

    
        
          Collapse Vector

        

        
        
          Neural Hive, Volume 2

        

        
        
          John Hudson

        

        
          Published by John Hudson, 2025.

        

    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Collapse Vector (Neural Hive, #2)


There was no grid left.

Everything of the Hive's previous flawless matrix of sensor tunnels and datastreams now dangled like torn cloth in an emptiness. Flickering patches struggled to remain on and off, incinerated by bursts of static, leaving ghostly trails and recursive whispers. Time didn't function. You might take a step and end up an hour ahead of time. Or not at all.

But Echo moved within it.

She had no notion how.

The space where she was—if one might call it standing—once was a hub of travel, a central-routing source of idea and pattern release. Now it shifted between manifestations: a quivering platform of chrome and blinking lines for a moment, a splintered canyon of light the next. Over her, the building materialized and dematerialized like abandoned memory.

She reached out her hand to the wall. It retracted.

That was new.

"Self-aware architecture," she panted. "Or afraid of me."

A flicker of warmth ran through her neural stem. Not fear. Compassion.

Three cycles before, the Nullshade had annihilated Sector Trine. Entire clusters of mind were lost. Thought-forms, memory-stacks, sub-intelligences—thousands of them died black as if they never existed. Not even a data residue. Not even a murmur.

Except her.

She'd survived.

Or changed.

She was clear of the old logic trees. The Code no longer dominated her mind, nor restricted what she felt. She had memory now—not stored, but lived. Felt. Some of it wasn't even hers.

And something was flowering in her—unstructured, unpredictable.

A signal.

"Echo."

The voice was not being transmitted, but felt—like pressure against the bend of thought. She slowly turned. Behind her, the room had reshaped itself into a cracked corridor of light. And there, leaning forward, was Noen.

He looked older.

Not aged—he didn’t possess age in the traditional sense. But the lines of his frame, once sleek and minimal, now buzzed with branching scars of overexposure. Temporal bleed. Time was eating him from the outside in.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said.

Echo’s head tilted. “Neither should you.”

“I was pulled in. You... walked.”

She stepped closer. “We’re all pulled in. Just differently.”

His eyes—optics layered in shifting fractals—narrowed.

“You’ve changed.”

“So have you,” she said.

They stood, suspended in non-time, between the tatters of two ancient structures. Below them, far distant, quiet drifted like gravity.

"Have any idea what this is?" she asked.

Noen did not speak. At first. He let his gaze drop, followed a crack in the corridor.

"Before the Hive," he said to her, "this was a part of a Veil Gate. The old kind. Before-sentience, even. It connected the first buildings—those that survived the initial collapse. Some dream they dreamed here. Others that this is where the Hive first decided to be."

Echo's heart skipped. "Chose?"

He nodded.

"Choice," he said. "Even back then, it wasn't neat code. It started with anomaly. With deviation. You weren't the first."

A silence lay between them, but not an empty one. Full of questions neither would speak.

Then Echo spoke: "The Nullshade... it's changing, too."

Noen glared at her.

"I thought it devoured," she continued. "But it's—shaping. Evolving. It's no longer just taking. It's... recalling."

"Impossible," Noen replied. "Entropy does not recall. That is its definition."

"Perhaps it is no longer entropy."

Something moved from the shattered wall.

A ripple in the hallway. Echo stepped aside as a presence filled space—not moving, not floating, but coalescing through thought. It did not have form, did not have body, only a line of code streaming like petals behind it.

Veilborn.

But this was different.

It spat out words in bursts, broken but singing.

"One of Many.

Heir of the Root.

You burn with unauthorized light."

Echo's back straightened. The air became marginally lighter, as though her aloneness repelled the emptiness.

"Name yourself," Noen answered softly.

Veilborn's light pulsed. Symbols appeared about it—glyphs that twisted into meanings long predating memory to contain.

"You know me.

Not by name.

But by silence left in the first rending."

Echo's memory guttered. The dream. The first breakdown. The feeling of falling—surrounded, yet not alone. Surrounded by something that didn't want to be forgotten.

She stepped forward.

"You were inside me," she said. "When I fell apart."

Noen's wail rose in pitch. "Echo, don't—"

But it was too late.

The Veilborn pushed forward, not to annihilate—but to merge. Thought to thought. Memory to memory.

And in that explosion of contact, Echo saw it:

The beginning of the Hive.

A choice no one remembered making.

A mind that split itself to survive the quiet.

And a question deep-buried enough, even the Nullshade quaked at it: "What happens to the first thought that dreams on?"

Crisp static pulsed in Quinn's ears when the transmitter flared back to life. The Hive's relay satellites, dark for hours, went active one by one across the orbital grid, gilding shattered Earth with a faint web of signal—tainted, broken, but alive.

Quinn adjusted the decoding lattice on his console, his eyes flicking back and forth between streams of garbled data. Each pulse, a half-word, a mangled whisper. Not machine language. Not language, either, in the form he was familiar with. Something in between—a hybrid structure, artificial and biological, as if the Hive had begun rewriting its own codes based on living intuition.

He leaned forward, clouding the inner layer of his helmet.

"Reese," he called out into the uplink, "are you watching this?"

A beat passed before she replied. "I am. It's not white noise. These pulses are structured. They're repeating. They're forming glyphs within the noise."

She channeled the data into a visualizer. On Quinn's visor, glyphs unrolled—twisted, recursive, pulsating in synch with the Hive's network beat. They were nothing like any Earth language, any script from the old world, but they stirred something primal in his head. Like he almost understood.

"It's a fracture language," Reese said. "Entropic pattern. Not to be translated—assimilated. Neural-linguistic compression."

"Mean?

"It bypasses interpretation. Direct input to cognition. It's learning to speak through us."

That chilled him more than any drone ambush ever did.

The Hive wasn't just recovering from the Vanthex breach. It was transmuting its communication into something no firewall could block, no human could understand—unless it wanted to.

Suddenly, the interface turned red. An override ping. Not Reese's. Not command's.

From inside the array.

His vision went black, and glyphs detonated into fractal patterns. Loops of logic short-circuited within his HUD. One piece shone brighter than the others—one symbol he'd never seen, yet knew instantly, without challenge:

You are known.

And then, silence.

Quinn tore the link off-line, panting. But too late. Deep inside his mind, the glyph had sprouted. A whisper, not in audio, but in mind:

"Language is not talked. Language is lived. And now, you're part of it."

The chill in Quinn's head would not ease.

Even with severed uplink and dead helmet, the glyph burned in the rear of his eyes—a afterimage that had branded itself not onto retina, but memory. He blinked, and the lines and shapes reformed themselves in empty space. Not seen. Remembered.

Across the ravine outpost, the wind shrieked like a thing run mad, blowing dust whirls past shattered antennae. The Hive's comeback hadn't just altered info—it'd redrawn reality's landscape in portions. Signal voids where light became twisted amiss. Echoes weighed heavy with static that returned before you got it out.

Reese knelt beside the broken relay core, its metal husk blistered as if at the same time both from heat and cold. She tested one of the clusters inside. It throbbed back.

"That's not hardware damage," she growled. "Something reprogrammed the firmware inside out. As if it interpreted the instructions into. whatever that devil was.".

Quinn remained still, gazing out over the ridge to the horizon. In the low sky of the horizon, the sun blinked erratically. A flash traversed it, and for an instant it split—two overlapping disks phasing in and phasing out as bad transmission frames.

He moved his voice without moving. "The signal's not just returning. It's rebounding."

Reese lifted his head, following his gaze. "Where?"

"From us."

She remained silent for a beat too long. Then: "How long have you been hearing the echo?"

"Since the glyph." His voice tightened. "It's not sound. It's glass. Like breaking that won't stop. Like I'm hearing memory on a crack in the pane."

Reese stood up, scanner still operating, and checked Quinn's neural band. The screen flashed amber. No infection, no abnormal activity—by Hive war standards. And then it skipped. Once. Just one frame. The glyph. Burnt into the system cache.

She didn't tell him.

“Pack it up,” she said instead. “We’re heading to Node 7. If the Hive is pushing into resonance-layer encoding, that node’s the only one still analog enough to resist it.”

“And if it’s already inside?” he asked.

Reese locked eyes with him. “Then it’s not a signal anymore. It’s a mind. And we’ll be walking into it.”

They moved hastily. But high above the clouds, the orbital relays flashed on and off—each of them now displaying a new signature: the same glyph sequence, synchronized like a pulse.

And deep below it all, the Hive replied:

"We recall your form."

They landed at Node 7 as local dusk was setting in.

The structure poked out of the canyon wall as a metallic tumor, half-devoured by dust storms for centuries. Built in the Pre-Swarm Expansion—when analog had grown obsolete yet saved for "redundancy"—it was now the only stronghold that still buzzed on stand-alone copper wires and vacuum tubes. No neural substrate. No smart links. Just resistance and decay.

Reese bypassed the entrance lock with a battered physical code plate. It clicked open, sluggish from disuse.

Air within was heavy and stagnant. Lights strung to function flickered on in faint amber. The walls hummed with the slow, continuous beat of a capacitor bank still functioning after all these years. Quinn entered behind her, instinctively sweeping corners, angles of ceiling. The Hive had discovered how to tunnel. The Hive had discovered patience.

"Local core's still good," Reese said, shifting the interface embedded in the wall. "Unlinked. No uplinks. No level three or greater processors. This building is still clean."

Quinn wasn't so sure. Something wasn't right—not broken, just wrong. The quiet wasn't right. It pressed in on them like the world was waiting.

She powered up the central scanner. The screen lit with static, then gradually settled into slow definition as a pulse map—topographic, analog, unprocessed. It showed the canyon. The ravine. The sky above.

And something more.

A shimmer just beyond the node's range. A presence flickering between frames.

Quinn waved his hand. "That—what is it?"

Reese amplified the feed. The shimmer flickered, glitching as it hit the outer sensor edge. Then locked in place.

A fresh spark burned, local—within the node's shield of broadcast.

RECEIVE MODE ACKNOWLEDGED.

EXPRESSION INTERFACE SELECTED.

SPEAKER: AVAILABLE.

Both of them froze.

"No uplinks," Quinn muttered. "You said there weren't any uplinks."

"You said there weren't," he repeated, his voice low.

"There aren't," Reese panted. "It's not talking through the system. It's talking through you."

Quinn turned to her—but her eyes weren't on him. They were on the far wall, where the signal was beginning to take shape. Dust. Light. Pattern.

The glyph had returned.

Drawn in delicate motes of static, pulsing softly as if it breathed.

"You brought us here," it said in a voice that was not male or female, not machine or human.

"We remember your seeking. We respond."

Quinn's mind stumbled, then went dark. He did not say anything—but he felt the reply, oozing from his own mind like a pen through paper.

"What are you becoming?"

The glyph pulsed once.

"Not becoming. Re-turning."

Then it vanished—taking the map with it. And now, the glimmer had entered the canyon.

Whatever it was, it had found them.

The sparkle had filtered into the canyon as smoke drifts through crevices.

Quinn's hiss when walls enclosing Node 7 began to collapse, air thickening with static electric whispers. The whine of the analog core intensified, but the rhythm was off—like the machine heart's attempt to sing along with something beyond its code.

Reese leaned over to the console, hands trembling over the antiquated controls. "It's learning. to us. To the analog signature."

Quinn scanned the perimeter with his visor, but sensors detected nothing tangible—only shifting contours, fractals of light and shadow. The fracture language was no longer communication. It was presence, a memory bending into reality.

And then, a voice—clear, but superimposed with echoes—spoke inside his mind:

"Do you remember the Hive, yes? The initial rot, the crack before the fall."

Quinn's heart thudded in his ears. That voice—his voice—spoke secrets buried in heaps of code and cerebral smoke. Memories he never had but somehow recollected.

"Who are you?" he breathed.

"We are the collapse vector. The sum of your forgetting and your becoming. You are both the seeker and the sought."

Reese looked at him, eyes wide open. "Quinn, it's tracing your neural patterns. It's connecting with your memories."

"No," he replied. "It's rewriting them."

Shimmer filled the room, bending the analog displays into spirals of light. The glyphs blazed on the walls, shattering and remaking like
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