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​Prologue: Xerno: The Living Hive

[image: ]




Far across the spiral arms of the galaxy, Xerno still sings. A jewel world adrift in emerald skies, its oceans glow with bioluminescent tides that pulse in rhythm with the minds of its people. Towering spires of radiant glass and essence-forged metal pierce the heavens, each alive with thought, each echoing the heartbeat of the Hive.

On Xerno, no one is ever alone. From the moment a pod cracks open, every Xernian is drawn into the lattice of minds, a chorus woven in endless harmony. They are not individuals, but facets of a singular brilliance, a civilization as much idea as flesh.

The Hive dreams wonders into being. Cities that float above the seas. Temples whose walls are etched not with stone, but with living memory, crystalline thought preserved for millennia.

Yet the Hive is vast, not infinite. Beyond its reach lies silence. A pod adrift is a pod alone.

Xerno does not mourn the distant; for to the Hive, distance feels like absence. And so the planet blooms, its people bound in thought, alive and strong, unaware that one of their own has fallen farther than thought can travel. Unaware that a note has slipped from their perfect chorus, now wandering a world of discord.

***

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter One: Mind Birth
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Above Earth, the stars hung in silence. Ancient. Unbothered.

Then came the fire.

A capsule tore through the atmosphere like a cursed prayer denied. Bathed in plasma, it screamed across the sky before slamming into the woods outside Wilmington, North Carolina. The impact split trees and scorched moss to ash. The warped pod hissed against a trunk, its blueish green core pulsing weakly as the light inside began to fade.

Jennifer Kim’s rusted two-door rolled to a stop on a gravel path near the crash. Curiosity made her kill the engine. The flashlight on her phone swept over broken trees. No crickets. No frogs. Only a fox watching in silence.

Then came the hum.

She followed it through the brush until alien light washed over her. The pod hissed, its frame peeling open like petals to reveal a mass of shimmering slime. Jennifer gagged at the stench.

Then it reached out.

Not with limbs, but with thought.

Jennifer’s mind fractured in an instant. Memories detonated. Busan rooftops. The smell of kimchi. Her father singing, off-key. An acceptance letter to UNCW. DJ Rory on the radio. Love. Betrayal.

She managed to get out a single quiet word.

“No.”

The sound vanished as quickly as it came. All the fragments that made her, her. Gone. This wasn't just an invasion. It was a burglary.

Inside the pod, Ziva clung to life. And to survive, Jennifer had to be lost.

Jennifer collapsed. Her chest still rose and fell, but her mind emptied into silence. Ziva pulled herself from the pod, shaping her alien form to match Jennifer’s face, her skin, her very likeness. She gasped a first breath. The air was thick, wet... warm.  Her lungs rebelled...  then obeyed.

***
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AS THE FOLLOWING WEEKS passed, Ziva learned to wear her stolen skin. In the bathroom mirror, she practiced Jennifer’s smile, shifting the corners of her mouth until they matched the photographs on the dresser. Then she tried the laugh. Again. And again. The sound was perfect, but the warmth refused to come as doubt creeped in.

If I perform the part well enough, does that make it real? 

She walked downtown Wilmington, buzzing with human static, laughter, cars, lives. She mimicked Jennifer’s gait and tone. Perfectly.

***
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AT CRYSTAL’S COFFEE, Cake & Cannabis, she recited barista lingo and jokes she didn’t understand. She handed a man his drink before he spoke.

He blinked. “...How’d you know?”

“Lucky guess,” she smiled.

But behind her eyes, fragments poured in. Thoughts from every mind nearby. The new club downtown, politics, rumors of a U.F.O., all weighed. Sorted. Stored.

Later, cross-legged on Jennifer’s apartment floor, she projected those fragments onto the walls. Grief, guilt, wonder, an infinite gallery of human memory and thought. She could replay or bend them. Manipulate and project them.

But the emotions eluded her understanding.

She paused at a memory of Jennifer’s mother smiling. She felt... nothing.

Then came a ripple.

A thought that wasn’t hers or like the others.

An insatiable hunger.

Curiosity pushed at her mind until she followed the psychic residue to an alley. Where a woman lay collapsed by a dumpster. Shallow breaths. Eyes open. Mind empty. 

Ziva knelt beside her, while something else watched.

The woman’s mind was frayed, a tapestry torn by claws. Ziva chose to weave, piecing together what little remained. Yet as she worked, a trace of sorrow and compassion brushed through her hands, soft and warm. It didn’t feel like her own.
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