

  

    

      

    

  




Their paths led to Occitania
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Volume 1 
Don Luciano's Empire




1. The Piedmontese royal family and its court return to Turin


	On May 20, 1814, after the downfall of Napoleon, the Piedmontese royal family and its court returned to the capital city of Turin. The residents of Turin were amazed when the court entered the city in pomp and splendor. The figures resembled mummies. The costumes of the Savoys were from the previous century. The new king of Sardinia-Piedmont, Vittorio Emanuele I, restored the old conditions as if the French Revolution had never happened. The first thing the returned Savoys did was to abolish equality before the law and reintroduce feudal rights; no book or newspaper could be printed without the approval of a church commission. Anyone who traveled needed a certificate of good conduct from the responsible police chief. Mail from abroad was strictly controlled, and all officials who used French spelling were dismissed. The Piedmontese were now once again under the protection of the Austrians. The small state became a puppet state. Prince Metternich became the advisor, or rather the administrator, of Piedmont. It was only understandable that trade between the Piedmontese and the French came to a standstill under these conditions. The royal house of Piedmont did everything to ensure that the border with France was under the best control. Travel and trade between Piedmont and France was completely interrupted. The closure of the national border had fatal consequences for the inhabitants of the Occitan mountain valleys. The many wagon drivers, coachmen and muleteers suddenly lost their income. Not only did the foreigners stay away from the inns, but also the locals. The government stopped maintaining the trade routes. This meant that the road builders were out of work. The builders and blacksmiths were also out of work. The Occitans had to sell their works of art in the far-flung towns. Poverty returned to the Occitan mountain valleys. It was not long before emigration began in the mountain valleys. Those who remained behind were once again the old and sick. The agricultural land became overgrown and there were virtually no livestock left on the alpine pastures. The Savoy era with its reactionary style of government lasted until 1859. In the War of Independence in 1859, in a double battle, Solferino and San Martino, on Lake Garda, the Piedmontese and French defeated the Austrians. In 1861 the Kingdom of Italy was proclaimed. Vittorio Emanuele of Sardinia-Piedmont became king. Turin became the capital of Italy, but only until 1865, after which Florence became the capital and a short time later Rome.


	2. The Occitan trade routes


	Over time, the smugglers' paths in the Occitan Alps developed into passable trade routes. In the second half of the 18th century, during the feuds between Habsburg and France, trade and travel on the Occitan trade routes came to a standstill. The trade routes were only used by smugglers. The inhabitants of the Occitan mountain valleys thus lost important sources of income. They had to live solely from the proceeds of agriculture and their handicrafts. Poverty in the Occitan mountain valleys therefore increased rapidly. Many mountain dwellers, especially young men, had to emigrate to earn money abroad. Life was very hard for those who stayed behind. Monsieur Death came into the valley. He marched up and down the valley. He sat at the bedsides of the seriously ill. All people were welcome to him, whether young or old.


	In 1798, when Napoleon occupied Piedmont, there was a glimmer of hope for the people along the Occitan trade route. The valley and mountain dwellers worked together to repair the neglected trade route. It only took a few months for the route to be completely repaired. After that, trade and travel soon resumed in full force. The Occitan population was once again able to earn money by offering travellers a wide range of services. The greatest demand was in the area of catering. Those who could offer food and drink as well as overnight accommodation benefited most from the traffic on the trade routes. It was mainly the goods agents and traders who spent the money on food and drink, especially on alcoholic beverages such as wine and brandy. The wagon makers, blacksmiths and saddlers also earned a considerable amount of money. There was always something to repair. Be it repairing a wagon, shoeing a horse or mending a saddle.


	Inns, wagon and goods sheds, stables and houses were built along the trade route. As the trade route was again heavily used, damage to the route occurred. The greatest damage to the trade route was caused by storms. And there were plenty of them. A delegation therefore submitted a request to the government in Paris, asking them to co-finance the high costs of the expensive maintenance of the trade route. Half a year later, the royal government agreed to the request. To the surprise of the Occitan population, the government in Paris agreed to cover the entire cost of maintaining the route. This was not done out of love for the Occitan population.


	The king was hardly interested in the Occitan population. It was more a matter of calculation. The French troops were stationed in Piedmont. So they were interested in a direct land connection from Turin to Marseille. The supply of weapons for the battles had to be ensured. The decision from Paris pleased the Occitan population. Now they were rid of one of their largest sources of expenditure. It should also be mentioned that the trade route had previously been maintained largely through forced labor.


	As a result, new jobs were created thanks to the positive decision from Paris. This somewhat slowed down further emigration by young people. Of course, young people were not only leaving because they could not find work, but also because life in the mountains was barren and desolate. In addition, there were more and more young people who moved to Marseille, where they had the opportunity to continue their education. Or to start studying at the University of Marseille.


	Another lucrative source of income was the sale of various handicrafts and art works. Because a large proportion of Occitan products could now be sold along the trade route, manufacturers and traders were spared the long journey to the cities. Traffic on the Occitan trade routes increased continuously. A time came when there was a shortage of workers everywhere. The migration of young people who had left the mountain valleys in the past was no longer taking place. There was a particular shortage of wagon drivers and pack animals. Only young, strong men were suitable for this heavy work. These were the men who had left the mountain valleys for economic and other reasons. The wagon drivers had to have a lot of experience driving heavy, multi-horse transport wagons in the mountains. Only a few men met these requirements. And only young men who were very familiar with the mountains were suitable for transporting goods across the mountains. Transporting goods across the mountain passes was associated with a number of dangers. The packhorse driver was used wherever the trade routes were impassable. In addition to transporting goods, men with mountain experience were also needed for passenger transport. The so-called travel companions, whose job was to bring travelers safely over the high mountains. Of course, they were also responsible for the travelers' luggage. To do this, they used one or two mules, depending on the amount of luggage. It was anything but easy for the travel agents to find men for these tasks. Most men who had mountain experience were not very well disposed towards strangers. In addition, Occitan men were generally taciturn and withdrawn people. The men from the Occitan mountains were therefore not particularly suitable as travel companions. Nevertheless, a handful of Occitans were found who were willing to accept instruction for this task. But this was not enough. To make up for the lack of travel guides, the travel agents had to wear out their shoes in the Occitan mountains. Although men came to them in droves. Unfortunately, most of these people were not suitable because they had little or no mountain experience. Quite a few of them came from the large port city of Marseille. The men undertook long, arduous marches to get a job with an Occitan travel or goods agent. But the long journey to the Occitan mountain valley was not in vain for everyone. One or two were lucky to get a job. A lot was demanded of the pack animals and travel companions. They had to be familiar with the dangers of the journey over the high mountain passes. They had to be familiar with the vagaries of the mountain weather. They had to know how quickly the bright blue sky could turn into a grey-black monster. They had to know how quickly a gentle summer wind could turn into a raging storm. They had to know how to behave in bad weather in the mountains. They had to know where there was a risk of avalanches and rockfalls. They also had to know that after a bad storm, rain could turn into snow. The packhorses and travel companions had to find the way when it was buried under snow. The demands placed on the men were indeed many and difficult. It was therefore understandable that the local men were preferred to those from the lowlands. In addition, the Occitan inhabitants were reliable and hardworking people.


	For a long time, passenger and travel traffic over the Occitan mountain passes ran smoothly. The goods traders and travel agents earned good money. But the muleteers and travel companions also profited from the increasing travel and goods traffic on the Occitan trade routes. The high demand for them allowed them to charge more money for their difficult and dangerous work. This displeased the greedy agents. So it happened that some of the agents in Marseille and the surrounding area hired men to transport goods and accompany travelers over the mountains. Men who had absolutely no mountain experience. The agents knew that these men were not up to the demanding tasks. For them, only one thing counted: accumulating money. They also trusted that the experienced muleteers and travel companions would take on the inexperienced men. This was not the case. On the contrary. Unpleasant disputes arose between the locals and foreigners. As more and more foreign men were employed on the Occitan trade routes, wages fell. The income of the Occitan muleteers and travel companions decreased from month to month. The inhabitants of the Occitan valleys harbored great resentment towards the foreign men and the agents. Violent clashes broke out, in which people even lost their lives. The violence in the Occitan mountain valleys increased to such an extent that the national police in Marseille had to request reinforcements.


	The inhabitants of the Occitan mountain valleys sank into resignation. The dream of a better life faded rapidly. Two thirds of the travel and goods traffic was carried out by men from outside. While in the mountains the inexperience and unreliability of the men from the lowlands led to terrible accidents, their predecessors sat at home or travelled around to find new work. The greedy goods and travel agents realised too late that the use of these inexperienced and sometimes criminally inclined men was their downfall. They realised too late that some of the men in Marseille were part of organised crime. These men were hired for one reason only: they were after the trade goods. As a result, theft of goods increased sharply. The criminal men justified the loss of goods by saying that they had been attacked by bandits in the mountains. And it was a miracle that they were not killed by the criminals.


	If the agents had taken the time and effort, they would have quickly discovered that the allegedly stolen goods were being sold on the black market in Piedmont. But these gentlemen did not stoop so low as to undertake the long journey over the mountains. While men were toiling for them in the mountains, they sat in the feudal taverns, where they amused themselves for hours with playing cards. Of course, they also looked after their physical well-being.


	Then came the time when the satellites followed suit. They did not spend their time in the feudal taverns, but in the gloomy dives, of which there were several along the Occitan trade routes. These men had no qualms about the goods left lying around or the waiting travellers. The once good reputation of the Occitan trade routes was gone. The much praised reliability of the muleteers and travel companions turned into the opposite. The unreliability and criminal machinations of the muleteers and travel companions became known on both sides of the country's borders. Above all, it was the travellers who spread the unacceptable conditions that prevailed on the Occitan trade routes. As a result, travel on the trade routes almost came to a standstill. The sharp decline in travellers damaged the taverns and many other service providers, such as blacksmiths, hairdressers, clothing stores and many others.


	Since the travel agents worked on their own account, they at least did not have to fear reprisals against them. They simply set off for Marseille. There were plenty of opportunities for this type of person to earn money there. Things were a little different for the goods agents. They were subordinates of mostly large goods traders. They worked on a commission basis. The commission was paid to them when the goods had reached their destination. But they were liable for the goods as soon as they were on the Occitan trade routes. Most goods agents were employed by unscrupulous businessmen from Marseille. The goods agents had to expect reprisals if they allowed the goods to be stolen or if they were left lying in the warehouses. And this was often the case. The warehouses were piling up noticeably. The goods agents lost control of the muleteers. They devoted themselves intensively to card games and other entertainment in order to see through the behavior of the muleteers and travel guides. It was only when they received a visit from their employers that their eyes were opened. Two agents paid for their negligence with their lives. Their bodies were discovered just above Guillestre at the bottom of the deep Combe du Queyras. Their shattered bodies lay on a scree bank of the Guil mountain river. When it became known that the two agents had been found with their shattered bodies at the bottom of the Combe du Queyras, the remaining agents fled in the dead of night.


	A few days later, six men met in Guillestre whose faces spoke volumes. The men could only be members of organized crime from Marseille. In addition, the theft of goods was increasing steadily. The national police did not have enough men to protect all the warehouses. The thieves became more and more brazen. They went so far as to steal entire truckloads from the warehouses at night and make their way to the nearest town, where they sold their stolen goods to fences. But they hoarded a large part of the goods in safe hiding places, such as caves in the rocks. There were plenty of these in the mountain valleys. The disaster ultimately led to one or two goods agents receiving death threats. Not only from the people of the mountain valleys, but also from their clients.


	Soon, new goods and travel agents arrived in the Occitan mountain valleys. They were mainly hired by the large trading companies in Marseille. These agents brought a breath of fresh air to the valleys. All local men who were still in the mountain valleys were hired by the agents. The agents offered the locals double what their predecessors had paid. With a few exceptions, the locals gratefully accepted the offer. The few who did not accept set conditions for the agents. They demanded that all muleteers and travel companions who did not meet the requirements be fired immediately. The agents agreed to this, as their aim was to fire these men anyway. Life returned to the valleys. The goods warehouses, which had felt like they were bursting at the seams, gradually emptied. Travelers did not have to wait several days in the inns until they found a travel companion. Peace came to the Occitan mountain valleys. Crime decreased. The number of travellers increased from week to week. The increase in travel and trade meant that all kinds of businessmen settled along the Occitan trade routes. Most of them were sellers of all kinds of new knick-knacks. Even brothel owners and pimps ended up in the Occitan mountain valleys. Most of them did not stay long, however, as the locals made it clear to them that they were not welcome. The inhabitants of the Occitan mountain valleys were not particularly happy about the influx of foreigners. On the other hand, the foreigners brought money and created jobs. Thanks to the lively travel, the locals were able to sell a large part of their handicrafts at home. This saved them a long walk to the nearest towns.


	Occitan arts and crafts were characterized by great diversity in the Piedmontese and French mountain valleys. There were the blacksmiths who produced the most beautiful ironwork far and wide. The most artistic window grilles and stair railings were created on their anvils. They even forged furniture such as tables, chairs and beds. There were also the iron church tower decorations and the beautiful inn signs.


	In addition to iron arts and crafts, there was also clay arts and crafts. Occitan clay crafts were mainly related to the production of the well-known santons. Santons were miniature biblical figures. The term santon comes from the Provençal word santon, which means something like "little saint". Santons were made of fired and painted clay. At that time, they were the soul of the Occitans. These wonderful clay figures were almost always present in every Occitan nativity scene. In addition to the iron and clay works of art, there was also the weaving art of Occitan women. The beautiful, colorful fabrics were woven in the simple rooms of Occitan families. These fabrics became known far beyond France.


	Because travellers bought Occitan handicrafts, they became known all over the world. Soon, merchants from Marseille and other cities came to the mountain valleys to buy whole wagon loads. The handicrafts were sent from Marseille by sea to all over the world. In Paris, Occitan art from the mountain valleys was very popular. The popularity of Occitan handicrafts meant that more and more people came to the mountain valleys. In their homeland, travellers raved about the handicrafts of the Occitans. But that was not all. They also talked about the beauty of the mountains and the fascination of crossing them. They described the indescribable feeling that you got when you reached the highest point of the path, from which you could see the vast mountain world if the visibility was good. In a foreign country. In a country where people lived differently. A different culture was cultivated. Of course, they also talked about the adventures they had experienced. Although they often exaggerated a little. Since the storytellers also embellished the adventure stories, this awakened the thirst for adventure in many young people.


	Travelers on the Occitan trade routes had a wide variety of destinations and missions. But the most common destinations were the cities of Turin and Marseille. Among the travelers were people who took the hurdle of crossing the passes just because of the fascinating mountain scenery. This was very rewarding for them, because the Occitan trade routes ran through unique landscapes. The Piedmont-Guillestre route was a particularly fascinating route. The journey from Piedmont led through the wild Valle Varaita, up to the high border crossing Col d'Agnel. The climb to the mountain pass where the national border was located was strenuous work. But once at the top, the traveler was rewarded with a wonderful view of the Alps - weather permitting, of course. He could also enjoy the marmots playing. The descent to the small town of Château du Queyras led the travellers through the wide open, peaceful valley of the Aiguille. As soon as the imposing castle of Château du Queyras could be seen deep in the valley, the travellers' hearts warmed. Arriving at Château du Queyras made them forget all their hardships. They could quench their thirst and hunger, freshen up and be happy that they could continue their journey in a horse-drawn carriage. There were also travellers who looked for a place to stay the night in Château du Queyras because the onward journey was too strenuous for them. It depended on what time of day they arrived at Château du Queyras. The weather also played a role. The range of places to stay the night was not overwhelming. Above all, many of the accommodations were unclean. In addition, the bedrooms were usually next to or above the stables. This meant that the rooms were filled with the smell of animal feces. Of course, there were also pleasant bedrooms along the Occitan trade routes. Yes, even feudal bedrooms. But these were reserved for travelers of the upper class. For a while, the inn of the Three Routes below Château du Queyras was a very popular place to stay for noble travelers. Later, however, the inn was avoided by them because the innkeeper's alcoholism led to the inn gradually falling into disrepair. However, there were many travelers who continued their journey to spend the night in the small town of Guillestre. There was a much greater choice of overnight accommodation there than in Château du Queyras and the surrounding area. But there were situations when Château du Queyras was the final stop for travelers. This was particularly the case in the event of severe storms or unexpected snowfall. But also for travelers who only arrived in Château du Queyras before nightfall. The onward journey through the wild Val Guil to Guillestre was too dangerous in the dark. Travellers who continued their journey over the Col d'Izoard were forced to spend the night in Château du Queyras, as the route over the Col d'Izoard to Briançon was very strenuous and long. Travellers to Guillestre faced the most dangerous and at the same time most fascinating stretch of the route. The trade route led below Château du Queyras into the wilderness of the Val Guil. In the lower part of the mountain valley the route climbed, where it then ran at dizzying heights along the rock faces of the Combe du Queyras. The trade route over the Col d'Izoard to Briançon was not as adventurous as the route through the wild Val Guil, but it did lead through beautiful landscapes. From Château du Queyras it ran through the gentle landscape of the Vallée d'Arvieux, up to the Col d'Izoard. The climb to the Col d'Izoard was fascinating due to the view of the snow-white rocky ridges. On the other side of the Col d'Izoard, the trade route led through an imposing, wild landscape down to Briançon. Briançon, the highest town in Europe, is located at the end of the Val Durance. There, where the Durance river begins above the town. On the Château du Queyras–Briançon route, the traffic of goods and passengers was far lower than on the main route Torino–Col d'Agnel–Marseille. The Col d'Agnel was the most important connection to foreign countries. Large quantities of goods were transported along this route every year. The amount of goods transported between Piedmont and France was roughly equal.


	The situation was different with passenger traffic. Significantly more Piedmontese travelled to Marseille than French to Turin. This was undoubtedly due to the port of Marseille. Marseille, the cosmopolitan city. Marseille, the gateway to the world. In Marseille you could board ships and travel out into the world. But it was by no means the case that all the travellers from Piedmont had the intention of boarding a ship in Marseille. Since the port of Marseille was a major trading hub, it attracted traders and other business people from all directions. The Piedmontese were no exception.


	Of course, not all Piedmontese travelled to Marseille for trade. After all, the cosmopolitan city offered all kinds of pleasures. Marseille, for example, was known for its luxurious brothels. This fact alone was a reason for many wealthy Piedmontese to travel to the faraway city, although there were more than enough brothels in Turin. But Marseille offered a lot more in this regard. As for the prices for sex services, these varied depending on the establishment. On the whole, sex services in Marseille were significantly cheaper than in Turin. In addition, the feudal brothels of Marseille offered very young, exotic women, or rather girls. Since some of the upper class gentlemen could not find prostitutes young enough, they preferred brothels that offered children. Be they girls or boys. Another part of the upper class preferred exotic women and girls. Women and girls who were kidnapped by brutal human traffickers in their homeland to be brought to Marseille in the holds of ships. In Marseille, the black market not only flourished in goods, but also in people. It was all the more tragic that the brothel owners made the most money from the exotic women and girls. This situation led to more and more women and girls from the Far East being kidnapped to Marseille. Since the nobility, consisting of judges, politicians and high-ranking police officers, frequented the feudal brothels, the brothel owners did not have to worry about reprisals. Imagine how the women and girls felt when they had to give themselves over to the old, fat, sweaty men for the first time. Of course, there were not only brothels for the nobility in Marseille. There were also brothels for men who had to work hard for their money. Such as craftsmen and sailors. In addition to the cheap brothels, the love services were also offered on the streets, in the dark alleys and in the seedy bars. For the pimps, the area in and around the port was the most lucrative. Where ships drop anchor, it is usually sailors who disembark. Men who had to fight against their abstinence during the long voyage across the oceans. These men were not picky when it came to women. They usually paid the first prostitute that came their way. Since they could only spend a little money on their ships, they had enough to let off steam with several prostitutes.


	Another form of entertainment in Marseille was illegal card games and illegal betting. Here, too, the authorities were heavily involved. The card games and betting took place in the back rooms of dubious bars and private apartments. Huge sums of money were wagered.


	But it was not the case that people travelled to Marseille just for pleasure. Marseille was known for its excellent cuisine. There were many exclusive restaurants whose names were known far and wide. Many a wealthy Piedmontese travelled to the cosmopolitan city with his wife or friends just for the good food. The Piedmontese enjoyed eating in the restaurants where the French nobility stayed. In the excellent restaurants you could mainly find people from the first and second estates of the nobility (nobility and clergy).


	In addition to the culinary delights, Marseille had a wealth of art to offer. Be it the architecture of imposing buildings or the wide range of beautiful paintings. There was no lack of history either.


	In addition, visitors had access to an impressive opera house and a considerable number of theatres and concert halls. Marseille's university and high schools were another attraction for foreigners. Surprisingly, a considerable number of Piedmontese studied at the University of Marseille. Although the University of Turin enjoyed an excellent reputation, young men were drawn to Marseille to study there. The thirst for adventure and the longing for the great sea probably played an important role. These young men also travelled to Marseille via the Col d'Agnel.


	Marseille was worth a trip either way. Marseille, which lay on the Gulf of Lyon, in a bay of the Mediterranean, was the most important trading city in France. Nowhere was the turnover of goods greater than in the port of Marseille. But in no port in France, if not in the whole world, was the black market as large as in Marseille. In the bellies of the ships were large quantities of goods destined for the black marketeers. The illegal cargo consisted of exotic animals, plants, brandy, opium and other goods. This included the cargo of the human traffickers, which consisted of abducted women, girls and boys. A cargo that was mainly destined for the feudal brothels. Anyone who did not meet the brothel owners' demands was sold to the authorities as a slave. Of course, criminal organizations from Piedmont were also involved in the black market and human trafficking. The Piedmontese were welcome customers on the Marseille black market. They were solvent and reliable. The Piedmontese belonged to the elite of European smugglers at the time. For the slaves, who mainly came from southern countries, the march over the Col d'Agnel, especially at night, was a terrible ordeal.


	3. Luciano Varini, Don Edoardo Varini’s legacy


	The Piedmontese Don Edoardo Varini (December 24, 1720 - August 25, 1766) created a far-reaching criminal empire together with the Occitan Messieurs Sébastien Meunier and Bastien Delavallé. The empire ruled Piedmont and Occitania, up to and including Paris. His business partners, the Messieurs Sébastien Meunier and Bastien Delavallé, together owned a third of the empire. After Don Edoardo's violent death, his son Luciano, born on August 15, 1746, inherited his property. In the spring of 1767, Luciano Varini decided to emigrate to the Occitan port city of Marseille, although neither his father nor the Messieurs Meunier and Delavallé considered him suitable. His father considered him a failure and a weakling. Sébastien Meunier and Bastien Delavallé knew this. Young Luciano knew that the two would never accept him as their supreme leader. It was not just because of his young age, but because he lacked any knowledge to lead such a large criminal empire. He would never have thought of taking over the legacy of his father, the feared Don Edoardo Varini, had he not found countless documents incriminating the Messieurs Meunier and Delavallé in his father's estate. He had discovered these documents in a secret room in the basement of the town house. The documents and documents would have brought Sébastien Meunier and Bastien Delavallé to the guillotine. Above all, there was a large notebook in which his father had listed hundreds of names of high-ranking police officers, politicians, prosecutors, judges, owners of trading companies and arms dealers, human traffickers and so on. From the documents, he learned with astonishment that the headquarters of the empire was in Marseille, although they lived on an estate in Piedmont. The seat of the empire was in Sébastien Meunier's villa. His father's two business partners had no choice but to accept him as the successor to the brutal Don Edoardo Varini, despite his inexperience and youth. Luciano Varini had told them about the notebook at his father's funeral on his country estate. He read them some passages from it that were highly incriminating for them. He told them that the business documents had been found. He pointed out to them that the incriminating notebook was deposited with a lawyer. If anything were to happen to him, the notebook would be sent to the judicial authorities in Marseille.


	Taking over the empire was not Luciano Varini's most pressing concern in emigrating to Marseille. He needed to escape the great pain caused by the violent death of his lover Victor. He also longed for the sea and the blond youths in Marseille, even though he harbored hatred for straw-blond youths.


	Luciano Varini was not unprepared when it came to the criminal empire when he went to Marseille. He spent nights studying his father's business documents, which made him aware of the huge criminal structure that was operating in Occitania and Piedmont. The smuggling of goods across the borders of France and Piedmont was the main focus, along with human trafficking, prostitution, extortion and the trade in opium and other narcotics. The patience he had in reading through the documents strengthened his resolve to lead the empire. He now knew the structures of the powerful empire. He knew the names of the leaders within the empire and their roles. He knew that Bastien Delavallé, owner of the largest shipping company in France, smuggled goods such as rum and opium, as well as people from Africa to France in the bellies of his ships. But knowledge alone was not enough. It required contact with the leaders within the empire. From the notebook he learned that the leaders met regularly in an underground room in Meunier's villa. This alone required him to live in Marseille. As a child he enjoyed it when his father was in Marseille to carry out his criminal activities. He could then go to bed at night without fearing that his father would come to bed with him. As for his father's business partners, Monsieur Sébastien Meunier and Monsieur Bastien Delavallé, he had to speak to them when they came to the estate. He did not like the two as a child, although they showered him with gifts. They traveled from Marseille two or three times a year to talk to his father about the criminal empire. There were big meals and drinking parties. He had a strong dislike for Sébastien Meunier in particular. Meunier was a tall, slim man with evil eyes. In contrast to Meunier, Bastien Delavallé was a short, stocky man with a pleasant look. He only found Delavallé pleasant sometimes. Of the two, Sébastien Meunier was the dominant one. He noticed this as a child. It was especially evident at his father's funeral.


	***


	On May 21, 1767, Luciano Varini emigrated to Marseille at the age of twenty-one. On May 26, 1767, he and his six companions arrived at the magnificent residence of Sébastien Meunier. He was impressed by the imposing property, which was majestically situated high above the port of Marseille. The villa included a horse stable with a pasture. The architectural style of the stables matched the villa. The view of the Mediterranean was something completely new for him. He had longed for the sea since early childhood. Sébastien Meunier received him with a warm embrace and greeted his companions, who were standing a little way away from the entrance to the house. Monsieur Meunier insisted that he and his men should be his guests. "Luciano, your apartment in the Inn at the Krug on Rue Lafayette is furnished. The attic rooms for your men are also furnished." Bastien Delavallé also attended the dinner. After dinner, they discussed business over an ancient cognac. Luciano and his men spent the night in Sébastien Meunier's villa.


	The following day, Sébastien Meunier accompanied them to the Zum Krug inn on Rue Lafayette, which Sébastien Meunier had bought and renovated on his behalf. Before the big move to Marseille took place, Luciano Varini traveled to Marseille accompanied by two men to meet with Sébastien Meunier and Bastien Delavallé. He learned from them about the criminal empire that his father, Don Edoardo Varini, had led until his death. He and his men looked around the city in which he wanted to spend his new life. On a walk through the city, he came across the Zum Krug inn. An old, neglected house on Rue Lafayette, in the center of Marseille. The house consisted of the ground floor and four floors above. One of these was the attic, as could be seen from the many dormer windows. In the back courtyard there was a stable for twelve horses. He liked the inn. It was the right place to cover up his criminal activities. Because he came to Marseille to take his father's place. To become the supreme leader of the empire. Which would not be easy given his young age. He commissioned Sébastien Meunier to buy the inn and renovate it. There was no doubt that the owner would sell. Because if Meunier wanted something, he got it. Even if it meant blood.


	Now Luciano Varini and his men were standing in front of a wonderfully renovated inn, with the word Gasthaus zum Krug written in large letters above the entrance. The name was painted on the yellow facade. Sébastien Meunier pointed to the inn. "Do you like the house, Luciano? You'll be amazed at how luxurious it is inside." "I really like it, Sébastien. Thank you very much. It can't be compared to the country estate in Piedmont. But it will be my new home." "You'll miss the country estate, Luciano." First they took the horses to the stables. Then Sébastien Meunier showed them around the whole house. The restaurant on the ground floor had been restored with great skill. There was a modern kitchen and an oak bar. The guest rooms above, from the first to the fourth floor, had also been renovated. When they reached the fifth floor, Sébastien Meunier led them into his apartment. Luciano Varini was enchanted by the wonderfully renovated and furnished apartment. "Sébastien, I must praise you. The apartment is fantastic." He went to a window. The view of the harbor and the Mediterranean made him long for the wide world. "Sébastien, the view of the harbor makes me long for faraway places. Did you have any problems buying the house?" Sébastien sighed. "None that couldn't be solved. The owner refused at first. But when I raised the offer and made a threat, Mr. Baudin offered me a handshake." "Sébastien, I am grateful to you for everything." Luciano Varini crossed the large living room and went out onto the balcony, from where he could look down into the busy street. Sébastien Meunier followed him. "The balcony needed to be renovated." "Sébastien, let's look at the bedrooms. How many rooms are there in the apartment?" "In addition to the large and small living rooms, there are six more rooms. Shall we look at the attic now? The home for your men.” They climbed up to the top floor. There were eight attic rooms there. Luciano Varini turned to his men. “Men, this is your home.” Of the six men, only his four bodyguards spoke French. The two assistants who accompanied him on the trip only spoke Piedmontese. The assistants would return to Piedmont to his estate, where his mother and sister Luna lived. The men were visibly pleased with their new accommodation. Sébastien Meunier pointed to the four attic rooms, the windows of which faced the sea. “The servants of the inn, which is still run by Clément Baudin, live in the four rooms. The stable boy is housed in the very back room.” Luciano Varini was surprised that Sébastien had specifically mentioned the stable boy. Sébastien pointed to the stairwell. "Let's go to the bar to greet the innkeeper Clément Baudin and his wife." It was agreed that Clément Baudin would continue to run the inn with his wife. But that he, Luciano Varini, would act as innkeeper and owner. This was a disguise. Clément Baudin was a tall, slim man who exuded strength. Luciano Varini liked him straight away. His wife was short and a little plump. A pleasant person. Clément Baudin had pushed two tables together and set them with the best crockery he owned. The food was excellent. The wine too. After dinner, his men returned to Meunier's villa to drive the transport wagon containing Luciano Varini's fortune and personal effects to the Rue Lafayette. The wagon had to be unloaded. Of his six companions, only his four bodyguards, Livio Dalmasso, Baco Pellegrino, Bassiano Abenzio and Danilo Bosco, knew that there was a secret compartment under the wagon bridge. In it was part of his father, Don Edoardo's, fortune. The majority was on his estate, in an underground room. Under the wagon bridge was a walnut chest with iron fittings. He had commissioned Meunier to build a secret room with a heavy iron door in the cellar of the inn. The transport wagon was unloaded in the back yard of the inn, down to the chest. He and his bodyguard brought this into the secret room at midnight.


	The next day, after breakfast, Luciano Varini went to the stables to see the stable boy that Sébastien had specifically mentioned. The day before, he had only met the stable master, an old, bent man. Now he met the stable boy in front of the stables. He was immediately smitten by the boy with his long blond hair and blue eyes. The boy resembled his deceased lover Viktor. He estimated him to be twenty-five years old. Luciano Varini had a strong desire for blond boys and young men. As a Piedmontese, he had jet-black hair. Which he hated deeply. He found it difficult to look away from the stable boy. Luciano Varini walked up to the blond boy and offered him his hand. "My name is Luciano Varini. The owner of the inn. You can call me Luciano. What is your name?" The young man seemed shy. His voice was quiet. "My name is Jeanpier, Monsieur Varini. I am in charge of your horse. Which is your horse? I'll saddle it right away." "I told you that you can call me Luciano. You don't have to get my horse from the stable. I came to greet you. After all, you work for me."


	From that moment on, Luciano Varini was constantly looking for reasons to meet the beautiful stable boy. A month later, Jeanpier was in his bed. Thanks to their close relationship, the gloom that had been weighing on him since Viktor's death was lifted. But this did not last long. Jeanpier found a new lover. At least he thought so. He killed Jeanpier's alleged lover. From then on, he fell back into gloom. He saw no meaning in life. In addition, the atrocities he committed in his native Piedmont weighed heavily on him. He knew that he was mentally ill. Only a mentally ill person could do such cruel things as he did. He loved and hated blond boys and young men at the same time. His father was to blame for this.


	Luciano was bored in Marseille. He was only a pseudo-innkeeper. The Baudins did the work in the inn. He longed for blond young men. He found them in the port of Marseille. At night he made a detour to the port to be satisfied by boys for sale. This rekindled his hatred of blond young men. The origin of the hatred lay in his childhood. His father Don Edoardo abused him from the age of three to fourteen. He went through hell until he was twelve. But the day came when he began to accept it and even more. He began to enjoy it. Everything went well until the day when his father no longer wanted him. And he told him bluntly that he now preferred blond boys and that he would no longer come to bed with him. That was the worst thing his father could do to him. Night after night he stayed awake half the night in the hope that his father would come to bed with him. At first it filled him with anger. Then came hatred. Hatred against the blond boys and young men. But also against his father. To take revenge on his father, he committed terrible crimes by killing blond boys and young men in a cruel manner. These crimes continued from his early youth through to his student years. It was only when he met Viktor Gamba in the lecture hall at the University of Turin that his life changed. He fell in love with Viktor. Viktor returned his love. They had to be very careful so that no one, especially his father, found out. Viktor was his first and most intimate love. He had never loved anyone more than Viktor. His father took Viktor away from him by having him killed. The relationship with Jeanpier was short-lived. Loneliness set in. The longing for a lover drove him to the harbor at night, where boys and young men were for sale. At his first meeting with a blond youth, his hatred against blond boys and young men returned. So he started killing again. He killed several blond youths in the port of Marseille. The trail led to him. It was only thanks to Sébastien Meunier's connections with the Ministry of Justice and the police leadership that he was not put in chains. But the police chief of Marseille threatened Sébastien Meunier. The bribed officers were no longer willing to make the bodies of the young men disappear.


	***


	At the beginning of 1772, Sébastien Meunier and Bastien Delavallé persuaded Luciano Varini until he agreed to leave Marseille. Sébastien Meunier suggested that he should head his father's trading and transport company in the Occitan Alps, at Château du Queyras. The fact that he was the supreme leader of the empire was not to change. In Château du Queyras, his father, Don Edoardo Varini, had a large warehouse built. The warehouse housed the legal goods that were transported from Piedmont to France and back by mule drivers over the Col d'Agnel. Beneath the warehouse was a large labyrinth of caves in which the contraband was temporarily stored. The warehouse and the labyrinth of caves were run by the Spaniard José Gonzalez under the supervision of a merchant belonging to the empire.


	Don Edoardo Varini purchased the land under which the labyrinth of caves was located with calculation. The caves were avoided by the population because a terrible crime had taken place there in 1732. Since then, otherworldly beings had been seen on the property at midnight.


	Don Edoardo had a huge stable built next to the warehouse. He also had the land cleared and seeded to create pasture for the horses.


	Don Edoardo Varini secretly converted the rock caverns beneath the warehouse into warehouses. He brought the men with him from Marseille. Luciano Varini, who was now known as Don Luciano within the empire, knew about the secret warehouses. He had everything from his father's documents, which were kept in a secret room in the town hall in Torino. He also knew that his father considered José Gonzalez to be one of the best men for smuggling goods in the Occitan Alps. His father's notebook stated that José Gonzalez was responsible for the disappearance of corpses. Don Luciano imposed on Sébastien Meunier and Bastien Delavallé the condition that they be allowed to build a large, feudal inn in the Occitan Alps, right on the famous trade route, which would serve as a cover for him. Don Luciano basically had no choice. He had to leave Marseille. The police knew about his murderous activities at night in the port of Marseille. The inn was not about making a lot of money. He wanted the inn to have company. Company was important to him. As trade and travel on the Occitan trade route increased from year to year, he would not lack company. The trade route was the most important link between Marseille and Piedmont. He would buy a piece of land from Guillestre and have a large inn built on it. He obtained maps of the Occitan Alps. And the town of Guillestre sent him plans of plots of land suitable for development. It was only when he looked at a map that he realized that he would spend his new life in isolation, far from Marseille. This would require him to travel to Marseille many times for the regular meetings of the top leaders in Meunier's villa. As top leader, his presence was mandatory. The great distance between Marseille and Guillestre would undoubtedly be a disadvantage. If he had not fallen back into his old, cruel life, he would not have to bear this burden. His relocation to the Occitan Alps meant nothing less than exile. Meunier and Delavallé considered his move to Guillestre valuable for the Empire. The constant increase in the smuggling of goods between France and the Kingdom of Piedmont overwhelmed the organization that the Empire created in the Occitan Alps during his father's time. It lacked control. It lacked new contacts with politicians and officials in the Alps. It required a man who could reach out to the population to create connections. One who had the power to buy important men. Meunier grunted. "Don Luciano, we need you in the Occitan Alps if we are to continue to be successful in smuggling goods. Luca Capra, who heads the organization, is not the man who can buy politicians and officials. Capra's job is not to establish relationships with officials and politicians. He is responsible for the sixteen smuggling group leaders. He has no diplomatic skills.” Sébastien Meunier told him about Luca Capra. “He is a brutal fellow. Suitable for controlling the leaders of the smuggling groups. He is a man who can take merciless action thanks to his brutality. Very valuable for the smooth transport of contraband.” Delavallé thought that the best thing would be for him to get involved in politics in Guillestre. Don Luciano was determined to leave Marseille. He had to get away from the city. The nightly patrols of the port, during which he killed blond, purchasable youths out of pure hatred, had to come to an end. And he would not leave if he were put in chains. What he would miss was being with his friends Pauline and Jean Chevalier. He became friends with the two of them when Jeanpier was his lover. They ran the bistro Chez Jean in Marseille. They were the only ones who knew about his relationship with Jeanpier. Their friendship deepened when he invited them to his estate in the summer of 1769, where his mother and sister Luna lived. He saw the two of them in amazement as they drove through the gate to the estate. His mother and sister Luna welcomed Pauline and Jean warmly. On the return journey over the Col d'Agnel, down to Château du Queyras, Pauline repeatedly mentioned how much she would like to live in Château du Queyras. Since he visited his family every year until 1772, he knew the villages and the countryside very well.


	***


	On Monday, May 4, 1773, Luciano Varini and his friend Bastiano set out at daybreak for Guillestre to buy the building land for the new inn. Since he recognized from the plan of the land division of Guillestre that all the land along the trade route belonged to the commune, he contacted the mayor on his arrival. He introduced himself to Luciano Varini and told him that he was looking for a piece of land. "Monsieur Varini, I knew Edoardo Varini, who ran a goods store up in Château du Queyras and here. Unfortunately, he has died. Are you his son? "Yes, I am." The mayor laughed. "How nice that you are continuing your father's trading company." He personally accompanied them in their search for a suitable piece of land. When the mayor learned that he wanted to build a large, feudal inn, he was delighted. "Monsieur Varini, I am delighted with your plan. I never thought that Don Edoardo's son would build an inn here. Monsieur Varini, do you already have a man who will run the inn?" "Monsieur Mayor, I run the inn myself." "You want to move here, Monsieur Varini? Are we not too far from Marseille for your business, you know what I mean?" "I find your landscape lovely. Living in the Alps is good for your health." The mayor was accompanied by two men carrying stakes and a heavy hammer. "Monsieur Varini, there is no decent inn on the Occitan Trade Route. The only one where people spend the night is the Inn of the Three Routes up in Château du Queyras." "Monsieur Mayor, I know the inn. I spent a few nights there. The inn was old and unkempt. I would say it was dirty. But I had no choice. It is the only inn with half-decent bedrooms. The owner was old. Is he still alive?" The mayor shook his head. "No, the man died. The inn was bought by a woman from Marseille." Luciano Varini immediately thought of his girlfriend Pauline. He laughed. "Her dream came true." The mayor was surprised. "Monsieur Varini, do you know Pauline?" "Yes, of course I do! I was friends with her and her husband. Her husband died quite young of a treacherous disease." "What a coincidence. You won't take away any guests from Pauline with your planned inn. She is frequented by ordinary people." They reached the trade route. "Monsieur Varini, you must now look carefully. The land on the right side of the trade route belongs to the municipality of Guillestre." Luciano Varini recognized the suitable plot of land straight away. The proximity to the town and the ravine behind it, from which the rushing of the Guil mountain stream could be heard, were decisive for his choice. Since he had dimensioned sketches of the planned inn with him, he knew how big the plot of land had to be. He was fascinated by the location of the property. The mayor asked his companions to drive the stakes in as he had instructed. But now a disadvantage became apparent. The stakes could only be driven about ten inches into the ground. The mayor bowed his head. "Monsieur Varini, I forgot that you're about to come across rocks here. You'll have to excuse me." "Monsieur Mayor, I'm buying the land. The rock for the basement will have to be blasted. Anything is possible." The topography of the property was ideal for his plan. There were enough flat areas to create a magnificent garden. He imagined ornamental fountains with round basins carved out of granite. Fountains with naked youths carved out of white marble standing at their basins. Luciano Varini had images of the feudal inn and its park in his mind. He looked at the small stream that ran in a curved course rippling towards the ravine. The stream would run alongside the inn. The water could be used to supply the fountains. He sat down on a stone. His friend Bastiano and the mayor also looked for somewhere to sit. "Mr. Mayor, the plot is perfect for my project." The mayor's joy was evident. He turned to him. "Mr. Varini, this will get people talking in our little town. By the way, my name is Durand. Léon Durand. I am pleased that you have found the right plot. Mr. Varini, the surveyor will go to the plot right away to measure it. Then I can tell you the price. The plot will not be expensive as it is outside the town. My wife and I would be delighted if you were our guests. We have enough rooms. My wife is an excellent cook. She will cook an Occitan speciality for dinner."


	Luciano Varini was surprised by the size of the house in which the mayor lived with his family. It seemed to be the most lavish house in the region. For a mayor of such a small town as Guillestre, the house was too big and too luxurious. He was not surprised. For the name Léon Durand was written in his father's notebook. There were other names from the region in the notebook. For example, Judge Morin, from the court in Sisteron. The house was indirectly financed by the empire. Léon Durand was friends with his father, Don Edoardo. His father had a great skill in bribing politicians and officials. He had diplomatic skills and a lot of money. Léon Durand led them into the house. Bastiano whistled in amazement. The interior of the house was excellent. The furniture was worth a fortune. But it was not ostentatious. Durand introduced them to his wife. At the dinner, which was excellent, Luciano Varini described to those present, using sketches, how the noble inn and the associated park were to be built. The audience was enthusiastic. Especially Léon Durand. He pointed out again that there was no decent inn in Guillestre and the surrounding area. "Sénher Varini, may I recommend our master builder René Bertrand to you for the construction of the inn? René Bertrand does an excellent job. He is extremely reliable. I would put my hands in the fire for him. Sénher Varini, the people of Guillestre will welcome you."


	The next day, after a sumptuous breakfast, Luciano Varini and Bastiano Lopez set off for Marseille. They stopped in Sisteron to visit the architect Gavin Roux, a friend of Sébastien Meunier. Gavin Roux worked for the empire, but was not a member. The collaboration was initiated by Sébastien Meunier. Architect Roux designed his villa. Among other things, he specialized in designing guest houses. Since architect Roux knew that Luciano was Don Edoardo's son, they received an exuberant welcome. Gavin Roux was a tall man, with jet-black hair combed into a middle parting. His body did not contain an ounce of fat. His eyes were almost black. His clothing was elegant. Gavin Roux's house was large. Luciano Varini recognized immediately upon looking at the house that Gavin Roux was an excellent architect. He already knew this from looking at Sébastien Meunier's villa. He was certain that Gavin Roux was the man who would plan his inn. He presented his visions to Gavin Roux using many sketches. "Monsieur Varini, you have done my work for me. Based on these perfect sketches, I can plan the inn without us having to sit together all the time. That makes planning much easier." Architect Roux offered them a place to stay with him. "As you know, my house is big. It would be best if you stayed with me for a week. That way we can discuss everything we need to know." Luciano Varini shook his head. "Monsieur Roux, we don't want to be a burden to you." "Burden what? It would be an honor for me to have the son of the famous Don Edoardo as a guest." Luciano Varini agreed. "But only for a week. The mayor insists that we stay with him for at least a week."


	In mid-May 1773, surveying work was carried out on the property for planning purposes. This was complex, as the topography of the property had various heights and depths. The architect was not happy about the rocky subsoil. Thanks to his sketches, the construction plans progressed quickly. Now the implementation plans for the master builder and the carpenter had to be drawn up. At the end of May, architect Roux appeared before the mayor with a stack of construction plans. The mayor called a meeting of the city council. The councilors were enthusiastic about the construction plans. The morning before their departure, the mayor's wife served a sumptuous breakfast. The mayor asked Luciano if he had a name for the new inn. He replied in the affirmative. "It will be called the Inn Zum Krug." They thanked the Durand family. The day before, the construction work was handed over to René Bertrand. The construction would be supervised by architect Roux's men. He trusted Gavin Roux. The inn could be built without his being there, apart from the interior furnishings.


	As they rode through the Durance Valley, Luciano remembered Sébastien Meunier's statement at a meeting. Meunier planned to take possession of the Three Routes Inn for strategic reasons. He had not known at the time that the inn belonged to Pauline Chevalier. Sébastien Meunier attached great importance to the purchase of the inn. It was to become a lodging house for smugglers. The fact that Meunier included the inn in his plans now worried him. But Meunier must have known that Pauline was the new owner. The two knew each other well. The Bistro Jean belonged to Sébastien Meunier. Meunier knew that he was friends with Pauline. And yet he wanted to drive her away. He could not allow that. He knew how Pauline longed to have an inn in the Occitan Alps. It would not be easy to stop Meunier from buying it. When Meunier set his mind on something, it was difficult to change his mind. He was the supreme leader of the empire. There were rules in the empire. Important business was voted on. Sébastien considered the purchase of the inn to be important.


	***


	It was on May 9, 1774, a Monday, that Luciano Varini arrived in Guillestre with his friend Bastiano Lopez. On the way there, they visited the architect Roux. After a wonderful meal in the Roux's salon, Gavin informed Roux of the progress of the work and they discussed many details before travelling on to Guillestre accompanied by Roux. All three of them were guests of the Durands. The mayor was delighted that they had come. He whispered to Luciano Varini: "I'm glad to have you in the house. When we have visitors, my wife doesn't forbid me from drinking wine. She can be damn stubborn." Master builder Bertrand burst into the house, panting. He looked around. "Please excuse my barging in. I urgently need to use the latrine." Bertrand disappeared around a corner.


	The mayor accompanied the men to the inn, which was still under construction. It was possible to visit the inn inside. René Bertrand led them to the basement, which was built entirely out of the rock. They then looked at the ground floor. It consisted of the entrance hall, the dining room, the bar and the kitchen with an adjoining pantry. There was also a small office. On the first floor there was a large apartment for the innkeeper. Luciano Varini marched from one room to the other. "Men, this will be my new home." They looked at the kitchen and the washroom. The apartment even had a latrine; a large and a small living room and four guest rooms as well as a bedroom that was twice as big as the guest rooms. They went up to the upper floors, where there were large guest rooms. When they arrived back on the ground floor, architect Roux led them into the kitchen. "Monsieur Varini, I suggest building an annex for the equipment, chairs and tables that you use in the park during the summer." Luciano Varini nodded. "That's a good idea, Monsieur Roux. Do it as you see fit."


	Work on the horse stables has not yet begun. Luciano Varini planned the stables himself. He wanted to build stables in which the horses would feel comfortable. He also drew up the surrounding area plans. When he presented the plans to architect Roux, the latter was less than enthusiastic. "Monsieur Varini, you said that you are having two white marble statues placed next to fountain basins made of granite blocks. The granite and the white marble do not go together. Moreover, white marble does not fit in with our mountains. What are the statues supposed to represent? Are they wild animals?" "No, Monsieur Roux, they are naked youths." Architect Roux looked at him incredulously. "You're joking, Monsieur Varini." "Not at all, Monsieur Roux." "You really want to put naked white marble youths here?" "Monsieur Roux, it doesn't have to fit in with the mountains, it has to fit in with my park." Architect Roux threw up his hands. "Monsieur Varini, think of the church. The priests will be offended by the naked youths." Luciano Varini let out a loud laugh. "The priests, of all people! They will be aroused at the sight of the youths." Gavin Roux's face turned red. "Monsieur Varini, the nakedness of the youths will damage your business. Moreover, you may come into conflict with the church. In this region, the church has great influence on the people. The priests will talk people out of visiting you." "Monsieur Roux, do not try to dissuade me from this plan. The fountain basins and the statues are already in the works." The architect sighed. "I just wanted to warn you, Monsieur Varini." "Monsieur Roux, I have a job for you. Your people must take a survey of the area for the wrought iron fence around the inn. I want to have the fence installed along the trade route. With a double-leaf gate." Architect Roux looked at him in disbelief. "You're not serious, Monsieur Varini?" "Yes, I am. The hague is supposed to be one and a half toises (about 3 meters) high." "Monsieur Varini, the hague will cost a fortune." "Leave that to me, Monsieur Roux." On Tuesday, May 10, the topping-out ceremony took place in the crude bar room. Luciano Varini and Bastiano Lopez were in Guillestre while the interior work was being done. They were staying with the mayor.


	Monday, September 5, 1774, Luciano took the time to visit Pauline Chevalier. Something he should have done long ago. Bastiano Lopez accompanied him to Château du Queyras, to the Three Routes Inn. Pauline was not surprised when Varini entered the bar. "Luciano, you took a lot of time to visit me. You found out from Léon Durand that I was here. Just as I found out from him that you were having a luxury inn built in Guillestre. How surprised do you think I was when Léon told me that you had bought land in Guillestre to build a luxury inn? We up here know everything that goes on in Guillestre." Pauline threw her arms around his neck. He looked into her blue eyes, which filled with tears. They sat down in the gloomy bar at a table away from the regulars' table. What he had to say to Pauline was not for anyone else to hear. Bastiano Lopez excluded. Pauline called the waitress. "Anne, please bring us a bottle of the good stuff. We'll celebrate our reunion with one of the most precious wines I have in the cellar." "Pauline, when you left Marseille, I could have guessed that you would move here. You often mentioned how much you would like to live here." Pauline laughed. "I said that on the trip to Piedmont and again on the trip home. I was so taken with the inn. Luciano, I'm so happy to see you again." The waitress came with the wine and the glasses. "I'm just as happy, Pauline. But I would be even happier if I didn't have to give you some unpleasant news. Sébastien Meunier in the Empire is insisting on buying your inn." Pauline's expression changed suddenly. From friendly to angry. "That damned bastard. I lost the bistro because of him. He's the most devious son of a whore. I'm not selling. He'll only get the inn over my dead body." Luciano looked at her. "He will actually come to the inn over your dead body if I don't manage to change his mind. He wants to house smugglers here. They come from all countries and live with farmers or in shared apartments. Meunier wants to centralize them so that Luca Capra can control them better. He also has other plans for your house. He hasn't told us that yet. He is working on a new strategy. He asked me to inform you. You should tell me what the inn is worth to you. He is prepared to pay more. He should also tell you that he would not take no for an answer." "That damned bastard! The devil take him immediately. He would be the last person I would sell to. But I won't sell to you either, Luciano. He drove me out of Chez Jean. Now he wants to drive me out of here. I cannot understand why you do not have the bastard under control. You are the supreme leader of the empire. By the way, he has already sent me two idiots twice who made me a tempting offer and threatened me at the same time. Luciano, we were friends once. It is not enough for you to take guests away from me with the posh inn you are building. Now you want my inn too." Luciano promised Pauline that he would do everything he could to stop Meunier from doing this. It was getting dark when they set off for Guillestre.


	4. In March 1776, Luciano Varini moved into his new inn, Zum Krug, in Guillestre, in the Val Durance


	In March 1776, the noble inn Zum Krug was ready for occupancy. Luciano Varini could actually have moved in in the summer of 1775. He did not do so, as the area surrounding the noble inn was not yet finished. He arranged for the continuation of the inn Zum Krug on Rue Lafayette in Marseille. The Empire took over the management of the house. The inn was still run by Clément Baudin. Since Luciano decided to continue using the apartment, there was only his clothes and valuables to pack. The move to his new home went without incident. The greatest challenge was transporting his chest. It contained an enormous fortune. He thought of the horses that had to pull the carriage. During the journey, he made sure that they got enough rest, water and oats. The well-being of the animals was important to him. No matter what kind of animal. He was happy to be able to keep his horses and those of the guests in the stable behind the noble inn. To watch them graze in the pasture. Work was still being carried out on the area surrounding the inn. The forged hague parts were on their way to Guillestre. As for the inn, there was a delay in the construction of the attic rooms. This was because there was a special construction for the guest rooms, for the stable master and his bodyguards' quarters, and for the stable boys' quarters. There were rooms in the inn for the servants who worked in the inn. His apartment, the kitchen, the dining room and the bar were ready for occupancy. He liked the bar best. No one would expect such a feudal bar in the Occitan Alps. He was impressed by the basement, whose walls and floors were made of gneiss rock. An excellent place for storing wine and vegetables. The shelves were already filled with wine bottles and vegetables. The mayor introduced him to Bruno Laurent. Bruno Laurent ran a large inn in Aix-en-Provence for many years. Bruno Laurent offered to equip the noble inn with everything that was necessary for opening an inn. This included storing bottles and cask wine. He asked Bruno Laurent to be his deputy. As the supreme leader of the empire, his presence in Marseille was required for the meetings. The meetings took place two or three times a year. He was then absent for several days. He stood in front of the inn and looked at the inn sign, which was also made by a well-known metalsmith in Piedmont. The wrought iron parts for the hague arrived the next day. It was a convoy of transport wagons loaded with the parts for the wrought iron hague. The assembly of the wrought iron hague was soon over when another convoy of horse-drawn wagons drove through the small town of Guillestre. Under the tarpaulins were the fountain basins and the naked youths made of white marble. The convoy of wagons did not go unnoticed by architect Roux. Suspecting that the tarpaulins contained statues of naked youths for Luciano Varini's park, he rode ahead of the carriage. When the carriage pulled up to the Zum Krug inn, he ran into the bar and called out loudly, "Monsieur Varini, your boy pleasures have arrived." The bar emptied. Everyone wanted to see the statues. When the men removed the tarpaulin from the first carriage, architect Roux looked indignantly at the naked youths made of white marble. He walked towards Luciano Varini, wringing his hands. "Monsieur Varini. It is a risky thing to put up these naked youths. If only you, you know, were not here." Luciano Varini laughed. "Then they would be girls, not boys. What you don't want in the statues is precisely what makes them so special, Sénher Roux." Gavin Roux let out a deep sigh. "I can't stop you. But it is my duty to advise you against this obscenity. The people of Guillestre will be outraged. To be honest, I am too." "Calm down, Mr. Roux. Wait until the park is finished." Luciano Varini set the condition for master builder Bertrand that the wrought iron fence, including the gate and door, should be finished by Friday, September 6th.


	***


	On Saturday, September 7, 1776, the noble inn Zum Krug in Guillestre was opened with a party. The day could not have been better. The autumn sun shone on the noble inn, whose architecture was unique. The white, slightly wavy facade masonry contained natural stone blocks of green gneiss in a variety of sizes. The windows and doorways were framed with natural stone. The corners of the house were formed with larger blocks. The sight of the mighty house was something new for the residents of Guillestre and the surrounding area. The park was almost finished. But no grass was growing yet. Which made the sight of the white statues seem even stranger. Architect Roux did not fail to notice that many guests were shaking their heads. Luciano had invited the entire population of Guillestre. The party lasted three days. People came in droves. The guests were happy. Most of them thanked him with a firm handshake. Monsieur Roux's fears that people would avoid the inn because of the naked youths were unfounded. Gavin Roux came towards him with a wine glass in his hand. Luciano Varini raised his glass and clinked his glasses with it. "Monsieur Roux, you have designed a magnificent house." Gavin Roux thanked him. "I did not think that so many people would come. You are a stranger here. And strangers are usually suspicious. It seems as if people like you. And this despite the ostentatious inn and the Roman park." "Senher Roux, I would like to introduce you to the guests. People should know who designed the inn." Gavin Roux followed him into the bar, which was packed to the last seat. Luciano Varini felt a little uneasy. He was not the kind of person who was good at speaking in front of a crowd. He pointed to the architect, who was standing next to him with his head held high. "That is architect Roux from Sisteron. He planned the inn." Gavin Roux thanked him before briefly introducing his employees, who were sitting in the bar, to those present. He then reported on the creation of what was supposedly the largest and most modern inn in the Occitan Alps. Luciano Varini thanked the guests for coming in such large numbers and encouraged them to help themselves, whether it was food or wine. He left the bar and ran to one of the two fountains to cool his hands in the water.


	Two young women were standing in front of the fountain, deep in conversation. One of them was the mayor's daughter, whom he now knew so well that they addressed each other by their first names. Paulette was a cheerful, somewhat cheeky person. He felt comfortable in her presence. As he dipped his hands into the fountain, she spoke to him. "The water in the fountain is refreshing, Luciano. May I introduce you to my friend Céline?" He turned to the young woman. His heart warmed. The woman was the spitting image of his sister Luna. She was older than Paulette. He felt attracted to her, although he had no interest in women. He was interested in blond young men. Paulette did not fail to notice that Céline aroused feelings in Luciano. Her voice dropped. "Luciano, Céline is still available." Céline blushed. She slapped Paulette on the arm. "Paulette, shut your cheeky mouth." Luciano laughed and pointed to the tables that were next to the small roundabout in the lawn. "Let's sit down at a table and have a glass of wine together. Paulette, is your mom here too?" Paulette laughed. "Luciano, you're distracting us. Of course she's here." They sat down at a table that was a little away from the people. They had barely sat down when Marliese, the waitress, appeared. He ordered a bottle of the best wine. Marliese came back in no time. As she poured the wine, her curiosity was evident. Marliese adored Luciano, even though she had only been working for him for a few days. She wanted a wife for Luciano. But she excluded herself. She was widowed with a son. But she was too old for Luciano. And the rich man wouldn't marry a poor woman. Luciano Varini raised his glass. "To your health." Paulette clinked glasses vigorously. Céline did so less vigorously. He looked at Céline. "Céline, you look exactly like my sister Luna. Don't think I'm a hypocrite. It's true. What is your last name?" Céline relaxed. "Céline Legrand, Mr. Varini. I haven't lived in Guillestre for long and therefore don't speak much Occitan. I lived in Paris. But I grew up in Brittany." "Please leave out the monsieur, Céline. We're still young." Luciano sat with Céline and Paulette until late in the evening. In between, he devoted himself to the guests. It was a lovely afternoon for him. The only thing that confused him was his affection for Céline. There had never been a moment in his life when he was attracted to a female person. He assumed that it was the great resemblance to Luna that attracted him to Céline. He had missed his sister Luna every single day since he left home.


	On Sunday afternoon, Paulette and Céline came to the party again. Luciano accompanied them to a table. "Shall we have a glass of wine together?" He ran into the bar, where he got three glasses and a bottle of wine. They raised their glasses. "Have a nice Sunday. I'm glad you came." As he sat opposite Céline, he realized that it was more than sympathy. It was affection that grew stronger with every hour they sat together. He experienced something that was foreign to him. Love for a female being. Céline was much more talkative that afternoon than the day before. She even told him her age. She said she was twenty-seven. Which surprised him. She looked much younger. He guessed she was twenty-three at the most. Paulette spoke up. "Luciano, now you know her age. Now she wants to know your age." "She can. You're probably wondering how old I am too. I'm only three years older than Céline. Celebrated her thirtieth birthday recently.” Paulette cheered. “You two are a perfect match.” Céline nudged her in the side with her elbow. “What are you talking about, Paulette? Luciano, don’t listen to her chatter.” He laughed. “Oh yes, Céline. I like hearing it. Please tell me about your life. Before Paulette takes over for you. Where in Guillestre do you live?” Céline described the house in which she lived in a small room. “The room isn’t big. I’m looking for better accommodation.” Luciano shook his head. “Nobody should have to live in a small room. We can remedy that. I have a bigger room for you. If you want. Do your parents live in Brittany?” “They’re no longer there. I have a brother. He moved from Brittany to Marseille.” Luciano looked at her indignantly. “You live completely alone. What do you do for a living, if you don’t mind me asking?” “I don’t have a job at the moment. Until now, I have been earning my living cleaning for the family I live with. When I lived in Paris, I worked in an inn as a girl for everything. Unfortunately, the inn was burned down by a mob. That's when I decided to move to Marseille to stay with my brother. There I found a job as a servant. It was a port bar that was frequented by dubious characters. The innkeeper fired me because I wouldn't let the guests, mainly sailors, touch me. I'd had enough of the city. So I decided to move to the Occitan mountains. In the hope of being able to work as a servant." "You will get a job with me. I need a woman to organize the business. Someone who is in charge of everything." Paulette cheered. "Céline, that's fantastic. Luciano, I'll put my hands in the fire for Céline." Luciano laughed. "I will too, Paulette. Céline, Paulette must have told you that I am from Piedmont. I grew up on a country estate near Torino. In 1767 I emigrated to Marseille. Now I live in the Occitan Alps like you. Would you be willing to work for me?" Céline's eyes lit up. "I would be delighted to be able to work in this feudal inn. Are you serious, Luciano?" "Yes, I am, Céline. If you agree, Monday would be your first day of work." Céline thanked her and Paulette cheered again. "Céline, I can hardly believe that you are getting a job with Luciano." Luciano looked at her. "Paulette, it is thanks to you that I can employ such a nice woman who has experience in the hospitality industry." He turned to Céline. "Céline, if you don't mind, I will show you your room now. Take enough time on Monday to bring your things here. All you have to do is come to the dining room for lunch. We'll eat together. After that I'll show you around." "Can Paulette see the room?" "Sure. Let's go." Paulette jumped up from her chair. Céline's eyes went wide as Luciano led her into the room.


	On Monday, Paulette helped Céline move into the Zum Krug inn. Luciano invited her to lunch. After dinner, Luciano showed Céline around the inn. His feelings for her grew stronger. He still couldn't understand why he was attracted to a woman. He, who had had fun with so many blond young men in Marseille. He should stay away from the female sex, because he didn't belong in the world of women.


	Céline proved to be an excellent organizer. Just what he needed. He realized how much he liked Céline when he spent a week in Marseille. In the spring of 1777, he took Céline with him to Marseille. It happened in the apartment on Rue Lafayette. They fell in love. They had already fallen in love at the opening party the previous year, but because of his reserve they had never hugged, let alone kissed. He penetrated a woman for the first time. In the bed in which he slept with his lover Jeanpier. Luciano Varini wanted to meet Céline's brother. "Céline, since we're here, I'd like to meet your brother. I assume you have his address." Céline's eyes glittered with joy. "I'm sure I know the address. I always carry it with me." They went to see Céline's brother and took him to the Zum Krug restaurant on Rue Lafayette. Jules, Céline's brother, was fortunately not blond, but had the same black hair as his sister. Luciano invited Jules to dinner. After dinner he offered him a job as a gardener. Jules was unsure. "Monsieur, do you mean what you say?" The wording of the sentence confused Luciano a little. "I certainly mean what I say, Jules. Please don't call me Monsieur. My name is Luciano." Jules was clearly living in poverty. "Jules, we are returning to Guillestre in two days. Can you arrange to travel with us by then?" Jules' eyes lit up. "Absolutely, Monsieur, eh, Luciano." Luciano led the siblings to a clothing store where they sold ready-made clothes in the most common sizes. Luciano Varini traveled to Guillestre with Céline and Jules, both newly dressed, and with bulging bags. They were accompanied by Bassiano Abenzio and Livio Dalmasso.


	***


	On October 11, 1777, Luciano Varini married Céline in Guillestre Cathedral. The celebration lasted two days. Half of Guillestre was invited. Just a few days after their wedding, Léon Durand, the mayor of Guillestre, died of a heart attack. Léon's sudden death hit Luciano Varini hard. He had become friends with Léon, his wife Thérèse and his daughter Paulette. It was a warm relationship. The mayor had barely been buried when the Guillestre town councilors appeared in his bar. They told him that the people of Guillestre thought he was the right person for the office of mayor. He was anything but happy. But he did it for the empire. When he told his business partners Meunier and Delavallé, they were delighted. They said it was a blessing for the empire. If he had not married Céline, he would have turned down the office. Céline was a hardworking, reliable woman. She was also an excellent cook. Since he was also able to prepare delicious dishes, they had managed without employing a cook. After taking over the mayor's office, he hired a cook.


	***


	On July 14, 1778, Don Luciano Varini became a father. Céline gave birth to Pépin. Luciano was never happier than on that day. But his past never weighed so heavily on him as on the day of his son's birth. The past gnawed at him. With his terrible past, he should never have fathered a child. His son would not only have a father who was the leader of a criminal empire, but also a mentally disturbed murderer of blond youths. Céline would not have married him if she had known about his criminal life. Meanwhile, he confessed to her that he was the head of France's largest criminal empire. He was not only the supreme leader. His share of the empire's assets was ninety percent. Céline never asked him about his life. The residents of Guillestre and the surrounding area had long known that he was the son of Don Edoardo Varini. But the fact that he was now the head of the empire was only suspected. His father built up the largest smuggling organisation in France in the Occitan Alps, between Piedmont and France. The empire employed sixteen smuggling groups in the Occitan Alps and Piedmont. Each group consisted of six smugglers with a leader. The meeting place was under his warehouse in Château du Queyras. As a cover, his father set up a legal goods trading company with an integrated transport company in Château du Queyras and Guillestre. Smuggling goods was only one part of the criminal activities. These included human trafficking, protection rackets, and the trade in opium and other banned substances. The empire controlled the casinos, betting parlours and prostitution.


	***


	It was May 20, 1776, when Don Luciano found time to ride up to Château du Queyras to meet the manager of the warehouse and transport company. He liked José Gonzalez from the first moment. He introduced himself. The Spaniard stood at attention. "Don Luciano, I recognized you immediately. The same jet-black hair as your father. God rest his soul. I am extremely happy to welcome his son." The words 'jet-black hair' hurt Luciano Varini. The Spaniard, a giant of a man, was considered by the smugglers to be a tough but straightforward and helpful man who was one hundred percent loyal to the empire. Although it was Luca Capra who led the smuggling organization, it was José Gonzalez who called the shots. He was the real master of the smuggling groups. José Gonzalez's job was not just to manage the warehouse. He was considered the best driver of heavy transport wagons. He and three other men transported the legal and contraband goods between the warehouses at Château du Queyras and Guillestre. The trading company traded goods on both sides of France and Piedmont. The secret warehouses for the contraband goods were in Château du Queyras as well as in Guillestre. Luciano Varini heard that José Gonzalez was responsible for disposing of corpses. "Monsieur Gonzalez, I heard that you were responsible for disposing of corpses. I assume that this is a rumour." José Gonzalez, who was sitting in his office, shook his head vigorously. "Unfortunately, that is not a rumour, Don Luciano. People bring me corpses from all directions. Be it smugglers who died at work, thieves and traitors who were sentenced to death by Luca Capra, they bring them here.” José Gonzalez stood up and pulled open a cupboard door, behind which a crank appeared. The Spaniard grunted and began to turn the crank. Don Luciano's mouth fell open when he realized that the office was starting to move. He leapt outside. With wide eyes, he followed the wooden office. A dark opening in which a staircase could be seen opened up. When the staircase was completely clear, Gonzalez came out of the office. There were several lanterns on the top step. José Gonzalez lit two of them and handed him one. “José, tell me who came up with the brilliant idea of the mobile office.” The Spaniard grunted. "That occurred to me at some point when I couldn't get to sleep." "I can only congratulate you on that." Once in the labyrinth of caves, Gonzalez started working on another crank. The office slid down the stairs. "José, it's incredible what you've built there. I hope Meunier knows what fantastic work you're doing here." José grunted. "Monsieur Meunier knows. I don't know what he thinks of it. He hasn't said anything else." "José, I expected nothing less from him." Don Luciano was impressed by the huge rock cavern they entered. The Spaniard took a torch with an extra-long handle from a shelf. "I'm going to light the torches now." As they ran through the rock cavern, he lit the torches, which were stuck high above the ground in iron pipes protruding from the rock. José Gonzalez led Don Luciano through the high shelves where contraband was stored. He could hardly believe the amount of goods that were being illegally transported across the country's borders.


	The Spaniard then led him to a metal shelf on which there were some packages. "I'll show you the room where we hold our meetings." The Spaniard reached into the shelf and pushed a latch. Then he let the shelf slide to the side. He opened the door that appeared. Don Luciano was surprised when he entered the room. The walls were paneled with wood and in the middle of the room was a huge table with twelve chairs around it.


	"Don Luciano, would you like to see the Cavern of Death as well? I must warn you. The sight there is devastating. Which would not be the case if I had followed Don Edoardo's instructions. In the Cavern of Death there is a black hole whose depth I do not know. At the bottom you can hear the flow of water. I was instructed to throw the dead into the black hole. But I could not do that for two reasons. Firstly, no one deserves to have their body thrown into the unknown abyss after death. The second reason is the water that flows down there. It is used as drinking water somewhere. I am sure of that." "José, you are doing exactly the right thing." They left the secret meeting room. José Gonzalez led him to the end of the rock cavern, above which was the warehouse. They found themselves in front of a wall made of natural stone. In front of it was a lightly loaded shelf. "Your father had this wall built. Behind it is the cavern of death.” He pushed the shelf to one side and took a flat iron from his trouser pocket that was bent at one end. He pushed the iron into a joint in the wall. There was a click. José Gonzalez pushed against the wall with great force. A piece of masonry the size of a door swung open. José Gonzalez turned to him. “Do you really want to see it, Don Luciano? You have to hold on to me in there. Because water is constantly dripping from the vault in the cavern, the rock is slippery. For this reason we put up iron posts and stretched thick ropes. Hold on to the ropes at all times. It's damn easy to slip out. You wouldn't be the first person to disappear into the abyss of Mother Earth. I'm now taking you to my cemetery, Don Luciano. Don't be alarmed. As soon as we cross a short cave passage, we'll be met with a terrible stench. Have your handkerchief ready.” José Gonzalez had understated it. Don Luciano pressed the handkerchief to his nose. The stench became more horrible with every step he took. They reached the rock cavern. The flickering light of their lanterns took his breath away. His legs threatened to give way. In the middle of the cavern he saw a circular opening in the floor, surrounded by ropes. He estimated its diameter to be one and a half toises (about 3 meters). All around the black hole lay corpses lined up one after the other. The stench and the sight made Don Luciano vomit. Despite his indignation, he dared to look around. There were corpses in every stage of decomposition. In front of him lay skeletons with scraps of cloth hanging from them. There were also corpses whose bodies had not yet decomposed. The distant sound of rushing water came from the black hole. With a gesture he signaled to José Gonzalez that he had seen enough. The Empire's mortuary was the cruelest thing he had ever seen. After José Gonzalez had closed the door, made of natural stone blocks, and pushed back the shelf, he saw Don Luciano sitting on a wooden box. Despite the dim light, he recognized his deathly pale face. "You are not well, Don Luciano." "Can you tell by looking at me, José?" José Gonzalez shook his head. "You shouldn't have gone in there, Don Luciano. It will haunt you at night. At least, that's how it was for me in the first few years." "One thing is certain, José, I will never set foot in that place again." José Gonzalez grunted. "It's better that way." Don Luciano's legs were still shaking as he said goodbye to José Gonzalez.


	***


	The years passed. Pépin, Luciano's son, grew into a young man. Thanks to the hard work of his wife Céline, the Inn at the Inn was one of the best in the Occitan Alps. Céline was not only an excellent hostess, but also an excellent cook. He had to remind himself of this. Each year that passed left his horrific youth further behind. Time made the atrocities less serious. He knew that Luciano Varini, mayor of Guillestre, was undoubtedly the most respected man in the Occitan Alps. This was not something he was particularly proud of. But it was of great value to his criminal empire. He brought order to the smuggling of goods. He put an end to Luca Capra's brutal treatment of smugglers. It turned out that Luca Capra was not the brutal man he claimed to be. Luca Capra did it because Don Edoardo wanted him to. Luca Capra became a different person. Just as he became thanks to the years with Céline. Thanks to Céline, his relationship with Pauline Chevalier had improved. When he attended the secret meetings at Château du Queyras, he visited Pauline regularly. On each visit, he asked her to sell the inn to Meunier for a large sum of money and then open a bistro in Marseille or Paris. "Don't come to me again with that idiotic bistro opening, Luciano. I'm staying here. This is my home."


	***


	It was a beautiful day in July 1794 when Luciano Varini's mute stable master Jakob discovered a hole in the ground in the middle of the horse pasture. The hole was small, but big enough for a horse to break its leg. He looked through the hole into a labyrinth of caves. He took long strides to the tool shed to get tools to move the pasture fence. After he had secured the last fence slat, he came wringing his hands into the dining room, where he had breakfast with Céline and the kitchen staff. He was afraid that a horse would get hurt. He had never seen his stable master so agitated. Jakob pointed in the direction of the horse pasture. He stood up and followed him outside. His dog Loco darted out from under the table. Loco must have noticed Jakob's agitation. Luciano Varini's strength in his legs was waning. He would have preferred to stay in the bar. He thought of an injured horse. For him there was nothing worse than seeing a suffering animal. Jakob led him to the horse pasture. Loco stopped at the gate. He knew that he was not allowed to go to the pasture. Luciano Varini praised Loco and looked for an injured horse. He anxiously let his eyes slide along the pasture fence that ran along the deep ravine. He searched the fence for a damaged spot through which a horse could have fallen into the ravine. When he saw Jakob pointing to the ground, a weight was lifted from his heart. He saw the hole in the ground. When they reached the opening in the ground, Jakob held him back by his sleeve and indicated to him that he must not come too close because there was a risk of collapse. Jakob gently pushed the shovel into the ground and let it fall into the depths. After a short time, the loose earth around the opening in the ground was far enough away that they could safely kneel in the grass to look at the cave passage that ran under the horse pasture. Luciano indicated to Jakob that he should get a ladder from the stable building. While Jakob went to get the ladder, he enlarged the hole. Moving the pasture fence proved to him once again how reliable his stable master was. It was a coincidence that no horse had run over the area in danger of collapsing. The pasture had to be checked immediately for such areas. He would instruct his men to do this. Jakob came back with the ladder. Luciano put a burning lantern in the grass, let the ladder slide into the opening in the ground and Jakob went first on the way down. They came to a cave passage. They walked carefully along the cave passage. After just a few toises the passage became wider. And there were branches. They chose one of the branches. To their amazement they reached a large rock cavern. At the end there was a cave passage that led to two more caverns. These caverns were smaller. In one of them water bubbled out of the rock. Luciano Varini followed the flow of the spring water. The water disappeared into another cave passage. He gave Jakob the signal to follow the water. The water flow made the ground slippery. They felt like they were walking on ice. After about a hundred steps they saw daylight. They looked down into the Guil mountain stream, holding on to the rocks. Luciano Varini had no idea that discovering the labyrinth of caves would take him back to his dark past. They climbed up the ladder.


	Luciano Varini immediately recognized the use of the cave labyrinth. He would have the labyrinth connected to the basement of his inn so that he could use it for secret meetings. He made Jakob swear to keep the discovery secret. And he was to cover the opening in the floor with thick wooden planks and cover it with earth. He would not be able to keep the expansion and the connection to the inn secret. The discovery of the cave labyrinth would cause a stir in Guillestre. As mayor, he had a duty to inform the public. But whether he expanded the caves or not was up to him alone. He left the horse pasture. Loco wagged his tail as he stroked his head. The dog ran ahead of him to the house entrance. After telling Céline about the cave discovery, Luciano Varini went to the town hall, where he informed the town clerk about the discovery and his plan to expand the caves.


	The next day he called for master builder Bertrand. The construction work lasted until June 1795. Only a few guests were invited to the inauguration ceremony for the caves. Luciano Varini was reserved when it came to the labyrinth of caves. Those present were fascinated by the caves. A tunnel led from the wine cellar to the caves. There was one large and two smaller rock caverns. He had the small caverns converted for his own use, while the large cavern was converted into a meeting room. Apart from the watercourse in one of the small caverns, all of them were dry. This made it possible to lined the walls with wood. All of the caves were fitted with heavy iron doors, which somewhat confused the guests at the inauguration. Luciano Varini had a staircase built near the excavation pit in the horse pasture, from where the tunnel to the inn was dug. As an emergency exit. The staircase led to a newly built equipment room. The water that flowed out of the wall in the cavern was channeled into the ravine. For this purpose, a depression was made in the cave passage along the rock. Hooks for lanterns were attached to the walls of the cave passages every two toises. To furnish the meeting cavern, he commissioned a carpenter's workshop in Sisteron to make four tables and twenty chairs as well as a large buffet.


	After the expansion of the caverns was finished, he sent José Gonzalez to Sisteron with the transport truck to collect the furniture. Gonzalez had covered the furniture with tarpaulins. Luciano Varini guarded the key to the cave labyrinth carefully. It was his sanctuary. His men were in charge of the cave system. During the meetings of the smugglers' organization, they had to enter the meeting room via the emergency exit in the horse pasture. The inn would have noticed if so many men had gone down into the cellar. The smugglers were amazed when they entered the meeting cavern. There was even running water. When the caves were expanded, the spring water that bubbled out of the wall in one of the smaller caverns was channeled into the other caverns. This meant that each cavern had a water basin with running water. The water quality was excellent. Every time Luciano looked at the flowing water, his thoughts went back to José Gonzalez, who was talking about the watercourse in the black hole. Because the cave passage to the ravine had a steep gradient, the water ran down the channel chiseled into the ground. The watercourse at the edge of the cave passage gave Luciano Varini the idea of using the water flow for a latrine. The builder was busy with the final work when he asked him to carve a niche out of the rock in the cave passage, near the ravine. The man looked at him questioningly. "Mr. Varini, what do you need the niche for?" Luciano Varini pointed to the watercourse. "For a latrine. The water has enough flow to wash away human excrement." Luciano Varini thought of José Gonzalez again. He felt uncomfortable channeling the feces into the mountain river. In many places, water for houses was drawn from the mountain river. On the other hand, the waste water from the inn also ran down into the ravine. The latrine offered additional security. No one had to leave the labyrinth of caves to relieve themselves. The Piedmontese were devoted to him in every way. He paid them accordingly. They helped him in many ways with the implementation of his underground construction project.


	Shortly after the inauguration of the cave labyrinth, his two business partners arrived from Marseille. They were full of praise. Sébastien Meunier put his hand on his shoulder. "Dear Luciano, I may have doubted you. But what you have built here is brilliant. You have lived in Guillestre for a long time now without listening to your demon of abusing blond youths. You have a beautiful, intelligent wife and an equally intelligent son. What about the purchase of the Three Routes Inn? I don't want to wait any longer for the inn. If the Chevalier refuses, she will have to go. It can be made to look like an accident." Luciano Varini shook his head. "I will not allow that, Sébastien. Pauline is my friend. Besides, she is old and will soon retire. She wants to return to Paris. We will be patient until then." Sébastien Meunier growled. "What should I say to the man who came up with the concept for smuggling goods between France and Piedmont? The house is part of the concept." "Sébastien, whatever concept the man came up with. I am the supreme leader. I decide whether I like his concept or not." Sébastien's face turned red. "In this matter, the majority vote is decisive, not what you want, Luciano." Meunier deviated from the subject. "I am fascinated by the security system. Not even the devil can get in uninvited. Security is the most important thing in our industry. You are aware that the customs authorities are getting stricter every year. There are more and more checks in the mountains. That is why this facility is the only right thing. I'll say it again. What you have created here is brilliant." Bastien Delavallé put his hand on his shoulder. "Be honest with me, Luciano. Have you ever regretted moving here?" "Absolutely not, Bastien. It is my second home." "Why your second? Wasn't Marseille your home?" "No, it's still Piedmont." Bastien Delavallé didn't speak much in general. Luciano could see that he was impressed by the labyrinth of caves. He led his business partner through the tunnel to the wine cellar, where he took two bottles of wine from a shelf. Then they went up to the entrance hall, to the dining room. Céline was waiting for them with delicious food. Midnight was long past when they went to bed. Luciano overdid it with the wine. His senses were a little clouded. Which he hated. He loved a clear mind. He still had enough of it to hear the conversation between his business partners. "What do you think, Bastien, will he use the secret caves for his sexual urges? It would be an ideal place for him to have fun with blond young men." Meunier's conversation immediately aroused desire for a blond young man in him. The labyrinth of caves would actually be very suitable. He chased the horrible thought away. It would be terrible to start again.


	***


	A few weeks after Sébastien Meunier and Bastien Delavallé's visit, on September 5, 1795, a Saturday, Don Luciano organized a meeting with the top leaders of the smuggling groups, as well as bought politicians, gendarmes, customs officials and a corrupt judge from Sisteron. There were twenty of them. As many as there were chairs in the assembly cavern. He would not forget that night. The meeting ended at ten p.m. There were sleeping quarters in the inn for participants who had a long way to go home. He thought he had said goodbye to the last man except for his friend Bastiano Lopez when he saw Judge Morin sitting alone in the assembly room. The small, obese man stroked his completely bald, pear-shaped head and looked at Don Luciano with piercing eyes. "Senior Judge, are you well? Is there anything I can do for you?" "I am well, Don Luciano. I am sitting here because I have a request for you." Luciano Varini did not like the judge. Although the judge ensured that men from his smuggling organization got away with it, he despised him deeply. He would never have accepted the judge into the empire either. Excluding him was not possible. To do that he would have to have him killed. That would be too great a risk. "How can I be of service to you, Sénher Richter?" "Don Luciano, first of all I would like to say what an impressive underworld you have created. I particularly like the small caverns. Would you let me use one of the caverns from time to time for a good fee?" "For what purpose would it be, Sénher Richter?" "I would rather not explain that in front of your friend, Don Luciano." "Sénher Richter, Bastiano can know what you have to tell me. And you need not have any concerns. Bastiano is as secretive as if his mouth were sewn shut." Judge Morin remained silent for a moment. Then it bubbled out of him. "I want to have fun with boys in the cavern." When Judge Morin saw Don Luciano's astonishment, he let out a deep sigh. "Don Luciano, you are not the only one who likes to have fun with blond boys." Don Luciano's voice became threatening. "You got it from Meunier. Am I right?" The judge nodded. "And now you want to put pressure on me with your knowledge." The judge shook his head violently. "Not at all, Don Luciano. I do not want the cavern for nothing. I want to have fun with a boy or a youth from time to time. That's all. The cavern is ideal for that. There is a bed, running water and even a latrine at the end of the cavern passage. The best thing about the cavern is that the screams go unheard." Anger rose in Don Luciano. "What the hell are you talking about? Are you planning to mistreat boys down here?" "No, I have no intention of doing that. But what boy or youth would not scream if sexual practices were performed against his will? Incidentally, you also used violence against young men in Marseille, Don Luciano. Even violence that led to death. What is reprehensible about forcing a young man for sale to perform extraordinary practices?" "That is certainly reprehensible, Judge Morin. How can such a thing come out of the mouth of a judge? Just because I committed horrific acts in Marseille, you must not assume that I would allow such things down here. I will not make the cavern available to you, Senor Judge." Judge Morin's face turned red. "Don Luciano, would you prefer it if the people of Guillestre knew the past of their highly respected mayor? If they knew that their mayor roamed the harbor at night to be satisfied by blond boys and then strangle them." Bastiano Lopez threw himself at the judge. Don Luciano saw the tip of the knife on Morin's fat neck. "Bastiano, leave him alone. It's not worth killing him. The intrigue would be too great." Bastiano let go of the judge. "Morin, you will get your way." The judge was too valuable to the empire. He had no choice. He had to give the judge what he asked for. Don Luciano accompanied the judge out of the labyrinth of caves, while Bastiano Lopez stayed behind to put out all the lanterns.


	In the weeks that followed, Judge Morin regularly went underground with a boy to the horse pasture. When he came late in the evening, which happened often, he spent the night with the boy in the cave. But it also happened that after he had satisfied his sexual desires, he chased the boy out into the night and he paid for a bedroom in the inn so that he wouldn't have to make the journey to Sisteron at night. Knowing that Judge Morin was having fun with boys in the labyrinth of caves, Luciano Varini found it increasingly difficult to banish thoughts of having fun with a blond youth in the rock cavern equipped with a bed. In all those years in the Occitan Alps, he never had fun with a youth. He did so now and again in Marseilles when he attended balls given by the authorities. There was a large selection of youths available for purchase. He should never have made a cavern available to the judge. It would have been even better if he had not had the cave labyrinth expanded. Judge Morin's activities in the cave cavern weakened his restraint. Late one evening, Luciano Varini went to the stables to check on his horse, which was not well, when he saw the fat judge disappearing with his companions into the tool shed in the horse pasture. The judge had a key to the cave labyrinth. He took Loco to the bar and then hurried through the cellar into the cave labyrinth. At the door of the cavern where the judge was abusing the boy, he stopped and listened. The heavy oak door was too dark to understand what was going on. And yet he became very excited.


	***


	It was August 13, 1797, a Sunday, when two young men entered Luciano Varini's bar. It was obvious that they were brothers. One was exceptionally handsome. His long, straw-blond hair shone in the rays of sunlight that penetrated the bar. Luciano Varini estimated the prettier of the two to be seventeen years old. His brother seemed to be the older. He was not Luciano Varini's choice because he had black hair. He found it difficult to take his eyes off the blond youth. Almost all the tables in the bar were occupied. Since the Zum Krug inn opened, no young man as good-looking as this had entered the bar. Luciano was sitting at the regulars' table with his wife Céline, his friend Bastiano Lopez and Livio Dalmasso, as well as Bassiano Abenzio. He had to restrain himself from staring. He was overcome by an unprecedented desire to have fun with the young man. It was a long time since he had been so aware of his mental illness as when he saw the beautiful young man. There must have been some malformation in his brain. How else could it be that he was attracted to the same sex? Before his eyes he saw the straw-blond youth lying naked on the bed in the rock cavern. On the bed where Judge Morin was having fun with boys. He pondered whether he still hated blond youths. The hatred that his father had sparked in him by preferring blond youths to him. The youths he killed in his youth he killed out of hatred and a desire for revenge. The risk of killing again was there. But he could counteract that. Which he managed to do in Marseille, except for the few youths he could buy at balls. How often he longed for a blond boy when he spent a few days in his apartment on Rue Lafayette in Marseille. Knowing that he had a family, he managed to resist going to the harbor at night to be satisfied by a boy for sale. The sight of the handsome youth awakened a demon in him. There was a way to get the youth into the labyrinth of caves. Bastiano was to help him. Although he knew that he was about to fall back into his old, devilish life, he was determined to have fun with the youth. His underwear was wet with sweat. Which felt unpleasantly cold on his skin. His friend Bastiano Lopez, who was sitting opposite him, looked at him worriedly. As if to say, don't do that, Luciano. He gave Bastiano the signal for a conversation. He and Bastiano used signs for many things. With hands or eyes. He got up from the table. "Bastiano, will you accompany me to the stable? We should discuss renewing the pasture fence with Jakob." His wife looked at him in surprise. “Does this really have to happen now, Luciano? There’s still dessert.” “We’ll be right back, Céline.” They left the inn.


	On the way to the stables, Luciano told Bastiano what he was planning. As he expected, Bastiano was horrified. "Luciano, please don't start again. You have a good life here. Why would you want to risk it? Damn it! Think of Céline and Pépin. Think that you are the most respected man in the Occitan Alps. And you are mayor. You are putting all that at risk. And all for a brief pleasure. I cannot understand that." "I must have the young man, Bastiano. He is the most beautiful I have ever seen. It will be the last time. I swear to you. You must lure him into the wine cellar." Bastiano's face was ashen. Tears wet his eyes. "Luciano, don't do it. If you start again now, you will never be able to stop. Everything you have built up will be destroyed." Luciano looked at him intently. "What about you, Bastiano? Is my wish causing you so much trouble? I thought we were friends. I promise you. It will only be once. It will be easy. I promise the brothers work. If they work here for a few days - there is plenty of work, whether in the stables or taking care of the park - you offer the handsome one a tour of the labyrinth of caves. When you have him in the room with the bed, you lock the door from the inside and calm him down. I don't have to tell you how to proceed. This isn't the first time you've done it."


	When they returned to the bar, Luciano Varini sat down with the brothers. He introduced himself as mayor. "Greetings in Guillestre. Are you two just passing through?" The older man returned the greeting and answered him. "No, Mr. Mayor. We have been living in Guillestre for three days." "How nice, you have settled in our beloved little town. As mayor, I should have noticed. It is my duty to welcome new residents. Something seemed to have gone wrong. You are brothers. It is obvious. May I know your names?" The older man nodded. "Definitely, Mr. Mayor. My name is André and my brother is Adrien." "Do you live with your parents?" The older of the two answered again. He twisted his mouth. There was contempt in his voice. "Senior Mayor, if you saw our parents, you would be glad you had not greeted them. They are drunk most of the time." According to the dialect, the brothers came from Marseille. Luciano Varini clapped his hands together and shouted: "How terrible to have parents who are addicted to alcohol. You'll have to earn money for food." Now the younger brother answered. His soft voice warmed Luciano Varini's heart. "My brother has a job, I don't. I'm looking." Luciano Varini called for the waitress. "Marliese, please bring them some more of what they're drinking." He turned to Adrien. "I might have work for you. Could you come by tomorrow morning? There are still a few things that need to be sorted out." Bastiano Lopez, who was sitting at the regulars' table, felt a pang in his chest when he saw the young man nodding eagerly. "Thank you, Mr. Mayor." "My name is Luciano Varini." André looked at him with wide eyes. "Mr. Varini, are you sure you want to hire this weakling?" "But you don't have a good opinion of your brother." Adrien's blue eyes sparkled as he looked at his older brother. "Just because you're two years older, you don't have to show off. I'm just as strong as you." The men present laughed loudly. One of the men called out to André. "Young man, you're a big mouth." Marliese put two plates of meat on the table. "This is on the house. Thank you to Monsieur Varini." The brothers devoured the meat as if someone wanted to take it away from them.


	The next day, Adrien appeared in the bar in the morning. Luciano Varini greeted him and arranged for breakfast to be served to him. He then showed the young man around the house. He changed his plan and decided that Adrien should work in the inn for a few days. Then his disappearance would have been noticed. This way he could tell people that the young man did not like the job and was moving on to find a better one. After breakfast, Luciano Varini led Adrien into the cellar at a moment when no one was in the entrance hall. "I don't want to keep our cave labyrinth from you. A tour of the underworld is worthwhile." Bastiano Lopez was waiting for them in the cellar. "Adrien, this is Mr. Gonzalez. He is in charge of the cave labyrinth. He will open the secret door shortly." Bastiano Lopez had had a sleepless night. He could not eat a bite of breakfast. He considered for the thousandth time whether to defy Luciano Varini. The consequences would be disastrous for him. Luciano would chase him away. No one defied Don Luciano with impunity. Bastiano Lopez pushed a shelf aside and opened the iron door behind it. Luciano Varini had copied the disguise using the shelf from the secret room of the smugglers' camp in Château du Queyras. They led Adrien along the long tunnel to the rock caverns. Adrien had no idea that he was heading towards his doom. With wide eyes he looked at the feudally converted rock cavern, which contained a bed, a table with four chairs, and a cupboard. "This is a more feudal room than the most expensive inn." Luciano Varini pretended that he had to welcome a special guest in the bar. He closed the heavy oak door and turned the key. Adrien, who had sat down at the table, jumped up. "Why is the mayor locking us in? I want to get out." Bastiano Lopez calmed him down by holding out a key. "Please don't be afraid. I have a key. Monsieur locked the door out of habit. Adrien, I must tell you the truth. Monsieur Varini is keeping you here because he likes you very much. You must have heard of sick men who are attracted to men rather than women." Adrien looked at him in horror. "I don't want this. No matter how much money Monsieur promises me. I am not a youth for sale. Please tell Monsieur Varini." Bastiano Lopez shook his head. "Adrien, this is not about what you want or don't want. It is not about money either. Don Luciano Varini is a powerful man who takes what he wants. You will want for nothing. I will bring you food and drink."


	When Bastiano locked the door from the outside, Adrien threw himself on the bed, crying. After he had calmed down a little, he looked around for the splashing that he could hear. At the back of the room he discovered a small fountain basin with water flowing from a pipe. Since the rock cavern was lined with wood, the room felt less cold. Adrien stared at the cauldron in which he was supposed to relieve himself. He wanted to go home. To his brother. André would look for him and find him. Bastiano's heart almost broke as he locked the young man in. Why did he have to befriend a criminal in the port of Marseille and accompany him for life? Who would have thought that he would one day become the best friend of the leader of France's and Piedmont's largest criminal empire. Before the terrible thing happened in Paris, he led an orderly life. As far as that was possible as the world's best knife thrower. It was his fame that brought him into his criminal life. It was his knife that pierced the heart of his beloved wife. He should not have left his homeland of Spain because of his fame. The trip to Paris proved fatal for him and his wife. The performance at the Royal Variety Theatre ended his wife's life and left him persecuted. He and his wife fell victim to a jealous Parisian knife thrower. The man killed his assistant in an alley, which prompted his wife to let herself be tied to the turntable in place of his dead assistant. It was a performance at which the royal family was present. His wife was of the opinion that he must not disappoint the royal family. Because they were there primarily because of him. Then it happened. The moment he threw the knife, there was a loud bang. His hand twitched. The knife missed its target. It pierced his wife's heart. It turned out that a jealous knife thrower from Paris was firing a pistol in the hall. He knew the man. He repeatedly tried to perform as a knife thrower at an event for the king. He devised a diabolical plan against him. The plan included the murder of his assistant. Since the man knew that an artist was not allowed to cancel his appearance at a royal event, he could assume that his wife would let herself be tied to the turntable instead of the assistant. As a knife thrower, he knew exactly when the bang would affect his hand. For the police and his father-in-law, who was against his daughter's marriage, he had killed his wife through negligence. This despite the fact that they had to assume that the bang interrupted his concentration. He evaded the gendarmes who wanted to arrest him. He managed to leave Paris. He has been on the run ever since. His rich father-in-law put a bounty on his head.


	Eventually he arrived at the port of Marseille. He looked for a place to sleep near the warehouses. It was after midnight. Time to lie down in a sheltered place. The moment he found a niche near a warehouse, he heard cries for help. He put his travel bag in the niche and ran in the direction of the cries for help. Two men kicked a figure. A third man tried to stab the figure. He was unable to stab because the figure held his wrists in place. Bastiano didn't hesitate for a second. He gave the man with the knife a violent kick in the stomach. The man dropped the knife and doubled over. Bastiano then grabbed the two men in a flash and beat their bodies together. When he conjured up a large knife, the men fled. Bastiano Lopez helped the figure to his feet. He was visibly surprised when he saw the handsome, elegantly dressed young man in the moonlight. The young gentleman with jet-black hair held out his hand to him. "You saved my life. They would have killed me." The young gentleman paused. "Aren't you the famous knife thrower from the royal theater? They're looking for you. Your knife is said to have killed your assistant." "You're misinformed. It wasn't my assistant, but my wife." "I'm sorry. My name is Luciano. As you probably suspect, I'm not French, but Piedmontese."


	Bastiano Lopez told Luciano about the terrible accident and that he was on the run from the police. Luciano offered to work for him as his personal protector. He thought Luciano was a loudmouth. "How are you going to pay me? You're still far too young to be able to afford a personal bodyguard." Luciano laughed. "Come with me first, then you'll see that I can afford a bodyguard." That night he followed Luciano to the Zum Krug inn, to his luxurious apartment. There he held out his hand to Luciano. "I am more than convinced that you can afford a bodyguard. I thought you were a boy for sale. You must excuse me." Luciano laughed and went to a lavish buffet where he took cognac and glasses. He had never drunk such a wonderful cognac as he did that night. Meunier and Delavallé later spoke up on his behalf with the authorities in Paris. They threatened his father-in-law with ruining his trading company. It was thanks to Luciano that he was no longer wanted. He would always be loyal to him.


	When Luciano decided to have the labyrinth of caves under the horse pasture expanded, Lopez must have expected that he would abuse the underground for his hideous activities. Adrien would be the first youth that Luciano would abuse underground for many days and finally strangle. Other youths would follow him. By expanding the caves, Luciano created a place of horror. Soon he would send Abenzio and Dalmasso to Marseille to kidnap blonde youths. Lopez would find a way to stop Luciano from doing this. One way was to betray the gendarmes in Marseille. The gendarmes in Guillestre and the surrounding area would do nothing. But by betraying him he would sign his death sentence. Bastiano Lopez often asked himself what his life would be like if he had been able to continue it as a famous knife thrower. He often regretted leaving his hometown of Barcelona. It was in 1766 when he boarded a ship in Barcelona. The destination was Montpellier. To travel from there to Paris. Paris was a cosmopolitan city. An artist who got a performance in the royal hall in Paris had achieved the highest goal. After his first performance, he received inquiries from all over France. He met his wife after a three-month stay in Paris. Rosalie, the daughter of Baron de Chalon. Baron de Chalon owned a large trading company. He was an influential citizen of Paris. Baron de Chalon was against their marriage. The Baron saw him as a drifter who earned his money with an unacceptable occupation. He let him know that he was not worthy of his daughter. Rosalie stuck by him despite her father's protests and outbursts of anger. They loved each other. Nothing else mattered. Instead of fame, Bastiano Lopez was living a life with a mentally disturbed man. A life in a criminal organization. A life surrounded by violence. Now he was also the provider for Luciano's prisoner. Which was not easy. He had to get food for Adrien in the kitchen under some pretext. There was only one option. He would order the supléma at dinner and bring it to Adrien. He would have to make sure that he was not served more, but that the supléma was put on a new plate. Luciano would help him with this.


	***


	Luciano Varini longed for Adrien. He saw him lying naked on the bed. His erection was so strong that it was painful. He had checked out of the inn that evening. He said he had to do work for the town hall in the town hall. Only he didn't go into the town hall, but disappeared unnoticed into the cellar door. His hand trembled as he unlocked the cavern. When he entered the cavern and saw the beautiful young man in front of him, he changed into a different person. Making Adrien submissive was no problem for him. He had experience in that. He didn't believe in violence. He made his victims obedient with promises, such as the promise of early release. On the other hand, if he didn't succeed in making them submissive with friendly promises, he threatened them with death. Which would happen either way. But he wouldn't kill Adrien. That was it. He would give him a large sum of money and threaten him. If he betrayed him, he would have his brother killed. Adrien came from the poverty of Marseille. But he was by no means primitive. Just a poor boy with no chance of a reasonably comfortable life. He knew from experience that poor young men offered little resistance. Adrien would be willing. But Luciano Varini was wrong about Adrien. When he ordered him to take off his clothes, Adrien refused. "I won't do it, sir. I will never let a man touch me. And especially not an old man." Luciano Varini grabbed the scrawny youth and threw him on the bed. "You will do as I say." Luciano Varini tried to open the youth's belt, which was made of brittle leather. Adrien hit his hands with his fists and tried to get off the bed and onto his feet. He succeeded. He reached the door and pushed it open. Luciano Varini grabbed him by the vest. Adrien's feet lost their grip. He fell backwards into the rock cavern. His head hit the table so hard that Luciano Varini could hear the bones breaking. Adrien's body fell to the floor. Luciano Varini sat down on the bed. For Adrien, any help came too late. Luciano cried when he looked into Adrien's dead eyes. He turned away from Adrien. He could not bear to look any longer. He did not know how long he had been sitting on the bed before he managed to step over the body he had so desired. On the way up, he thought of Bastiano's warnings and pleas. He had just snuffed out a young life thanks to his insanity. His body had to be brought out of the cave labyrinth. But where to? Then he remembered that the Guil mountain stream was flooding. Bastiano had to help him carry it through the cave passage. Luciano Varini marched heavily along the rock passage in the light of the lanterns. "Why did I start this again? If only I had listened to Bastiano. By expanding the cave labyrinth, I created the conditions to live my old life again."


	Bastiano Lopez was dreaming when there was a knock on the door of his room. Knowing that Luciano wanted to have fun with Adrien, he assumed that Luciano would be at the door. He opened the door. Luciano's expression told him that something horrible had happened. "Luciano, come in. We don't want to talk in the stairwell." Luciano entered his room. He closed the door. "Bastiano, I need your help." Bastiano whispered: "You killed him." "Yes, I did. But not in the way you think. It was a terrible accident. You must help me carry him to the opening to the Combe du Queyras. I don't want to drag him across the floor. Adrien wanted to escape from the cavern. I grabbed him by the veston. Then his feet slipped away from below. He fell backwards and hit his head on the table. He died instantly. And this had to happen to Adrien, whom I certainly did not want to harm." They quietly went down to the entrance hall and from there into the cellar. When they reached the rock cavern and Bastiano Lopez saw the dead Adrien, he had to fight back tears. "Luciano, we must not throw him into the ravine. He deserves a burial." Don Luciano shook his head. "Bastiano, the best option is to place him in such a way that nothing can be traced back to our house. The flood will carry the body down into the valley. Believe me. He will be found and buried." Since Adrien was dressed and there was blood where his head lay on the ground, Bastiano did not doubt Luciano's statement. But he was responsible for his death. Luciano stepped over Adrien's body into the cavern. "Bastiano, I'm holding his legs." Bastiano took Adrien under his arms. They carried him through the narrow cave passage towards Combe du Queyras. Bastiano walked backwards along the cave passage. At the end of the cave passage they laid Adrien gently on the ground. Bastien folded his hands and closed his eyes. Luciano followed him. Bastiano murmured a prayer. Then he took a bunch of keys out of his pocket and unlocked the gate that secured the cave passage. The gate was set back about three fathoms from the end of the cave passage. "Luciano, you stay here. I'll take care of it." Luciano Varini was relieved that he did not have to help throw Adrien into the depths. "Bastiano, they will find him on the way to the Durance River. His brother will assume that he fell into the water somewhere." Luciano put his hand on his friend's shoulder. "Forgive me, Bastiano. It won't happen again. I swear to you." "But you have to make sure that the fat judge is no longer allowed in here." Luciano sighed. "I would never have allowed him in if he wasn't so important to our empire. As a judge, he can arrange many things. He is of great value for the smooth running of the smuggling of goods. Let's go to sleep. The mayor's office will be calling for me tomorrow."


	***


	It was an icy cold day in February 1799 when Céline appeared in the bar with a stack of newspapers. The bar was almost completely filled with muffled men. She went to the bar. She silenced the chattering men with a loud voice. "Listen, men. It's almost ten years since the king was overthrown. I found a bundle of newspapers that Luciano has kept over the years. I want to read you some from the time of the fall of the monarchy. If you're interested."


	The men grumbled. One guest grumbled: "Please, Céline, stop it. We don't want to hear from that pack of monarchs. The time is over. The king and his whore have had their heads cut off." Another guest called out to her: "Céline, don't listen to him. A little entertainment can't hurt on a day as gloomy as today."


	Céline Varini pulled a chair over to the bar and sat down. She read aloud in a loud, understandable voice. "There is an article by a man named Louis Blanc. He writes that in 1789 the end of the monarchy was near. King Louis XVI had to convene the Estates General for the first time in 175 years. The convening of the Estates General meant the assembly of representatives of the three estates. The three estates consisted of the clergy (officers of the Catholic Church), the nobility and the "Third Estate", which made up the majority of the population. The Estates General declared themselves to be the national assembly that would create a constitution, thereby calling the monarchy into question. The revolution broke out in France. On June 20, 1792, there was another popular uprising in Paris. Workers, women, children, invalids, citizens, coal merchants and beggars stormed the brickworks with pickaxes, iron bars, hammers, axes, shields and banners and spread out into the gardens. The king was at the time in the Œ il - de-B œ uf salon with the old Marshal of Mouchy, his wife Elisabeth and the Legion chiefs Acloque and Chesnaye. The royal court was occupied. Butcher Legendre and brewmaster Santerre and their followers forced entry into the Œ il-de-B œ uf salon with blows from clubs and axes. The king had to endure four hours of insults from the intruders. On 14 July 1789, the people of Paris stormed the Bastille, arrested the king and his family shortly afterwards and forced him to recognise the National Assembly. King Louis XVI had to agree to the constitutional monarchy. (The constitutional monarchy is a form of government in which a monarch is at the head of the state and government, but whose rights are no longer absolute but restricted by the constitution.) A bad time began for the people of Paris. King Louis fled Paris with his family on the night of June 21, 1791. Just four days later, King Louis and his family were arrested in Varennes, brought back to Paris and placed under house arrest in the Tuileries. The people called King Louis a traitor. Monsieur Aron knew that it was only a matter of time before the king was stripped of his power. Events in Paris were moving rapidly. On August 10, 1792, the people of Paris, led by the sans-culottes, stormed the Tuileries (the royal residence). Around a thousand royalist Swiss Guards were killed when the royal residence was taken. The royal family was taken prisoner and placed under house arrest. The National Guard, a militia founded by Marie-Joseph Motier Lafayette, took control of Paris. The National Guard consisted of all kinds of men, including criminals, quarrelsome and vehement opponents of the monarchy. In Paris, attacks on the upper classes became increasingly brutal. The mob roamed through Paris for days, leaving terrible traces of violence in its wake. Aron returned to the most terrible night of his life, the night of the fire in Paris. On September 22, 1792, the Republic was proclaimed in Paris and King Louis XVI was sentenced to death. On January 21, 1793, King Louis XVI was guillotined in Paris on the Place de la Révolution in his fortieth year."


	Céline folded the newspapers and thanked the men, most of whom looked thoughtful. She went into the kitchen to prepare vegetables for the next day. Luciano Varini was surprised at how attentively the men had listened to his wife. Céline was a woman who knew how to charm the rough men. She was always reading newspapers, so she was informed about what was happening in France. She was very knowledgeable in general, as she read a lot of books. He would give his life for his wife. Although his sexuality was not directed towards the female sex, he had no problem satisfying her sexual desires. The image of the king's severed head appeared before his eyes. He was certainly not a fan of King Louis. Louis was not his king, as he was from Piedmont. Nevertheless, he did not condemn his execution. The end of the monarchy brought many disadvantages to the empire. Government officials flocked in large numbers from Paris to all parts of France. During the monarchy, they knew which officials were for sale. Among the officials of the Republic, there were also officials who could be bought. But they had to be found first. Fortunately, many officials in Occitania remained in office.


	In 1799, the empire invested a lot of time and money in the Occitan smuggling organization. As a result, Luciano spent many days in Marseille. When he was not living in his apartment on Rue Lafayette, he was Sébastien Meunier's guest. The upper leadership of the empire met five times in May in the secret room of Meunier's villa. It was during this time that Meunier and Delavallé introduced him to the nightlife of Marseille's noble society. He knew that they did this to prevent him from making any nightly visits to the port. It was Meunier in particular who set him up with feudally dressed, straw-blond youths. They were the kind of youths for sale that he did not know. He only knew the youths who gave themselves to men in the port of Marseille in order to survive. The young men who sold themselves to rich men and women in high society lived in luxury. During his stay in Marseilles, he had fun with many fair-haired boys without resorting to violence. He justified this by saying that he had more respect for the young men who sold themselves to rich men in high society than for those in the port who offered their services in shabby clothes and with a primitive demeanor. At his home in Guillestre, he had not had fun with any young man since Adrien's death.


	5. Bastiano Lopez and Judge Morin


	Bastiano Lopez's state of mind had improved, as Luciano Varini had not kept a young man in the cave since Adrien. But there was Judge Morin, who was causing him trouble. The fat judge still regularly descended into the cave to have fun with boys. Although he described to Luciano Varini the cruelties the fat judge inflicted on the boys, he did not give in and refused the judge entry. He understood Luciano's point of view. The judge was an important pioneer in the smuggling of goods in the Occitan Alps. He would no longer have bothered Luciano Varini with the judge if the terrible incident had not occurred. An incident in which he almost killed the judge. What he saw that night in the cave weighed heavily on him. He could not shake the image of the mistreated boy. Especially since he was responsible for the cave. He was the one who had to make sure that no unauthorized persons entered the cave labyrinth. On the night that it happened, he woke up a little after midnight because he had to go to the latrine. In the latrine, he had the feeling that something was wrong in the cave labyrinth. He knew that Judge Morin would be in the cave labyrinth that evening. He went back to the room, got dressed and went to the wine cellar, opened the iron door and entered the tunnel that led into the cave labyrinth. In the tunnel, he was met with terrible screams of pain. Bastiano Lopez pulled his hunting knife from its holder and crept to the door of the rock cavern from which the screams were coming. The door was only ajar. That was why the boy's screams could be heard so well. He pushed the door open. What he saw filled him with anger and disgust. Judge Morin brought a leather strap down on the naked boy, who was lying face down on the bed with his hands and feet tied. The boy's back was covered in blood. As he struck him, the judge massaged his penis. The sight made him freeze for a moment. But only for a moment. Because before the judge could hit the boy again, he threw himself on him and tore him off the boy. The judge, who was completely naked, fell to the floor. He threw himself angrily on the judge and put his hands around his neck. When the judge let out a horrible gasp, he came to his senses and let go of Morin. Judge Morin gasped for breath. He rolled the heavy man onto his back and massaged his chest. He didn't do it because he felt pity for the disgusting man. He did it for Don Luciano. Besides, he had no desire to drag the fat man out of the cave labyrinth. The man disgusted him. Luciano told him that Judge Morin regularly travels to Marseille to attend secret meetings where children are sexually abused. The participants are men from the legal system, politics and business. Lopez helped the judge to his feet. The judge grabbed his clothes and dressed quickly. His face was the color of an overripe tomato. The judge hissed at him. "I'm reporting this to Mr. Varini and my friend Sébastien Meunier. They will punish you, you son of a bitch." Bastiano Lopez raised his hand. "If anyone is a son of a bitch, it's you. Threaten me. I can always announce in Sisteron that you are having sex with boys here. From now on, I will keep an eye on you when you are down there, you disgusting creature. Next time, I won't let you go. I'll press on a spot that will kill you without leaving a trace. The doctor will then assume that you are suffering from heart failure, given your obesity." The judge's face turned from red to white. "Why I get so excited by torturing boys and girls is a mystery to me. What I do is criminal. And yet I do it. And you, Lopez, you will not stop me. Because I get too much satisfaction out of it to stop." "The day will come when you will be punished for your crimes." The judge shook his head. "Nobody will punish me. I am the judge. I am the one who decides who will be punished." Morin pointed to the boy. "Make sure he gets out of here. I am now going up to my reserved guest room. And tomorrow after a sumptuous breakfast I will ride to Sisteron." The judge left the rock cave without saying goodbye. Bastiano Lopez listened to the judge's breathing, which sounded loud and ghostly in the tunnel. The eerie breathing noises were accompanied by shuffling footsteps. Only when he heard the iron door slam shut did he turn to the boy. "It's over. He can't hurt you anymore. I'm going to treat the wounds on your back now." Bastiano Lopez filled a bowl of water under the running water and put it on the table. He took a rag and towels from the cupboard. The boy cried in pain while he washed his bloody back. He dried the wounds gently. The sight of the torn skin made him angry again. The day would come when the fat judge would have to pay for his actions. He hurried to the assembly cavern to get a can of herbal ointment. "I'm going to apply the best herbal ointment there is. The wounds will heal quickly." After applying the ointment, he applied bandages. "What's your name and where are you from?" "My name is Marc and I'm from Sisteron." "Listen, Marc. You're going to get dressed now. Then I'll take you to a place where you can get a ride. I'll give you a letter to give to the driver who is harnessing the horses there." Bastiano Lopez took a notepad from the cupboard and wrote a message for the driver Malo, who he knew was driving to Sisteron with the one-horse carriage at five in the morning. He handed the letter to the boy. "You'll recognize Malo quickly. He'll be here at five to get the one-horse carriage ready for the trip to Sisteron. You give him the paper and he'll let you sit in the carriage. You have to promise me one thing. Don't tell anyone about this place. Otherwise your life will be in danger." Bastiano Lopez led the boy out of the house via the wine cellar and accompanied him to Don Luciano's warehouse, which was at the beginning of the town. "It's after half past three. You'll have to be patient. Can I leave you alone?" Marc nodded and sat down on a stone at the edge of the forecourt. When Bastiano Lopez said goodbye, Marc thanked him several times. Bastiano Lopez walked back to the Zum Krug inn with long strides. He needed to get some sleep.


	After breakfast, Bastiano asked Luciano for a private conversation. Luciano led him into the park, where they sat down on a bench. "What is it you have to tell me that is so urgent, Bastiano?" Bastiano Lopez told him about the night's incident. Luciano's face turned red with anger. Bastiano became afraid. Would he impose punishment on him right away? Luciano's voice trembled. "That disgusting pig. How many times have I told him not to hurt the boys. Bastiano, as far as the judge is concerned, you have done nothing wrong. You have enough against him to keep him in check. He will do nothing against you. And even if you hear the same old story about the importance of the judge for the hundredth time, the judge is our most important man in the Occitan Alps. He is the one who acquits our men when they are arrested by customs officers or gendarmes. We depend on this bastard. And he knows it. As a judge, he has power. He has already acquitted several of our men. There is nothing more valuable to a smuggling organization than a bought judge. Fortunately, you did not kill him. I will have a serious talk with Judge Morin. I threaten him that he will have to hand over the key if he does not moderate his actions." Bastiano Lopez was disappointed that the judge got away with it. But he understood Don Luciano's point of view.


	6. Luciano Varini's visit to Pauline Chevalier, the landlady of the Three Routes Inn in Château du Queyras


	It was already Sunday when the last guests left the bar at half past twelve. Bastiano Lopez had also said goodbye. Luciano Varini looked at the calendar. "Isn't that crazy, Céline? It's already September 15th." Céline came to the regulars' table with a pot of coffee and two cups. "I shouldn't drink coffee at this time, Céline. You know that I can't get to sleep then." Luciano looked under the table. "If only I could sleep as well as Loco. He's fast asleep down there." Céline sighed. "One cup won't rob you of your sleep. We're getting old, Luciano." Luciano looked at her. "Céline, I'm grateful for your sacrifice for the inn." "What about our hard-working servants? They do most of the work, Luciano." "Yes, you're right, Céline. But they're not working in and around the house from early in the morning until late at night. Why the hell are you helping the gardeners? Sometimes I get the feeling that you don't trust people to do the job satisfactorily." "Not at all, Luciano. I like working outdoors. I also love looking after flowers and bushes." Luciano looked at the wall calendar from 1797 again. He liked the calendar, even though it was a promotional gift from the wine merchant. The monthly pages contained paintings of the Occitan mountains. "Céline, today is the anniversary of the death of Pauline Chevalier's husband Jean. It has been twenty-nine years since he died. He was a good man, my friend. It is only proper that I visit her. It is frightening how time flies. It slips away inexorably. No power or money in the world can stop it." Céline nodded. "That's right, Luciano. I was thinking of the anniversary of Jean's death. I had a bouquet of flowers prepared for you for Pauline. The years go by so quickly. October 11th is our twenty-third wedding anniversary. You said earlier that Pauline Chevalier was expecting you. Are you sure? If you go to see her, she'll just think you're coming to buy her old box." "I agree with you, Céline. She actually thinks that. And to be honest, it's true. I have no choice but to work on her until she's ready to buy. Otherwise, violence will be used against her. She doesn't want to sell to the Empire. She hates Sébastien Meunier. Understandably. She thinks it was him who drove her out of Chez Jean. Which isn't true." Luciano Varini cursed the coffee that Céline poured him before going to bed. He couldn't fall asleep until four in the morning.
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