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Why write this book? Why exhume secrets that I could have, and perhaps should have, carried to the grave?

When one has been raised to the rank of a demigod, when thousands of mouths have repeated your name like a mantra of blessing, and when one has finally collapsed in the mud of one’s own transgressions, silence seems to be the last refuge of dignity. Yet today, I choose to speak.

This book is not a glorious autobiography. It is not a settling of scores with my former peers, nor an attempt to justify the unjustifiable. It is a public confession — painful, but necessary. I have seen the behind-the-scenes reality. I have inhabited the thickest darkness — the kind hidden behind the glare of spotlights and the immaculate white of stage suits.

For eighteen years, I was Pastor Élie Mbamba. To the crowd, I was the channel of divine power, the man through whom the sick walked, through whom destinies were unlocked. In reality, I was the client of lodges, the partner of forest fetish priests, and the slave of entities that incessantly demanded their tribute of blood and souls.

I want this testimony to serve as a shield. If a single person, reading these pages, opens their eyes to the manipulations of which they are a victim, or if a young pastor, seduced by the illusion of easy glory, stops before crossing the threshold of the irreparable, then the shame of this confession will have been worth it.

Truth has no need for staging. It stands upright, alone, in its simplest nakedness.

Here is my story.

PROLOGUE: The Créteil Scene

Paris, Créteil multi-sports hall. Friday, 9:30 PM.

The heat in the hall is suffocating. Nearly three thousand people are packed together, having come from all over the Île-de-France region, from the African diaspora, from the Antilles — all seeking an answer, a hope, a miracle. The air is heavy with sweat, expectation, and cheap perfumes. On the giant stage, the praise team is finishing a hypnotic song, repeating the same chorus for over forty minutes. The bass makes the floor vibrate under my feet.

I stand in the wings, smoothing the folds of my custom-made white suit imported from Italy. My gold cufflinks shine under the emergency spotlights. Two massive bodyguards, arms crossed, guard the access to my private space. I breathe slowly. Not to pray, but to focus. To clear my mind.

“Pastor Élie, you’re up,” whispers my communications assistant in my ear, a zealous young man I will call Christian (name modified).

I step onto the stage. The moment my silhouette appears under the main spotlights, the crowd explodes into cheers. Shouts of joy, tears. The video cameras of my television channel swivel toward me. I seize the golden microphone.

“Tonight, the power is here!” my voice thunders through the giant speakers, amplified with a skilfully measured echo by the sound engineer.

I begin to preach. The flow of words is smooth, the tone rises and falls — theatrical, captivating. I know the mechanics of the crowd by heart. I know when to lower my voice to evoke silence, when to shout to wring out cries. But that night, there is something different. A sidereal heaviness weighs on my shoulders, invisible to the thousands of eyes fixed upon me.

I walk down toward the crowd for the moment of “healings.” Christian points out a woman in the front row, in tears. It is Sister Georgette (name modified). I already know everything about her. My cell leaders transmitted her file to me that very afternoon: she lost her job, her husband left her, she suffers from chronic back pain.

I place my hand on her forehead. “I see a woman broken by rejection, I see a spirit of pain that has lodged in your vertebrae for three years!”

She lets out a cry of amazement. How could I know? She collapses to the floor, seized by convulsions under the admiring shouts of the assembly. The crowd is in a trance. To them, it is God’s anointing. To me, it is a cold equation of stolen information and self-suggestion.

Yet, as I prepare to move on to the next person, an invisible and icy force grabs my arm. It is no ordinary shiver. It is a heavy, oppressive presence — the very one I invited into my life years earlier in the Gabonese forest. My eyes blur. The sound of the hall seems to recede, replaced by a sharp whistling in my ears.

I shout into the microphone: “Jesus heals!”

And at that same instant, a distinct, sepulchral, and mocking voice resonates deep within my mind, so clear that for a moment I fear the microphone caught it:

“You speak of Him, but it is to me that you belong. You are mine forever. You will never be able to leave.”

Cold sweat trickles down my face. Beneath the white suit, my skin goosebumps. I continue the show, I smile, I greet the crowd, but inside, I have just realized a terrifying truth. I got everything: glory, wealth, influence. But the spiritual cage I built has closed around me.

To understand how a young boy from Libreville ended up binding his destiny to the darkest forces while claiming to serve the light, one must go back eighteen years. To the banks of a silent river.
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Chapter 1 — The Boy Who Looked at the Lights on the Other Side
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I still remember the smell of mud mingled with salt, that scent of decay and life that rises from the depths of the Gabon Estuary when the tide retreats.

It was 1998, on the dark banks of Libreville. I must have been twenty-two years old. The night was black — a damp, heavy darkness, almost physical, that clung to the skin like a second sweat and pressed on the chest like the promise of an equatorial storm. Sitting alone on a block of concrete crumbled by the surf, my bare feet were nearly plunged into the black water where worn plastic bags, cassava peelings, and dried palm leaves drifted lazily. On the other side of the riverbank, to the north, the city lights sparkled with a golden insolence, tracing shifting lines of fire on the surface of the river. Those distant glimmers represented for me a forbidden, unreachable world: the world of success, of the air-conditioned lounges of La Sablière or Glass, of a muted opulence where one fears neither tomorrow nor hunger. A world from which I felt cruelly, definitively excluded.

That evening, bitter, burning tears ran down my cheeks and were lost in the dust at my feet. They carried not sadness, but a mixture of pure rage and mute despair. I was hungry. Not only with that physical hunger that twists your gut — though my stomach had been empty since the day before — but with a more devouring hunger still: that of dignity, of recognition. I was weary of my invisibility, exhausted by being the ghost that people brush past in the street without a second glance.

A few hours earlier, I was still helping my mother unload boxes of damp plantain bananas and cassava roots at the Mont-Bouët market. In that labyrinth of mud, shouting, and makeshift stalls under blue plastic tarps, my mother fought every day for a few CFA francs. She was a woman broken before her time, with calloused hands, cracked by the earth, and a back bent by decades of labour under the equatorial sun. I watched her negotiate with ruthless wholesalers, brushing off their disdainful remarks with a humble smile that made me want to scream in rage. As for my father, I did not even know his current face. He had deserted the home when I was barely eight years old, fleeing toward the oil mirage of Port-Gentil with a younger woman, leaving us as our only inheritance a pile of accumulated debts and a tin-roofed shack that leaked with every rainy season in the popular Glass neighbourhood. The sound of drops smashing into plastic basins arranged on our makeshift bed was the soundtrack of my childhood.

At the Saint-Michel Catholic school, I suffered the daily, muted, and insidious humiliation of poverty. My schoolbooks were worn to rags, my clothes yellowed by the iron-rich water from the neighbourhood wells, and my shoes riddled with holes, crudely resewn with nylon fishing thread. I can still hear the sharp slap my peeling soles made on the cement of the schoolyard. With a heavy heart, I watched the sons of government officials and wealthy Lebanese merchants climb out of gleaming air-conditioned Japanese sedans. Clean, proud in their impeccable uniforms and polished shoes, they barely deigned to glance at me. For them, I was part of the scenery, like the red dust from the unpaved roads or the stray dogs rifling through the rubbish at the side of the road.

But my deepest wound, the one that bled most profoundly, did not come from the schoolyards or the mud of Mont-Bouët. It was born on Sunday mornings.

Every Sunday, the main street of our neighbourhood was transformed. The usual dust gave way to a human tide of churchgoers, hurrying to reach the monumental temple of the “Mission of the New Alliance.” And every Sunday, the same ritual played out before my envious eyes. I would see the spiritual leader of this community arrive: Pastor Onanga (name modified). He did not walk in the dust; he parted it at the wheel of a gleaming white Mercedes whose chrome rims shone under the ten o’clock sun. When he stepped out of the vehicle, wrapped in a perfectly fitted three-piece blue suit imported from Europe, the crowd parted in an almost religious rush of deference, some murmuring prayers as he passed. Women, possessed by an indescribable fervour, went so far as to spread their colourful pagnes on the muddy ground to spare his crocodile-leather shoes from getting dirty. Displaying a serene, almost celestial smile, he raised a gold-ringed hand to bless the assembly while, minutes later, money poured into the offering baskets like the water of October’s torrential rains.

I contemplated this spectacle from the threshold of our dilapidated shack, hidden behind a sheet of rusty corrugated iron. A dull, venomous voice then began to murmur within me, distilling its poison day after day: “Look at him. Look at this man who is no more intelligent than you, no more educated than you. All he needs to do is talk about God, to manipulate the hopes of these poor souls to live like a prince. Why not you? Why should you wither away in the dust and misery of Glass while he feasts on their naivety?”

And so it was that I began attending his church. Not out of spiritual awakening, nor repentance, but like a spy infiltrating an enemy camp to decode its secrets. Sunday after Sunday, I sat at the back of the sweltering nave, under the hum of the wheezing ceiling fans. I analysed everything. I studied his theatrical gestures, the calculated modulations of his voice, the subtle art with which he handled silences to build dramatic tension within his audience before releasing the pressure with a promise of financial deliverance. I watched the faithful collapse on the cement floor, convulsing under the weight of his prophetic declarations. I saw destitute mothers entrust him with their last savings, hanging on the promise of a divine miracle that never came. I understood that religion was the most powerful of theatres, and that Pastor Onanga was its absolute director.

That evening, facing the immensity of the Gabon Estuary, all the resentment accumulated over those years of humiliation overflowed. I rose sharply from the concrete block, fists clenched, and turned my face toward the sky heavy with threatening clouds massing above the distant forest.

“God, if you truly exist, why have you condemned me to this black misery?” I cried into the night, my voice dissolving into the murmur of the sea breeze. “Why does he have everything, and I nothing? If you refuse to reach out to me, if you abandon me in this mire, then I will manage on my own. But I swear to you before this river: I refuse to die in the mud of Glass!”

The river remained silent, opposing my anger and distress with nothing but the regular lapping of its dark, polluted waters against the crumbling cement. Yet within me, the choice had been made — irrevocably. I was going to become someone. I was going to take the stage too, and bend the world to my will. No matter the price to pay. No matter the path I would have to take to get there.
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Chapter 2 — The Old Prophet and the River of Spirits

[image: ]


The decision made on the riverbank acted upon my existence like an invisible, implacable magnet. When one knowingly opens the door of one’s soul to limitless ambition, when one screams one’s rage at the night, unexpected guides emerge from the darkest folds of the city to trace the path. The spiritual universe abhors a vacuum; it always answers the call of pride.

A few weeks after that night of solitary revolt before the estuary, I was still drifting around the temple of the “Mission of the New Alliance.” The evening service had just ended. The air was still saturated with the heavy smell of condensed sweat from hundreds of the faithful, mingled with cheap cologne and candle wax. The last worshippers were scattering into the dark alleys of the neighbourhood, talking in low voices about the Sunday prophecies, while the headlights of the few passing cars projected dancing shadows on the leprous walls of the buildings. It was at that precise instant that a man approached me, emerging from the shadow of a large mango tree.

He wore a shirt of dubious white, worn at the elbows but carefully ironed, and dark canvas trousers. What immediately struck one about him was not his stature, which was rather frail, but his gaze. His eyes possessed a strange, magnetic, almost unbearable clarity, glimmering with a cold light under the feeble glow of a municipal streetlamp. In the Glass neighbourhood, they called him the “prophet Nzamba” (name modified). He owned no majestic temple, displayed no ostentatious wealth, and did not parade around in a luxury car. Yet the inhabitants whispered his name with a fear mixed with respect. It was said, in hushed voices behind the closed doors of family compounds, that he possessed the second sight and that he perceived the invisible realities that play tricks on the living.

“My son,” he began, his low, melodious voice contrasting with the hardness of his gaze. He placed on my shoulder a slim hand of surprising strength. “I have been watching you for several weeks now. You stand at the back of the temple, but your eyes are not seeking the God that Onanga speaks of. A violent fire burns within you, Élie. But it is a blaze of anger consuming you from the inside rather than enlightening you. You thirst for power, do you not? A thirst so ardent it is destroying you.”

These words chilled my blood. I had the unpleasant feeling of being stripped bare, robbed of my secrets by this stranger. Yet the revolt gnawing at me was stronger than my mistrust.

“Who would not desire power and wealth in this country of misery?” I replied, lifting my chin to mask my unease. “Look at Onanga. Everyone prostrates themselves before him. I refuse to spend my life sweeping up other people’s dust.”

Old Nzamba let out a muffled laugh — a dry sound that resembled the rustling of dead leaves.

“The power you covet does not lie in the gesticulations of that sham pastor,” he murmured, drawing close to my ear, his breath exhaling the odour of bush tobacco and bitter bark. “What he does in there is nothing but theatre for gullible children — a cheap illusion to squeeze a few coins from widows. If you truly want to see, if you want your voice to shake hearts to their very core, if you want crowds to fall before you because the forces of the invisible obey your every command, then join me tomorrow. At four o’clock sharp in the morning, on the banks of the Komo River, near the ruins of the old wooden bridge. Say nothing to your mother. Come alone.”

Without waiting for my response, he pivoted on his heel and disappeared into the darkness of an adjacent alley. His departure was so silent that for a brief moment I doubted whether I had dreamed the entire encounter.

I could not close my eyes all night. Lying on my worn foam mattress, I listened to the maddening chorus of crickets and the familiar creaking of the wooden frame of our shack. Anxiety knotted my stomach, but the lure of the mystery and the promise of an escape from my miserable existence swept away my reluctance. At half past three, I slipped out of the house without a sound, careful not to wake my mother, who was breathing heavily beside me.

Outside, Libreville slept under a layer of cool, damp air. I walked quickly, hugging the walls, my heart hammering every time the growl of a stray dog echoed from a nearby courtyard or a distant silhouette appeared at the corner of a track. The gendarmerie sometimes patrolled at such ungodly hours, and I had no desire to have to explain my presence in the streets at dawn.

When I arrived at the banks of the Komo River, darkness still reigned. Old Nzamba was already there — a motionless silhouette seated on the side of a baobab-wood dugout canoe overturned on the muddy bank. Before us, the dark waters of the river stretched away, invisible, concealed beneath a thick white mist that floated a few centimetres above the surface, like a cottony shroud. The morning air exhaled complex scents of rotten mud, distant wood smoke, and damp mangrove.

“You came. That is the mark of those called to dominate,” murmured the old man without even turning his head toward me, his gaze lost in the fog. “Sit here and be silent.”

We kept silent for what seemed like hours. The world appeared suspended, frozen in that pre-dawn waiting. The lapping of the water against the canoe was the only heartbeat of this sleeping nature. Finally, as a faint violet light began to tear open the horizon in the east, Nzamba rose. He leaned toward the bank, plunged his hands into the icy water, and withdrew a handful of black, slimy mud, kneaded with decomposing algae.

“Come close, Élie. Close your eyes and fear nothing,” he commanded in an imperious tone.

I obeyed, holding my breath. I felt the icy, viscous caress of the mud that his rough fingers spread methodically over my closed eyelids, then across my forehead and temples. At once, he began chanting words rapidly, intoned in a low voice. It was an untranslatable mixture of the Fang dialect and esoteric formulas that I did not understand. But the vibration of his voice had changed; it had lost all human frailty and resonated deeply within me, making my bones and my chest cavity vibrate.

Suddenly, an unbearable burning sensation set my face ablaze. The mud on my eyes seemed to transform into burning coals. The pain was so acute that I moaned, raising my hands to my face to tear away the mixture, but Nzamba’s hands seized my wrists with an iron grip, pinning me in place.

“Stay still!” he thundered into the mist. “Do not push away the gift. Open your inner eyes. Look!”

Then, in the very heart of the darkness behind my eyelids sealed by the dried mud, a veil tore open. What I saw was not a dream, nor a passing hallucination. It was a vision of terrifying clarity, of a reality more raw than the physical world. I saw the Mont-Bouët neighbourhood, but the crowds pressing through it were stripped of distinct faces; the people walked like spectres, wrapped in luminous auras of different hues — some a pure electric blue, others a bloody red or an ink-black that crept across their shoulders like viscous parasites. More frightening still, I saw on the waters of the Komo translucent forms — tall, whitish silhouettes that floated just above the current, swaying gently in the spiritual wind. Their eyes, enormous and devoid of pupils, were locked on me with a cold curiosity. An unspeakable terror seized me by the throat; the reassuring border of the material world had just collapsed forever beneath my feet.

“What you see there is the true face of the world,” murmured Nzamba’s voice, which now seemed to resonate directly inside my skull. “The physical world is nothing but an illusion for the blind. Those dark parasites on men are diseases, curses, oppressive spirits. If you learn to speak to them, if you forge an alliance with the forces that govern them, you will be able to order them to leave or to move. You will be able to heal or to strike at will. Men will crawl at your feet to obtain your intervention, and the offering baskets will overflow. But to acquire this authority, you must accept to go all the way to the end of the road.”

When he finally released my face, I rubbed my eyelids. The mud had dried instantly, crumbling into a fine grey dust that fell to the ground. I opened my eyes to the real world. The Komo River had resumed its ordinary appearance — greyish and calm in the nascent light of a misty morning. But the landscape appeared drained of its substance, like a mere painted canvas.

I looked at the old prophet, breathless, my chest oppressed by what I had just experienced.

“I want to learn,” I declared in a hollow but resolute voice. “Teach me.”

A flash of tenebrous triumph passed through his pale eyes. He nodded his head slowly.

“It is not I who will give you this power, Élie. I am merely the messenger. To seal your destiny and obtain the true power, we must go to meet the one who holds the keys to the covenant. Prepare yourself. At the end of the week, we depart for the sacred forest of the Middle-Ogooué. That is where everything will begin.”

On my way back to my mother’s that morning, under a sun that was beginning to warm the dusty tracks of Glass, the noise of the city and the cries of the vendors seemed distant, unreal, as if muffled by an invisible veil. I had crossed the threshold. I did not yet know that the road back had just closed behind me.
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Chapter 3 — The Night I Sold My Soul in the Forest
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The journey into the depths of the Middle-Ogooué forest stretched over two full days — two days of a sticky eternity, suspended outside of time.

We had first shared the suffocating interior of an old, battered bush taxi, dangerously overloaded, to reach Lambaréné. Squeezed between bags of sea salt, bunches of green bananas, and travelling companions walled in silence, I felt my face flood with sweat and become coated with a fine layer of red laterite dust. Every pothole in the broken track reverberated all the way up my spine. In Lambaréné, we boarded a motorised dugout canoe to travel up the dark, dense, winding waters of the Ogooué River. As we pushed further inland, the last vestiges of civilisation faded, yielding to the crushing sovereignty of the great equatorial forest. The monotonous roaring of the outboard motor echoed off the colossal wall of vegetation that imprisoned the banks. Old Nzamba stood at the prow — a hieratic silhouette offered to the river’s spray, impassive before the traps of the current and the submerged trunks. As for me, huddled on my damp wooden bench, I crossed my arms over my chest in an attempt to contain my pounding heart, struggling to conceal my terror behind a mask of cold indifference.

Night had long extended its empire when the boatman manoeuvred to dock against a slippery bank of mud. By the uncertain light of a kerosene storm lantern, we plunged under the giant canopy. The path — a mere gap cut into the thickness of the forest — was cluttered with twisted roots like crooked fingers seeking to trip up my steps. For more than an hour of silent progress, we pushed deeper into that cathedral of darkness, enveloped by the deafening concert of insect stridulation, the suspicious rustling of leaves, and the distant, unidentifiable cries of the nocturnal fauna. The air, saturated with an almost solid tropical humidity, suffocated me, impregnated with the heady perfume of decomposing humus, wild mushrooms, and secret flowers that open only away from the sun.

We finally emerged into a cramped clearing — a breach in the wall of vegetation where a modest pisé hut stood, topped with a roof of dried palm leaves. In front of the narrow entrance, the embers of an okoumé wood fire were dying, casting blood-coloured reflections on the beaten earth.

A man emerged from the shadows of the hut. He was the master Owono (name modified). The fetish priest bore none of the folkloric trappings imagined by city-dwellers or tourists. Dressed in simple worn canvas trousers, he bore a bare, sculptural torso entirely striped with ritual scars that traced complex geometric patterns on his dark skin. His eyes, of an unfathomable blackness, captured and reflected the dying light of the hearth with a hypnotic intensity.

“Enter,” he said simply, in a low voice, almost a murmur, but whose deep timbre resonated within me like a distant thunderclap.

Inside the hut, the atmosphere verged on asphyxiation. A thick, acrid smoke floated in the confined space, irritating my throat and drawing tears from my eyes. It was a mixture of sacred resins and medicinal herbs slowly consuming themselves on a heap of warm ashes. The walls were draped with ritual objects that chilled my blood: skulls of monkeys and felines whitened with kaolin, mirrors encrusted with crimson touraco feathers, magical bark bundles tied with vines, and anthropomorphic statuettes in ironwood whose eyes were made of shining cowrie shells.

“So this is the boy who demands the keys to the invisible?” asked Owono, his dark eyes plunging into mine. I felt my knees waver under the weight of that inquisitive gaze, my throat constricting to the point where I could not utter a single sound.

“Yes, master,” replied Nzamba in my place, placing a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “He has seen the misery of the world and he is ready to pay the price to rise above it.”

The fetish priest nodded and motioned for me to sit on a mat of braided raffia placed in the centre of the room. Using a piece of chalky white kaolin, he traced a perfect circle around the mat, isolating me from the rest of the living. He then drew from a leather satchel a sacrificial knife whose wrought-iron blade bore the black stigmata of fire.

“Remove your shirt, Élie,” Owono commanded. “The covenant is not engraved on the hand alone. It must be inscribed on the flesh that protects your heart, there where the breath of life you are about to bind resides.”

With a knotted throat, I removed my sweat-soaked garment. The relative coolness of the hut, mingled with the heat of the smoke, slid across my bare skin, making me shiver with a shiver that had nothing to do with temperature. Owono advanced, the naked blade gleaming with a tenebrous lustre.

“Give me your right hand first,” he commanded.

I held out my palm, wracked by an uncontrollable trembling. With a swift gesture of surgical precision, he traced a deep incision across it, just at the base of the thumb. The pain pierced me — acute, burning, like a bite of fire. I clenched my teeth hard enough to break my jaw to stifle the cry rising within me. Gripping my fingers firmly, he pressed my palm over a fired clay cup. My warm blood escaped from it, flowing drop by drop to mingle with a black, thick, viscous mixture that lined the bottom of the vessel.

But the true ordeal had only just begun. The fetish priest positioned himself before my exposed chest. His fingers — cold as a corpse — felt along my rib cage, slowly rising until they stopped just above my left breast, where my heart was hammering against my chest like a trapped animal.

“Stay still. If you flinch, the spirit will tear you apart,” he murmured in a voice stripped of all hatred, but of a terrifying authority.

He pressed the tip of the wrought iron against my flesh. I felt the skin yield to the pressure, then the blade sink slowly, tracing geometric furrows — horizontal and vertical — directly on my chest. It was not a simple cut, but a torture of liquid fire that tore through me from side to side. Each engraved millimetre ripped at my soul. I had the monstrous sensation that a burning coal was writing my death warrant on my own body. Tears of pure agony flooded my face. A savage scream tried to escape my throat, but it died in a stifled rattle, as the iron hands of Nzamba pinned me to the ground, preventing me from fleeing my own sacrifice.

When he withdrew his weapon, my chest was nothing but a red field of ruin from which blood escaped in warm rivulets, tracing dark lines on the paleness of my belly. Owono gave me no time to breathe. He plunged his hand into a jar containing a grey, rough, granular powder — an infernal grinding of kaolin, ashes of sacred bark, and fetid herbs. Without the slightest pity, he applied this handful of earth directly to my gaping wounds, rubbing it in with a full hand to drive it deep beneath my open flesh.

The pain that followed surpasses anything a man can conceive. It was no longer a simple physical burn; it was a mystical profanation, an acid bite that seemed to consume the very fibres of my consciousness. My flesh was boiling, reacting to this occult cement charged with sealing the covenant. I saw black stars dance behind my eyelids and believed, for a fraction of a second, that death had come to deliver me from this torture.

Then, at the apex of my calvary, Owono began his incantations, shaking a gazelle horn adorned with small iron bells whose sharp tinkling resounded through the hut:

“Akiñ ye nnem, abokh ye nlang... Spirits of the depths of the Middle-Ogooué forest, hear my call! Here is the blood of the earth, here is the offered flesh of man. Through this wound, enter. Take your dwelling.”

At these words, the air in the room turned suddenly polar. The acrid smoke coiled in tight spirals around my tortured body. An awe-inspiring heaviness descended upon the clearing. And I felt it.

An entity. Titanic, implacable, freed of all human pity. It infiltrated simultaneously through the wound in my right palm and through the burning scarifications on my chest. I felt it crawl beneath my skin, like a swarm of ice needles travelling up my veins to converge on my chest. It poured in behind my sternum, coiling around my heart like a serpent of ice. A wave of immoderate pride, a feeling of absolute invincibility and demonic power suddenly invaded me, instantly banishing the physical pain. But this ecstasy was accompanied by an infinite sadness, an abyssal void that settled at the very deepest part of my being.

The fetish priest put away his knife and stepped back, observing me with a knowing smile. The scarifications on my chest had stopped bleeding, already sealed by the crust of kaolin and coagulated blood.

“The covenant is sealed in your flesh, Élie,” murmured master Owono. “The spirit of the forest dwells within you. Your voice will henceforth carry the force of the wind that uproots trees; it will bend the most stubborn wills. When you lay your hands — now impregnated with this power — upon the sick, the entity will withdraw the torments it itself has sown, and the crowds will acclaim you as a god. You will have the glory, the power and the money you coveted so greatly.”

He paused for a long moment, fixing my eyes with a gaze of absolute gravity.

“But remember this clearly: the spirit gives nothing without return. In seven years, to the day, it will demand its first tribute. Blood of your blood. A life among your own to renew the covenant. If you refuse to give it this blood, it is your own life it will come to tear from your chest. Do you accept this law?”

The silence that followed was of a sepulchral weight, pressing down on the hut like a lead vault. Inside my chest, I could feel the entity vibrating, awaiting my response. I saw again my mother bent under the sun of Mont-Bouët, the humiliations of the schoolyard, the white Mercedes of Pastor Onanga splashing my misery. Wounded pride, the thirst for revenge, and devouring ambition swept away the last surges of my moral conscience.

“I accept,” I let fall in a hollow voice that no longer seemed to be my own.

Owono nodded slowly. “Go, Élie. Your reign begins now.”

We left the clearing as the first pale glimmers of dawn pierced the crowns of the giant trees. Walking along the muddy path, I realised with horror that the freshness of the dawn could no longer make me shiver. Fear had vanished from my heart, replaced by a cold and monstrous certainty. I slipped my hand under my shirt to brush the rough crusts of kaolin and coagulated blood barring my chest. I understood then that an essential part of my humanity had just been immolated in that forgotten clearing of the Middle-Ogooué. From its ashes was being born the spiritual predator I was about to become.
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Chapter 4 — The First “Miracles” — and the Taste of Lies
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“Woe to the one through whom scandal comes,” says Scripture. But in those first Sundays in Owendo, the scandal was still invisible, concealed under the impeccable folds of my white linen jacket and the cheap cologne I doused myself in to mask the smell of my own sweat.


Back in Libreville, old Nzamba had not wanted to throw me immediately into the arena of the great temples of Glass or Lalala. He installed me in the popular suburb of Owendo, not far from the ore terminals where the air perpetually carries a fine dust of manganese and the salty, heavy smell of the Gabon estuary. It was there, in an atmosphere saturated with humidity, that I would cut my teeth. Even before obtaining the small church of planks and corrugated iron that would later serve as headquarters for our nascent ministry, our very first meetings were held in the cramped living room of a widow from the neighbourhood, Sister Germaine (name modified).

“Spiritual power requires channels, Élie,” Nzamba explained to me one evening as we sat on the veranda of his house in Glass, sheltered from a tropical downpour hammering the tin roof. “The spirit that has dwelt within you since your initiation in the Middle-Ogooué forest is ready to act. But you must pave the way for it. The supernatural in no way excludes psychology. On the contrary, it feeds on it. If you want people to believe in the invisible, first give them very precise details about their
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