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The Son of Oil and Fire

“In a country where truth is treason, the only safe way to live is in disguise.”

In the heart of the capital city, Yaabinda, where the horizon glistened with glass towers funded by foreign aid and the streets smelled faintly of petrol and roasting maize, Eli Nduma stood before a floor-length mirror, buttoning his freshly ironed white linen shirt. His hands trembled ever so slightly. From outside the tall windows of the villa, he could hear the chants of schoolchildren drifting on the breeze, interwoven with the low rumble of traffic and the rising buzz of cicadas.

The sun was already heavy with heat at just 9:00 a.m., burning down on the domes of government buildings like an ancient god, unblinking and judgmental. Eli’s eyes moved to the wall where a large portrait of his father, Chief Tombe Nduma, loomed. The patriarch sat on a high-backed throne, his chieftain’s sash embroidered in gold, hands spread on his lap like a pharaoh. That gaze—imposing, proud, unrelenting—was Eli’s inheritance, a reminder that his life was not his own.

Chief Tombe Nduma was more than a father; he was an institution. Chairman of the National Oil Reserve Corporation, the unofficial power behind the president, and rumored keeper of ancient tribal secrets. He had carved an empire from the country’s black gold and wrapped his lineage around it like a serpent. To be his son was to be both protected and imprisoned. This morning was the ceremony of Eli's official acceptance into ENAM—the prestigious National School of Administration and Magistracy. An honor few could claim. Fewer still could claim to have entered it without the traditional bribes. But Eli had taken a different path: his father had made a phone call. One call. One favor. One future decided. Yet Eli felt no pride.

The acceptance ceremony was held at the Palais du Peuple, a grand colonial structure with marble floors and chandeliers that sparkled like ice against the humid air. Inside, young men and women dressed in traditional silks and western suits, a blend of two worlds in conflict. Eli, tall and slim, moved through the halls with the grace of a man schooled in both privilege and diplomacy. His smile was perfect, his posture impeccable. But his mind churned.

As he stepped onto the red carpeted dais, a sudden flare of nausea rose in him. The ceremonial song, led by a choir of ENAM alumni, echoed through the marble chamber: "Pour la Nation, par le Sacrifice." For the nation, through sacrifice. What sacrifice? Whose nation? The Minister of Education—a leathery man with wine-dark eyes—presented Eli with a scroll bearing the golden seal of the school. Flashbulbs went off. Polite applause followed. Behind the applause, behind the ceremony, the silence of truth.

As the crowd mingled post-ceremony, sipping sparkling mango juice and nibbling puff-puff from silver trays, a stranger approached Eli. He was an older man, dressed in a modest boubou, with eyes that sparkled with something between madness and genius. "The price has already been paid," the man whispered in Eli's ear. "But not by you. Remember that when they come for your soul." Before Eli could respond, the man melted into the crowd, leaving behind only the vague scent of cloves.

Later that evening, at the Nduma family compound—a sprawling estate shaded by jacaranda trees and guarded by uniformed men with AK-47s—Eli sat with his father under a thatched pavilion. They drank bitter palm wine from a shared horn. The moonlight rippled across the koi pond, and crickets sang. "You did well today," Chief Tombe said. "Soon, you will be ready." "Ready for what?" Eli asked, the bitterness in his voice barely concealed. His father’s gaze was steel. "Power, my son. Not the kind you parade on television. The kind that makes presidents kneel."

Later, restless, Eli wandered into his father’s study, a sacred space he was forbidden to enter. But the door was ajar. On the oak desk, under a stack of papers, lay a brown folder marked Confidentiel: Réseau d’Influence Internationale. Inside: photographs, lists of names, secret transfers to offshore accounts. A document linking the French Embassy to tribal sects within the government. And one name circled in red: Eli Nduma. That night, he dreamed of fire. He stood beneath a bleeding sky in the heart of an otherworldly forest. The trees towered like cathedral spires, but their bark glistened with viscous black oil that dripped from their branches in slow, sticky tears. The scent of burning earth hung in the air, mingling with something metallic and ancient, as though the soil itself had been soaked in blood generations ago. The ground pulsed beneath his feet, alive, vibrating with a strange rhythm. With every step, the earth hummed his name—not spoken, but sung in a low, mournful chant that came from nowhere and everywhere at once. The air was thick, shimmering with unseen heat, and far ahead, a glow rose—ominous and inviting. He walked, barefoot now, though he hadn't remembered removing his shoes. Each step left a trail of dark soot behind him, as if the earth was devouring his presence. Then he saw it: a pyre that rose like a monument, built not of wood, but of bones and golden documents, their wax seals melting in the flames. Two figures stood at the center of the blaze, untouched by its fury. One cloaked entirely in flames, its edges flickering in orange and blue, face obscured by dancing tongues of fire. The other was a silhouette cloaked in shadow, black as void, its shape shifting subtly, uncertain. The figures held one another in a silent embrace. Eli stepped closer, the forest bending away from him, trees groaning like mourning widows. As he neared, the fire brightened, as if acknowledging him. The shadow turned first. Slowly. Deliberately. It wore his face, eyes empty but familiar. Then the figure of fire turned too. Its form was less human, more emotion—rage and desire, power and tenderness swirled in its blazing outline. It raised a hand, pointing directly at Eli's chest. He felt a sharp heat bloom in his sternum. He looked down and saw a tiny flame burning beneath his skin. “You must choose,” the fire said in a voice like splintering glass. The trees wept louder. He tried to scream but found his mouth full of ash. Then darkness. He woke in sweat. He woke in sweat.

In the morning, a package arrived from an anonymous sender. Inside was a letter—handwritten on thick, ivory stationery, the ink dark and decisive. The script was elegant, aristocratic, with flourishes that hinted at an old European education. It read:

Mon très cher Eli,

Power is a wine best served by the trembling hands of those who love you. It tastes sweet at first—sweet enough to make you forget the poison in the chalice. But never forget: the more you drink, the more it owns you.

They will tell you it's yours. They will give you scepters and smiles, titles and lands. But in the end, you are only as powerful as the secrets you keep... and the ones you bury.

Even kings die. And they do so with sealed lips and broken hearts.

À bientôt.

It was unsigned. But the scent that clung to the paper—sandalwood, vetiver, and a trace of violet—was unmistakable. An expensive French cologne, one Eli would come to recognize in the quietest, most intimate corridors of power. It lingered in the air long after the words had sunk into his chest like a blade. It was unsigned. But the scent of it—an expensive cologne he would come to know too well—lingered like a curse.

Eli stood alone in the marble courtyard as the morning mists began to lift. The sound of birdsong was drowned by the humming of diplomatic engines on the nearby avenue. He thought of all the versions of himself that had died to become the one standing now. He was a man with three names: Eli the son, Eli the student, Eli the secret. He wondered if he could still remove his mask.  "To wear the mask too long is to become it."

The next morning, as Eli prepared for his first day at ENAM, a black government vehicle pulled up to the compound. A man in a tailored suit handed him a sealed envelope and a pair of dark sunglasses. “From the Embassy,” the man said. Eli opened it slowly. Inside was a gold-inlaid invitation: You are cordially invited to the Annual Bastille Day Reception at the French Embassy. He looked up at the horizon, where the sun rose like judgment, and whispered: "Let the games begin."
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ENAM

"Every institution is a mask—designed to hide the faces of the ones who hold the knife."

The gates of ENAM loomed like the threshold of a kingdom, wrought iron twisting into the shape of eagle wings and rising suns. Above them, carved into black stone, the school’s motto glared down at all who dared to pass: “Discipline. Loyauté. Pouvoir.” Discipline. Loyalty. Power.

Eli Nduma stood before those gates with a chill riding his spine despite the sun overhead. The driver from the compound had dropped him off an hour earlier, after receiving an envelope from a man in a tailored suit. Since then, Eli had watched others arrive—sons of ministers, daughters of generals, grandchildren of chiefs. All of them moved like they belonged. He did not.

Though he had been groomed for this place, the weight of how he got in gnawed at his insides. Everyone whispered of the bribes, the envelopes slid beneath tables, the silent exchanges in private clubs. Eli’s entry bypassed all of it. No cash. Just a favor from Chief Nduma. And yet, it was no less corrupt. Perhaps worse. A dynasty of influence was simply corruption wrapped in heritage.

The induction ceremony was held in the Amphithéâtre de Marbre, a vast hall where every seat had been used by someone who now ruled something. The room smelled of waxed wood, old paper, and ambition. A red velvet banner hung above the dais, embroidered with the school’s crest: a lion holding a scroll in one paw and a dagger in the other.

Eli sat among the new class, dressed in a navy tunic with gold piping. His name had already begun to circulate—“Nduma’s son,” some whispered. “The heir of oil.”

The Dean of Discipline, Madame Koumba, opened the ceremony. Her voice carried a sharpness that cut through even the thick air of pretension.
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