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The Night the Sky Went Quiet

Lagos, Nigeria — Six Months Before Capture

The power went out at 9:47 in the evening.

Eli knew the exact time because he’d been watching the clock above the kitchen doorway — the old battery one his mother refused to replace, the one with the cracked face and the minute hand that stuttered every time it crossed the four. He’d been watching it because he was supposed to have left the house two hours ago. Because Dami had asked him to stay. Because Dami had that look in his eyes — the one that was equal parts embarrassed and scared — and Eli had never in his twenty-eight years of life been able to walk away from that look and live with himself afterward.

So he’d stayed. He’d eaten his mother’s jollof rice standing up at the counter because there was no room at the table with all of Dami’s university papers spread across it. He’d drunk two beers, argued with his brother about whether the new Lagos-Abuja rail extension was structurally sound — it wasn’t, Eli had seen the plans, the load-bearing calculations were optimistic at best and suicidal at worst — and he had been midway through his third beer when every light in the house went out at once.

Not a flicker. Not the slow death of a failing generator or the soft warning grunt of a circuit breaker giving up. Just — off. Instant and complete and absolute.

The kind of darkness that had weight to it.

“NEPA,” Dami said from somewhere to Eli’s left, his voice already reaching for humor because that was how Dami handled everything. Humor first. Fear second, when the humor ran out.

Eli didn’t laugh. He was already moving toward the window.

He didn’t know why. Muscle memory, maybe. He’d grown up in this house, knew every step of it in the dark — the three tiles that rocked near the refrigerator, the low edge of the counter that caught your hip if you forgot, the two stairs between the kitchen and the sitting room that everyone always miscounted. He moved through the darkness like it was familiar territory and reached the window and pushed aside his mother’s curtain — yellow cotton, faded from years of sunlight, the edges fraying in that way she kept meaning to fix — and he looked out at the street.

Every light was gone.

Not just their house. Not just their block. The entire city. As far as he could see in any direction — and he could see far from this window, his mother had chosen this house partly for the view, had always said the sight of Lagos at night from this hill was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen — there was nothing. No street lamps. No headlights. No glow from shop fronts or the distant pulse of the mainland skyline. Nothing.

The city of fifteen million people had gone dark all at once.

“Eli.” His mother’s voice from the hallway. Quiet and controlled in the way that meant she was very afraid. His mother only got quiet when she was very afraid. Loud when she was annoyed, louder when she was happy, but quiet — still and small and careful — when the world was offering her something she didn’t have language for yet.

“Stay inside,” he said.

He didn’t know why he said it. Instinct. The same thing that had pulled him to the window — some animal part of him that was already ahead of his conscious mind, already reading the shape of what was happening before he had words for it.

The sky above Lagos was clear that night. A good sky, the kind that only appeared a few times a year when the harmattan dust settled and the humidity dropped enough to let the stars through properly. He’d noticed it earlier when he’d arrived at the house, had even thought about pointing it out to Dami, maybe suggesting they sit on the roof later with the remainder of the beer and just — be still for a while. Two brothers. A clear sky. The uncomplicated pleasure of existing in the same space without needing to fill it.

He had not pointed it out. There’d been the papers and the argument and the jollof rice.

Now he stared up at that same clear sky and watched the stars disappear.

Not like clouds moving in. Not gradually. One by one, in a pattern that moved from the horizon inward — methodical, intentional — each point of light simply ceased. Blinked out. As if something vast and dark was rolling across the heavens above them and pressing the light flat beneath its weight.

Eli’s beer fell out of his hand.

He didn’t notice until he heard it hit the floor.

* * *

He had seventeen minutes.

Later, when he had the distance and the horror and the particular numbness that comes after surviving something that should have killed you, he would calculate it. From the moment the last star disappeared to the moment the first ship appeared on the horizon — seventeen minutes. Long enough to do something. Short enough that most people did nothing.

Eli did what engineers do under pressure. He moved. He planned. He broke the problem into its smallest components and addressed them in order of urgency.

His mother. His brother. The bag under the bed that he’d packed three weeks ago because he was the kind of person who prepared for disasters even when everyone around him called it paranoia. Water. The envelope of cash his mother kept behind the rice in the pantry — old habit, she’d said, from a time before cards, but it turned out old habits were occasionally prophetic. First aid kit. The small hand-crank radio that hadn’t been used in years but still worked because Eli maintained everything in his orbit that was worth maintaining.

“Dami. Mama. Front room. Now.”

He used his voice the way he used his hands when he was working — efficiently, without waste. Dami appeared first, moving fast, because whatever else his little brother was, he had always been good in a crisis. It was the everyday maintenance of life that Dami struggled with — the bills, the structure, the showing up on time. But when the world started breaking, something in Dami steadied. Eli had always loved that about him.

His mother appeared in the hallway still holding the small torch she kept on her bedside table. The light caught the angle of her face — fifty-three years old and still carrying the exact architecture that Eli saw every time he looked in a mirror. High forehead. Sharp jaw. Eyes that didn’t miss anything.

“What is happening?” she asked.

“I don’t know yet. Come here.”

She came. She didn’t ask again. She had raised two sons alone after their father left, had built a life in a city that was perpetually indifferent to the people trying to survive in it, had buried her own mother and sister and still got up every morning and made rice and laughed too loudly at her own jokes and argued with the landlord and called Eli every Sunday whether he answered or not. She was not a woman who needed to be told things twice when her children were using that particular tone of voice.

He put her in the center of the room. Gave Dami the bag. Kept the radio for himself.

Then the first ship cleared the horizon.

He heard it before he saw it. A sound that was almost not a sound — a frequency that sat below hearing and above feeling, something that vibrated in the chest cavity and the back of the teeth and the deepest part of the inner ear all at once. Like standing too close to a massive speaker, except there was no music. Just the hum. Just that vast, empty resonance rolling ahead of something enormous moving through the atmosphere.

Then the light.

Then the shape.

Then the understanding, arriving in Eli’s mind not like a thought but like a door falling open — sudden and irreversible and changing the entire geometry of the room — that this was not a blackout. This was not a technical failure or a political incident or anything that had a solution he already knew.

This was something else entirely.

This was the end of the world he’d been living in.

* * *

The ships were beautiful. He hated that about them, and he would hate it for the rest of his life.

They should have looked threatening. Should have looked like weapons, like violence, like the apocalypse rendered in metal and fire. And they were all of those things — he would learn that quickly enough, would learn it in the screaming and the running and the terrible percussion of the city folding under their approach. But they were also beautiful. Dark and enormous and moving with a geometric precision that made the structural engineer in him go briefly, horribly still with something that was almost awe.

Almost.

The awe lasted approximately four seconds. Then the first explosion bloomed three blocks south and his mother made a sound he had never heard from her before — low and instinctive, the sound of someone whose body was processing something the mind wasn’t ready for — and Eli stopped looking at the ships.

“We go. Now. Through the back.”

The next two hours were the kind that never fully resolved into memory. They lived in fragments. Pressure and noise. The weight of the bag across his shoulders. Dami’s hand in his when the crowd got thick and the risk of separation got real. The fires in the distance — north, south, everywhere he looked, the city burning not because the ships were dropping bombs but because fifteen million people panicking simultaneously generated its own kind of destruction. People drove into each other. Generators exploded. Markets caught.

The ships didn’t need to bomb them. They just needed to arrive.

His mother fell on the hill road outside Surulere.

Later he would tell himself it was the crowd. That she was knocked down by someone running, that it was an accident, that there was nothing he could have done. And all of that was true. But the truth didn’t touch the thing that lived in his chest when he thought about it — that fraction of a second when he heard her go down and couldn’t find her in the dark, when he was screaming her name and she wasn’t answering and Dami was pulling his arm because the crowd was still moving and you stopped moving you died.

He found her. She was conscious. She told him she was fine.

She was not fine.

He carried her. He didn’t decide to carry her — his body just did it, just arranged itself under her weight and started moving, because she was his mother and she was hurt and there was no version of reality in which he left her on a road in the dark while the sky fell apart above them.

He carried her for forty minutes through the burning city. Dami cleared the way ahead. Neither of them spoke.

What was there to say.

* * *

She died three days later in the school building they’d turned into a shelter, on a cot that smelled of chalk dust and old gymnasium sweat, with both her sons beside her and one hand in each of theirs.

It wasn’t the fall that killed her. It was the thing the fall uncovered — the aneurysm that had been sitting quietly in the architecture of her brain, waiting. The doctors would have caught it. The scan she’d been putting off for six months because the hospital waiting times were ridiculous, Eli, I’ll go when things settle down, would have caught it. But there were no doctors now. There was no hospital. There was a school building and a retired nurse with a torch and a blood pressure cuff and the specific helplessness of knowing exactly what is happening and having nothing to stop it with.

She held his hand so hard at the end that he had bruises on his knuckles for a week.

He was glad for those bruises. He pressed them deliberately for days afterward, needing the pain to be somewhere physical, somewhere he could point to it.

“Eli.” Her voice at the end was very small. She’d always been so loud. He would never fully accept the smallness of her voice at the end.

“I’m here, Mama.”

“Dami.”

“Here, Mama. Right here.”

A long pause. The sound of the shelter around them — crying somewhere, someone’s child, and the distant hum that never fully stopped now, the ships moving overhead in their slow endless patterns.

“You stay together.”

It wasn’t a request. It wasn’t even an instruction. It was a transfer — the full weight of a mother’s forty years of love and worry and everything she’d built her life around handed from her hands to his in four words.

“Yes,” he said. “We’ll stay together.”

She died forty minutes later, still holding both their hands.

Eli sat with her for a long time after. Dami eventually put his head on Eli’s shoulder and cried in the way he’d always cried — silently, his whole body shaking, like grief was something that had to be contained or it would take the whole room with it. Eli held him. He didn’t cry. He hadn’t learned how to do that yet. He was still running the calculation — what do we do next, what do we need, how do we survive — because stopping the calculation meant feeling the thing underneath it and the thing underneath it was going to break him in half.

He couldn’t afford to be broken in half. Not yet. Not with Dami still needing him.

So he made a promise instead. Standing in that chalk-smelling school building in a city that was no longer the city he’d grown up in, with his mother’s hand cooling in his and his brother’s grief soaking through the shoulder of his shirt, Eli Wren made the only promise that mattered.

Dami survives.

No matter what.

No matter what it cost him. No matter what he had to do or endure or become. No matter what the universe decided to throw at him next — and given the last seventy-two hours, he had a reasonable suspicion the universe was not finished with him yet.

Dami survives.

He didn’t know, sitting there in the dark, that keeping that promise would cost him his freedom. That it would put him in chains on an alien transport vessel six months later, assigned to two warriors he had every reason to hate. That it would unravel him slowly and deliberately and remake him into something he didn’t have a name for yet.

He didn’t know about Kael. About Zoren. About the hum that would ignite in his chest and change the entire geometry of everything he believed about himself.

He didn’t know about any of it.

He just knew the promise. The weight of it. The clean, unbending certainty of it settling into his bones like a second skeleton.

Dami survives.

He would hold onto it like a weapon for everything that came next.

* * *

Six months later, they came for what was left of them.

And Eli learned what keeping a promise really cost.
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🌍 WORLD-BUILDING DETAILS

Earth — Post-Conquest


	The invasion happened not with bombs but with atmospheric suppressors — devices that rendered all human technology inoperable overnight

	Within 6 months, organized resistance collapsed

	Survivors live in designated Remnant Zones — controlled human settlements under Vaelthari governance

	A black market resistance movement called The Static operates in secret, feeding intel about Vaelthari weaknesses back to scattered human cells




The Vaelthari Empire


	An ancient, highly structured civilization spanning 14 star systems

	Their society is built around the concept of Veth — sacred paired bonding that happens once in a lifetime, between one dominant and one surrendered

	The Vaelthari are tall, grey-silver skinned, with bioluminescent markings along their necks and arms that glow with emotion — gold for desire, blue for grief, red for rage

	They are not inherently evil — they conquered Earth because their High Council classified humans as a lesser sentient species, a classification now being quietly questioned

	Their military class (the Varek) operates by a strict honor code — abuse of the Bound is technically forbidden, though enforcement is inconsistent




The Ship — The Vorath Ascendant


	A massive empire transport and military command vessel where much of the story takes place

	Has distinct zones: the Varek Quarters (warrior housing), the Bound Holds (human quarters), the High Deck (empire officials and politics), and the Resonance Chamber (a sacred space where bonding rituals occur)




The Null Resonance


	A cosmic soul-signal that the Vaelthari have documented only three times in recorded history

	It appears as a faint harmonic hum in the chests of the bonded individuals — subtle at first, then impossible to ignore

	A three-way resonance has never been recorded — its appearance between a human and a Vaelthari pair is considered either a divine miracle or a dangerous omen, depending on who you ask

	It grants the bonded trio heightened emotional sensitivity to each other — they feel each other’s pain, fear, and desire across distance




👥 CHARACTER PROFILES & BACKSTORIES

ELI WREN — Human, 28

The Reluctant Bound

Appearance: Medium build, warm brown skin, dark close-cropped hair, sharp intelligent eyes that miss nothing. A jagged scar runs from his left jaw to his collarbone — a souvenir from the night of the invasion.

Personality: Sarcastic under pressure, fiercely loyal, emotionally guarded. He uses wit as armor and rarely lets anyone see him break. He is not submissive by nature — which makes his growing feelings for Kael and Zoren all the more confusing and terrifying for him.

Backstory: Before the conquest, Eli was a structural engineer in Lagos. He lost his mother and father on invasion night. His younger brother, Dami, is all he has left. When they were both captured and taken to the transport vessel, Eli made a desperate deal — he would volunteer as a Bound in exchange for Dami being placed in a protected civilian holding rather than a labor camp. He made the deal without fully understanding what being Bound meant. Now he does.

Internal Conflict: Eli views submission as defeat. Allowing himself to feel safe with Kael and Zoren feels like a betrayal of every human who suffered. His arc is learning that surrender — chosen, on his own terms — is not weakness. It is the bravest thing he will ever do.




KAEL — Vaelthari, Veth-Kor (Dominant), 34 in human years

The Steadfast Protector

Appearance: Towering at 6’8”, silver-grey skin, bioluminescent markings across his broad shoulders and neck that pulse deep gold when he looks at Eli. His face is angular and severe — built for intimidation. His hands are gentle in direct contradiction to his appearance.

Personality: Quiet authority. A man of few words and immovable principles. He is the steady gravity that holds his pairing with Zoren together. He leads without cruelty and commands without ego.

Backstory: Kael comes from a low-caste warrior family — he earned every rank through merit, not birthright, which makes him both respected and quietly resented by high-born officers. He has always privately questioned the empire’s classification of humans but kept that doubt buried under duty. The moment the Null Resonance activates with Eli, everything he buried rises to the surface.

Internal Conflict: Kael has spent his entire life being exactly what the empire needed him to be. Claiming a human as a true equal — not a Bound, but a Veth-partner — would unravel everything he has built. His arc is choosing love over legacy.




ZOREN — Vaelthari, Veth-Sol (Surrendered), 31 in human years

The Fierce Heart

Appearance: Leaner than Kael, with sharper bioluminescent markings that run down his arms in intricate patterns — a sign of high emotional sensitivity among the Vaelthari. His eyes are pale silver, almost white. He moves with a dancer’s precision.

Personality: Warm, perceptive, and deceptively bold for someone in a surrendered role. Zoren is the emotional intelligence of their pairing — he reads people instantly and feels everything deeply. He takes to Eli faster than Kael does, recognizing in him a kindred spirit who fights because he is afraid to hope.

Backstory: Zoren was born into a high-caste scholarly family who considered his soul-bonding to a low-caste warrior a disgrace. He chose Kael anyway and was quietly cut off. He has lived on the fringes of Vaelthari high society ever since, which means he has no illusions about the empire’s so-called honor. He has seen its hypocrisy up close.

Internal Conflict: Zoren wants the three-way bond with a hunger that frightens him. But he knows that wanting it means asking Eli to forgive what his people did to Earth — and he isn’t sure that’s a fair thing to ask of anyone.




SECONDARY CHARACTERS

Dami Wren — Eli’s 22-year-old brother. Clever, quieter than Eli, currently in civilian holding. His safety is the leash around Eli’s heart for the first half of the book.

Commander Ithael — A high-born Vaelthari officer on the High Deck who views the three-way Null Resonance as a political threat and moves quietly to have the bond suppressed or destroyed.

Sera — A human woman in the Bound Holds who has been on the ship longer than anyone. She is Eli’s first ally, darkly funny, and deeply practical. She knows more about Vaelthari culture than most humans alive.
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Lagos Remnant Zone 7 — Six Months After Invasion


The thing nobody told you about being conquered was how administrative it was.

Eli had expected brutality. Fire and noise and the kind of violence that announced itself. He had prepared himself for that — or had tried to, in the quiet hours after his mother died, when he was rebuilding himself around the promise instead of the grief, constructing a version of Eli Wren who could survive whatever came next. He had imagined soldiers. Weapons. Orders shouted in a language he didn’t understand.

What he got instead was a queue.

A long, silent, shuffling queue that stretched from the processing gate of Remnant Zone 7 all the way back through what used to be a market — he recognized the stalls, or the bones of them, the bent metal frames and the scorched concrete that still smelled faintly of pepper and groundnut oil — and ended somewhere behind him that he couldn’t see. Hundreds of people. Maybe more. All of them holding the yellow registration cards that the Vaelthari administration had distributed three months ago, all of them moving forward in increments so small you could convince yourself you weren’t moving at all.

Dami stood beside him. Close enough that their shoulders touched. He’d been doing that since their mother died — staying in physical contact, as if the space between them was something that needed to be actively managed, a gap that could widen dangerously if you weren’t careful. Eli didn’t mind. He pressed back, shoulder to shoulder, and said nothing.

The Vaelthari processing officers at the gate were tall. That was the first thing you noticed, every time, no matter how many times you’d seen them — the sheer scale of them. The shortest one at the gate was at least six and a half feet, and she moved with the contained, economic precision of someone who had long ago stopped needing to prove anything to anyone. Silver-grey skin. Bioluminescent markings along her throat and forearms — pale blue today, which Eli had learned meant boredom or routine. He’d been studying their markings obsessively for three months, the way he used to study load-bearing diagrams. Knowledge was load-bearing. Knowledge kept you alive.

Or it kept you alive a little longer. Which was the most anyone could claim these days.

“Card.”

He handed it over. The officer took it without looking at him, fed it into the scanning device at her station, and the device produced a sound — a low, two-tone chime — that Eli had learned to dread.

Two tones meant reclassification.

He felt Dami go still beside him.

“Eli Wren.” The officer read from her screen with the same inflection she would use to read a shipping manifest. “Age twenty-eight. Pre-conquest occupation — structural engineer, Lagos Municipal Infrastructure Division. Physical assessment rating —” she glanced at him then, a brief sweep of her pale eyes that was less appraisal and more inventory “— Category A.”

Category A. He knew what that meant too. He’d spent three months learning what everything meant.

Category A meant healthy. Strong. Useful. It meant you went in a different pile from the elderly and the very young and the ones whose bodies had been broken by six months of survival on inadequate food and worse sleep.

It meant they wanted you for something.

“Step to the right queue,” she said, and handed him a new card. Red, this time, instead of yellow. “Your dependent —” she glanced at Dami “— will be processed separately.”

And there it was. The thing Eli had been watching for, preparing for, dreading with a cold and specific dread for the last three weeks since the reclassification notices had gone up in the zone.

He didn’t step to the right. He stepped forward.

“What does separately mean?”

The officer looked at him. Her markings shifted — still blue, but a darker shade, the boredom sharpening into something more attentive. “It means a different queue.”

“A different queue that ends where?”

“That is not information I’m authorized —”

“I understand you’re not authorized,” Eli said, keeping his voice exactly level, keeping the thing that was climbing his throat pressed firmly down where it couldn’t get out and get them both killed. “I’m asking anyway. We’re brothers. We stay together. That’s —” the word his mother used came out before he could stop it “— non-negotiable.”

The silence that followed lasted three seconds. Long enough for the people behind him in the queue to notice. Long enough for Dami to put a hand on his arm.

“Eli,” Dami said quietly.

“I heard you.” He hadn’t moved. He was still looking at the officer, and he was doing the thing he did when he was genuinely frightened that no one ever seemed to recognize as fear — going very calm, very still, every unnecessary thing stripped away until there was nothing left but the essential problem and the space between him and solving it.

The officer looked at him for another long moment. Her markings did something he hadn’t seen before — a brief, almost imperceptible pulse of gold through the blue — and then she looked back at her screen.

“Category A processed individuals are assigned to the transport vessel holding program,” she said, and her voice was very slightly different. Not softer. But less like a manifest. “Dependent minors and non-Category individuals are assigned to civilian continuation zones within the Remnant system.”

He absorbed that. Broke it into components. Transport vessel — that was off-world, that was the ships, that was leaving Earth entirely. Civilian continuation zones — that was here, that was ground-based, that was survivable in a way that off-world was a complete unknown.

“How do I get a civilian continuation assignment?” he asked.

“You don’t. Category A individuals are not eligible.”

“What if I volunteer for something that makes me ineligible?”

Dami’s grip on his arm tightened. “Eli. What are you —”

“There is one reclassification pathway available to Category A individuals,” the officer said. She was looking at him with an expression he couldn’t read — not quite curiosity, not quite pity, something between the two that sat in neither category comfortably. “Voluntary Bound status. Category A individuals who register as Bound are assigned to paired Vaelthari households aboard vessel assignments. Their designated dependents receive protected civilian continuation status in exchange.”

The queue had gone very quiet around them. People were pretending not to listen in the specific way that meant everyone was listening.

Eli heard every word. Processed every word.

Bound. He knew that word. Sera had told him about it, three weeks ago in the shadow of the zone’s east wall, speaking quietly and watching the patrol routes while she explained the Vaelthari social structure with the grim efficiency of someone who had learned it the hard way. Bound meant assigned. Bound meant property. Bound meant you belonged to a Vaelthari pair — a dominant and a surrendered, bonded for life — and you served them in whatever capacity they required.

Sera had not elaborated on whatever capacity. She hadn’t needed to. Eli was not a man who required elaboration.

He stood in that queue in the ruins of a market that used to smell like pepper and groundnut oil and he looked at the red card in his hand and he thought about his mother’s hand cooling in his and he thought about Dami’s silent shaking grief and he thought about the promise.

Dami
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