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Prologue: French Guiana—Saint-Laurent-du-Maroni, April 20, 1937

The heat was unbearable. It clung to his skin like a sticky membrane, weighing down every movement, making the air almost solid. In the communal cell of the Saint-Laurent-du-Maroni penal colony, Pierre-Élie Calendrin was struggling to breathe. Each breath produced a hoarse wheeze in his ravaged chest. Malaria had returned with a vengeance. The bronchitis that no doctor had ever treated was finishing him off.

He knew it. He would not live to see the dawn.

Sixty-eight years old. His body worn out, emaciated to the bone. His bald head glistening with sweat. His trembling hands lay flat on the rough mattress. But his mind remained intact. Sharp. Methodical. Cold.

Around him, the other inmates went about their evening routines. Low voices rose from various corners of the room. The clatter of a mess kit. The scraping of a stool against the dirt floor. The familiar sounds of the end of a day in the penal colony. No one spoke to him. They left him alone. They knew he was dying. Some looked at him with indifference. Others with that morbid curiosity that a man on the brink of death always arouses.

Calendrin didn’t see them. His half-closed eyes were fixed on the low ceiling. But his gaze was elsewhere. Very far away. Thousands of kilometers away. Twenty-eight years in the past.

The closure of the penal colony had been announced for the following year: 1938. He would not live to see it. This thought stirred in him neither sadness nor relief. Just a cold realization. He had lived long enough. Long enough to know that everything was accomplished. That there was nothing left to do. That the work was finished.

Outside, beyond the thick walls of the communal cell, twilight was slowly descending on French Guiana. The light was fading, tinging the sky with shades of orange and red. The heat showed no sign of letting up. It never really let up. Even the night brought barely any relief.

Calendrin closed his eyes completely. Not to sleep. Sleep had become rare, fragmented, plagued by fevers. He closed his eyes to see more clearly. To let back in what had never left him.

The island.

It was coming back to him. Not as a tender memory. Not as the nostalgia of a dying old man seeking comfort in images of the past. It was coming back as a territory. Like a land he had once possessed. Dominated. Marked.

A conquered territory.

He could see the light again. That very distinctive light. Different from that of French Guiana. Brighter. More changeable. He could see the shapes of the mountains again. The deep ravines that cut through the landscape. The fields. The forests. The rutted roads. The isolated houses.

The houses.

He could see their shapes again. Their structures. The wood they were made of. The details of their construction. The doors. The windows. The locking mechanisms. Everything was still there, etched into his memory with perfect precision.

He could see the faces again. So many faces. Some clear. Others blurry. Some important. Others insignificant. Faces that had believed. Faces that had trusted. Faces that had been afraid.

Fear. It had been everywhere. Tangible. Real. A fear that grew every day, every night. A fear that spread like a disease. That contaminated an entire region. An entire population.

He had created it. He had fed it. He had directed it.

Calendrin coughed. A dry, painful cough that forced a bloody spittle from his mouth. He didn’t move to wipe it away. What was the point? His entire body was nothing more than a shell falling apart. Only his mind remained active. Lucid. Relentless.

He thought back to the preparations. To the precise movements. To the exact measurements. To the tried-and-true methods. Every detail mattered. Every step had to be followed. No room for improvisation. No room for error.

He had always been methodical. Organized. Rigorous. That was his strength. That was what had set him apart from the others. The others who believed that violence was enough. That brute force solved everything. They were wrong. Violence was merely a tool. A tool that had to be wielded at the right moment, in the right way.

He knew.

He thought back to those nights. To those nights when everything was at stake. When the plans became reality. When the preparations bore fruit. He never participated directly. That wasn’t his role. His role lay elsewhere. More essential. More fundamental.

He was the mastermind. The others were the arms. The hands. The tools.

And the tools had worked well. For a long time. For over a year. A year of perfection. A year when everything had gone according to plan. When every operation was a success. When nothing could stop them.

Nothing.

Calendrin opened his eyes. The communal room was darker now. Someone had lit a kerosene lamp in a corner. The flame flickered, casting shifting shadows on the dirty walls. Silhouettes stirred in the dim light. Voices murmured. The prison was preparing for the night.

He thought back to his name. The one he had chosen for himself. Saint-Ange Gardien. A name that inspired trust. Respect. A name that opened doors. That put people at ease. That allowed him to approach without arousing suspicion.

Saint-Ange Gardien. The protector. The guide. The one people turned to for help.

The irony was perfect. Delicious. He’d thought of it from the very beginning. He’d carefully crafted this identity. Every detail mattered. The words. The gestures. The attitude. The reputation. Everything had to be consistent. Everything had to be believable.

And it had been. For years. People came to see him. They trusted him. They followed his advice. They took what he gave them. Without suspecting a thing. Without ever imagining.

How could they have imagined it?

He thought back on his knowledge. The plants. The herbs. The roots. The dosages. He had learned. He had studied. He had experimented. Not at random. Never at random. Always systematically. Scientifically.

Others called it witchcraft. Magic. Dark powers.

He knew it was chemistry. Botany. Pure knowledge.

Knowledge was the true power. Not incantations. Not rituals. Knowledge of what put people to sleep. Of what weakened them. Of what paralyzed them.

And he possessed that knowledge.

Calendrin felt the fever rising again. It was burning him from the inside. Sweat was streaming down his face, over his emaciated chest. His breathing was becoming more and more labored. Every breath was a struggle. A battle lost before it even began.

But his mind was holding out. His mind refused to give in. Not yet. Not before he’d reviewed it all. Not before he’d gone over it again.

He thought back on the decisions. On the choices he’d made. On the moments when he’d had to make a call. To cast aside hesitation. To see it through to the end.

Some had doubted. Some had been afraid. Some had wanted to give up.

He hadn’t let them. He knew how to control them. How to keep them in line. How to stop them from speaking. How to ensure their silence.

Fear worked both ways. Those who terrorized others could also be terrorized themselves. You just had to know how.

And he knew.

He thought back on the crucial moments. The moments when everything could have fallen apart. The moments when failure was close at hand. But he had always found the solution. Always found a way around it. Always managed to keep everything together.

Until.

Calendrin closed his eyes again. That part was harder. More bitter. No regrets. No. Never any regrets. But the cold awareness of what could have been different. Of what could have lasted longer.

The mistakes. They had happened. Not on his part. Never on his part. But on the part of others. Tools that had proved unreliable. Arms that had trembled. Hands that had let go at the wrong moment.

And then the snowball effect. The fatal chain of events. The evidence left behind. The witnesses who spoke out. The arrests. The collapse.

He had fled. He knew the island. He knew where to hide. He had held out for two months. Two months on the run. Two months of survival.

But he knew it couldn’t last forever. He’d always known that.

The capture. The trial. The conviction.

Not the guillotine. Unlike the others. Why? He’d never really understood it. A quirk of the judicial system. A flaw in the evidence. A subtlety of colonial law.

Life imprisonment with hard labor. French Guiana. The penal colony.

Twenty-six years. Twenty-six years away from the island. Twenty-six years in that stifling heat, doing that grueling labor, living in such close quarters with broken men.

But he had never been broken. Not him. His body had worn down. His strength had waned. But his mind had remained intact. Lucid. Cold.

He thought back on what had happened afterward. On what he’d learned in bits and pieces. From the few people from Réunion he’d encountered over the years. From the few words exchanged. The few confidences shared.

The legend. It had taken shape. It had spread. It had grown.

But not around his name.

Around someone else’s.

Calendrin gave a bitter smile. Even that, he had foreseen. He had understood it as soon as the trial began. As soon as the first newspaper articles appeared. As soon as the first accounts were told.

The name that would remain would not be his. The face people would remember would not be his. The story that would be told would not really be his.

But the work—that was indeed his. Entirely. Absolutely.

It didn’t matter whose name it was attributed to. It didn’t matter what face was given to it. The work existed. The work endured. The work was complete.

And that was enough.

He coughed again. More violently. His chest heaved in a painful spasm. This time, the sputum was almost entirely red. Blood was flooding his lungs. The end was near.

Around him, the sounds of the shared ward were fading. Or perhaps it was his hearing that was failing. He no longer knew. He didn’t care to know.

He thought back to Réunion. One last time. To the landscapes. To the faces. To the moments. To the gestures. To the decisions.

A conquered territory.

Yes. That was exactly the word. Conquered. Not by conventional weapons. Not by military force. But conquered nonetheless. Dominated. Subdued. Marked by his imprint.

An indelible imprint.

He had been the master. The true master. The one no one saw. The one no one suspected. The invisible man behind the visible events.

And he had succeeded. For over a year. Long enough for it to matter. For it to take root. For it to become history. Legend.

The legend might belong to someone else. But the reality belonged to him. To him alone.

Calendrin felt his breathing grow weaker and weaker. More and more sporadic. His heart was beating irregularly. Chaotic palpitations. His body was giving up.

But his mind was still holding on. His mind was still going over it all. His mind was still checking.

Just as one checks a finished work.

The preparations. The measurements. The methods. The procedures. The results. The successes. The failures. The whole thing.

It was all there. Etched into his memory. Intact. Precise. Complete.

A methodical work. A well-thought-out work. A accomplished work.

No regrets. Never any regrets. Regrets were for the weak. For those who doubted. For those who did not understand that every action was necessary. That every decision was justified. That every move was part of a larger plan.

He had understood that. From the very beginning. He had acted accordingly. He had seen the work through to its conclusion.

Even now, on the brink of death, he wouldn’t change a thing. He would do it all exactly the same way again. Because it was the right way. The only way.

He thought back on the others. Those who had been with him. Those who had served. Those who had carried out the orders. Those who had paid the price.

Some had paid with their lives. Others with their freedom.

He, too, had paid the price. Twenty-six years. Twenty-six years in a penal colony. Twenty-six years away from the island.

But he hadn’t wasted them. Those years. He had lived through them while keeping the memory intact. By preserving the legacy. By keeping the work alive in his mind.

And now he was dying. In a shared cell. In a penal colony in French Guiana. Far from everything. Far from the island that had been his domain.

But he was not dying defeated. He was not dying broken. He was dying knowing. Knowing what he had accomplished. Knowing who he had been.

The invisible master. The hidden organizer. The mastermind who had never really been identified.

Calendrin felt his vision grow blurry. The outlines of the shared cell were becoming blurred. The shadows were blending together. The light from the lamp seemed to be receding.

He wasn’t struggling. What was the point of fighting the inevitable? Death was coming. He welcomed it. Not with joy. Not with sadness. With the same methodical detachment he had applied to his entire life.

One last passage to make. One last step to take. And then nothingness.

Or something else. He didn’t know. He believed in nothing. Neither in heaven nor in hell. Neither in judgment nor in redemption. Only in the work. In what he had done. In what he had been.

And the work was complete.

His breathing was now nothing more than an almost imperceptible rattle. His half-closed eyes could no longer make out anything. His entire body seemed to be sinking into the mattress. Becoming lighter. Dissolving.

Outside, night had fallen completely over Saint-Laurent-du-Maroni. A thick, hot, oppressive night. A tropical night. A night in French Guiana.

But in Pierre-Élie Calendrin’s mind, it was a different night that reigned. A night in Réunion. A night when anything was possible. A night when houses opened their doors. When sleepers did not wake. When dogs did not bark.

A night in 1908. Or 1909. It didn’t matter.

A night in his conquered territory.

He mentally reviewed the actions one last time. The rituals. The decisions.

Everything was in order. Everything had been checked. Everything had been accomplished.

Pierre-Élie Calendrin, known as Saint-Ange Gardien, sixty-eight years old, breathed his last shortly after dusk.

Silently. With no immediate witnesses. With no one to note the exact time.

In the shadows. Just as he had lived.

The greatest criminal Réunion had ever known died in his bed. Not on the scaffold.

Curiously, almost no one knew his name.

But his legacy lived on.

 


Chapter 1 January 1909: Leaving France

Marseille. January 1909. The cold bit into the docks of the old port. A light mist rose from the gray water, clinging to the ships’ masts and blurring the outlines of the vessels. Sergeant Lucien Morel stood on Pier Four, his trunk at his feet, his bag slung over his shoulder. He wore his gendarmerie uniform under his coat. Twenty-four years old. Five years of service in metropolitan France. Assignment: Réunion, Indian Ocean, French colony.

He knew nothing about this island. Nothing other than its name and its approximate location on a map. Somewhere far to the south. Very far away. Beyond Africa. Beyond Madagascar. A tiny speck in the vast blue expanse of the Indian Ocean.

The assignment order had arrived six weeks earlier. Brief. Terse. Without explanation. “Brigadier Lucien Morel, assigned to the Saint-Denis gendarmerie brigade on the island of Réunion, effective February 1, 1909. Scheduled to embark in Marseille sometime in January. Instructions to follow.”

The instructions had never really followed. Just an embarkation date. A ship’s name. The Kerguelen. A mixed-use passenger and cargo ship providing service between Marseille and the French possessions in the Indian Ocean. Passengers and cargo. Mail and goods. A crossing of about a month. Perhaps longer, depending on port calls and weather conditions.

Morel had said his goodbyes. To his family in Normandy. To his comrades at the barracks in Lyon, where he had been stationed for two years. No one had really understood why he’d been assigned there. Neither had he. No one had asked him anything. No one had explained anything to him. Orders were orders. A gendarme didn’t argue. A gendarme obeyed.

The Kerguelen loomed before him. Black hull. Tall funnel. Two masts. A massive silhouette moored along the pier. Dockworkers were loading the last crates of cargo. Passengers were climbing the gangway. Families. Colonial officials. Merchants. Military personnel. A steady stream of people boarding for the colonies.

“Sergeant Morel?”

A sailor had approached. Cap. Blue sailor’s jacket. A logbook in his hand.

“Yes.”

“Cabin 47, Deck B. Shared with two other passengers. Your luggage will be brought aboard. Boarding until 11:00 a.m. Departure at noon.”

Morel nodded. He picked up his bag, left his trunk with the dockworkers, and walked up the gangway.

The deck was crowded. Passengers were moving in all directions. Sailors were busy with final preparations. Ropes lay strewn about. Crates were stacked high. A smell of tar, salt, and coal hung in the cold air.

Cabin 47 was cramped. Three bunk beds. A porthole. A sink. No room for much else. A man was already settled in, sitting on the bottom bunk. In his forties. Dark suit. Glasses. A leather briefcase resting beside him.

“Hello. Civil servant?”

“Police officer.”

“Ah. I’m a colonial administrator. Raoul Bertrand. Assigned to Tananarive, Madagascar. And you?”

“Réunion.”

“First assignment?”

“Yes.”

“You’ll see. The colonies aren’t like the metropolis. You have to adapt. Quickly.”

Bertrand didn’t elaborate. He went back to reading a thick administrative file covered with official stamps.

Morel stowed his belongings in the locker assigned to him. He sat down on the middle bunk. He waited. The sounds of the port continued—shouts, whistles, and the distant hum of engines starting up.

At noon sharp, the Kerguelen cast off. The engines roared louder. The ship slowly pulled away from the dock. Marseille faded into the mist. France disappeared.

Morel was on the aft deck. He watched the coast recede. He didn’t know when he would see the mainland again. The assignment was for a minimum of three years. Perhaps longer. Perhaps much longer. Some colonial settlers spent decades overseas without ever returning.

The Mediterranean was gray. Choppy. The wind blew in gusts. The ship pitched slightly. Around Morel, other passengers watched the coast disappear. Some were silent. Others were chatty. A woman was crying, comforted by a man who must have been her husband.

Life on board quickly settled into a routine. The Kerguelen was no luxury liner. It was a working ship. The cabins were spartan. The food was decent but unrefined. The passengers didn’t mix much. Everyone stayed within their own group. Civil servants with civil servants. Military personnel with military personnel. Families with families.

Morel spent his days on deck or in his cabin. He read. He wrote a few letters that he would mail during port calls. He watched the sea. He listened to the conversations.

The third occupant of Cabin 47 had boarded at the first port of call, Port Said. A lieutenant in the colonial infantry. In his thirties. A weathered face. A weary look. He was returning from leave in metropolitan France after four years in Indochina. He was heading back to Madagascar.

“The colonies mean heat, fevers, and boredom,” he had remarked on the first evening. “Don’t expect anything else.”

Bertrand, the administrator, had smiled without replying.

The days followed one another, all the same. The sea. The sky. The rolling of the ship. The heat gradually rising. They had left the Mediterranean. Crossed the Suez Canal. Reached the Red Sea. The air had become stifling. The cabins had turned into ovens. Passengers would go up on deck at dawn, seeking a bit of cool air.

Morel listened to the stories. On deck, in the dining room, in the passageways, the colonialists recounted their experiences, their anecdotes, and their visions of the overseas territories.

The stories were vague and contradictory—and often false, as Morel well understood.

A merchant on his way to Diego-Suarez claimed that the natives were lazy and incapable of steady work. A missionary returning to Tananarive, on the other hand, maintained that they were hardworking and docile if one knew how to lead them. A planter spoke of the wealth that was easy to acquire in the colonies. A civil servant spoke of the difficulties, the isolation, the diseases.

Everyone had their own truth. Everyone described a different world. Morel didn’t know whom to believe. He didn’t even know if he should believe anyone.

Almost no one spoke of Réunion. The island was a minor stopover—small and remote. Few passengers would disembark there. Most would continue on to Madagascar, Mauritius, or the Seychelles.

One evening, as the ship sailed along the Somali coast, Morel struck up a conversation with an older man sitting on the aft deck. Gray hair. A wrinkled white suit. A distant gaze fixed on the horizon.

“Where are you headed?”

“Reunion Island. I’m going back there. After six months in mainland France.”

“Have you lived there for a long time?”

“Fifteen years. I’m a doctor. In Saint-Denis.”

“What’s the island like?”

The doctor thought for a long time before answering.

“Different. Very different from what you probably imagine. Small but complicated. Beautiful but dangerous. The people there are a mix. Creoles, Malagasy, Indians, Chinese, a few Europeans. Everyone speaks French, but they all speak Creole too. You have to learn it. Quickly.”

“What about safety?”

The doctor gave a bitter smile.

“Safety. Now that’s an interesting question. Officially, everything’s fine. Unofficially… The countryside isn’t safe. Robberies are common. There aren’t enough police. The distances are vast. Criminals can easily hide in the ravines and forests. And then there are the beliefs. Witchcraft. Herbalists. People are afraid. Not just of bandits. Afraid of something else. Of things they don’t understand.”

“Superstition?”

“Maybe. Or maybe not just that. You’ll see. Out there, the line between the rational and the irrational is… blurred.”

The doctor said nothing more. He returned to his silent contemplation of the ocean.

Morel was thinking back on that conversation. Security. That was precisely why he was being sent there. To reinforce the gendarmerie’s ranks. Because the countryside wasn’t safe. Because thefts were on the rise. Because more men were needed.

But how many men? And for how large an area? How many square kilometers was the island? How many inhabitants? How many police units?

He didn’t know. No one had told him. They were sending him without really informing him. Without really preparing him.

The Kerguelen had sailed around Africa. The Cape of Good Hope. The Indian Ocean. The days kept passing by. Monotonous. The sea was sometimes calm, sometimes rough. The passengers were bored. Some played cards. Others read. Others did nothing.

Morel observed. He was a gendarme. Observing was part of his job. He watched the people. Their behavior. Their interactions. Their tensions.

On board, a micro-society had formed. With its hierarchies. Its cliques. Its simmering conflicts. High-ranking officials didn’t mix with lower-level employees. The military kept their distance from civilians. Families stuck together.

And then there were those everyone avoided. A man in his fifties, always alone, whom the others shunned. Morel had heard whispers. “Ex-con,” “going back to French Guiana after serving his sentence,” “better not to talk to him.”

The cramped quarters of the ship made everything obvious. Tensions would sometimes flare up. Arguments over nothing. A seat in the mess hall. A sidelong glance. Boredom frayed everyone’s nerves.

Morel kept to himself. He spoke little. He listened. He learned.

The infantry lieutenant, his cabin mate, had given him some advice.

“In the colonies, three rules. One: respect the chain of command to the letter. Two: never meddle in matters that don’t concern you. Three: watch out for fevers. Malaria kills more than bullets.”

Bertrand, the administrator, had added his own recommendations.

“Learn the local language. Creole, in your case. Learn it quickly. Otherwise, you won’t understand a thing. And above all, don’t judge too quickly. What seems absurd to you at first may make sense later on.”

Morel listened. He took mental notes. But he remained on his guard. These men were talking about their own experiences—not necessarily what he himself would go through.

Late January. The Kerguelen was approaching its final destination. First, Madagascar. Then Réunion. Then Mauritius. Then back to the motherland.

Excitement was building among some passengers—those who would soon disembark, those who would return to their posts, their families, and their colonial routines.

Morel felt nothing in particular—neither excitement nor apprehension. Just a kind of detached curiosity. He was about to discover new territory. A new post. A new job. That was all.

On the morning of January 28, the lookout signaled land. Madagascar. The east coast. Tamatave.

The ship approached slowly. Morel was on deck. He watched the land grow larger on the horizon. Green. Mountainous. Tropical.

The stopover lasted two days. Some of the passengers disembarked. Others boarded. Cargo was unloaded and reloaded. Morel went ashore for a few hours. Tamatave. A colonial town. Government buildings. Warehouses. Dusty streets. Sweltering heat. Malagasy faces. Porters. Merchants. A language he didn’t understand.

He returned to the ship, relieved. Madagascar would not be his destination. Réunion awaited him. Smaller. More French, he’d been told. More civilized.

The Kerguelen set sail again in the late afternoon of January 30. Heading for Réunion. A three-day crossing. Perhaps four, depending on the wind.

Morel was in his cabin. The lieutenant had disembarked at Tamatave. So had Bertrand. New traveling companions had taken their places: a retired couple returning to Réunion after years in mainland France, and a young man, a newly appointed schoolteacher.

The schoolteacher was talkative and nervous. It was his first job and his first overseas posting. He asked a thousand questions. Morel answered briefly; he didn’t know any more than the young man did.

On the morning of February 2, the order went out. Land in sight. Réunion. Expected arrival in the afternoon.

Morel went up on deck. The weather was fine. The sky was a deep blue. The sea was calm. And over there, emerging from the horizon, a dark shape. Mountainous. Imposing.

The island.

The Kerguelen was slowly approaching it. The shape became clearer. Mountains. Tall. Very tall. Some

































































cover.jpeg
Y

i

THE DARKNESS

OF REUNION ISLAND

1909 3






