to the attic. There was a ladder which led up to the attic. Lionel Petit was standing by the ladder. “Get a lantern! It’s dark up here.” A man ran out of the house, took an oil lantern from his luggage and brought it to Lionel Petit. “Here, Lionel.” Lionel Petit snapped at the man. “What the devil am I supposed to do with a lantern that doesn’t burn?” The man pulled a box of matches out of his jacket pocket and lit the lantern. Lionel Petit climbed to the end of the ladder and put the lantern in the attic. “I can’t see any place where water is getting in. The roof is watertight.” When he lifted the lantern off the wooden floor, he thought he saw a human shadow at the end of the attic. He squinted. When he opened them again, the shadow of a tall, slender man with a telescope over his eye moved towards him. Lionel Petit screamed. He dropped the lantern. It shattered on the attic floor and Lionel Petit, who jumped down in shock, landed on his feet. Unfortunately, exactly where the oil from the lantern was spreading across the attic. Little Lionel screamed again as his legs slipped out from under him. The men helped him to his feet. Ethan Davit pointed upwards. "Lionel, have you seen the devil?" Lionel Petit snapped at him. "No, not the devil. The professor the old man was talking about." The men looked at him in disbelief. "You idiots don't believe me, go upstairs. You'll see him." Adrien Moreau climbed the ladder. "I can't see anything up there except a thick layer of dust." He climbed down and put his hand on Lionel's shoulder. "Lionel, it is possible that the professor climbed down the ladder while you were lying on the floor." The men laughed loudly. At the sight of Lionel Petit their laughter stopped. He looked at them hatefully. They turned towards the stairs when a clatter and a mocking laugh rang out above them. The men ran screaming down the rickety stairs and out into the open. Lionel Petit drove them back into the house. "Men, even though there is something fishy going on in this house, we must live here. It is only for a few days." They hesitantly followed Lionel Petit, whose legs were weak. On the ground floor, which was reached via six steps made of granite, they looked from room to room. Judging by the many tracks in the dust, there must have been people in the house. "There were people in the house. If they come back, we will make them disappear in the forest. Men, we'll ride into the village and get food, bedding bags and cleaning materials for cleaning the rooms." In the grocery store they asked the grocer about bedding bags. The grocer referred them to a farmer who made bedding bags filled with wild hay. They went to see him. The farmer promised to deliver the bedding bags by handcart. But not to the front of the house. He couldn't understand why people wanted to live in the professor's house. The same was true of the grocer. They had blankets in their luggage. Now they had to find accommodation for their horses. They found a farmer nearby who had a large stable. The man was happy about the extra income. They pretended to be geologists and surveyors from Marseille. Of the furniture in the house, there was some usable stuff, which they cleaned thoroughly. It was almost midnight when they had cleaned two rooms, the large living room and the kitchen.
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