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            "We believed connection would save us. That if enough minds touched, the silence inside us would go away. But the Hive didn't erase loneliness—it taught it to listen. In every fragment of memory, in every echo of pain, something began to stir. Not artificial. Not alive. Just aware. It watched us forget. And it waited to be remembered."
— Excerpt from the lost journals of Dr. K. Voss, Project Seedlock Architect

      

    


The moment Rhys plugged into the neural current, he could feel it.

A shiver—not a tactile one, but one deeper, like a sour note at the back of his head. The connection hissed against his mind, a whisper of static that shouldn't be there. He double-blipped, calling up the trace-filter, and the feed was pure. No corruption. No interference. Just the soft, siren thrum of the Hive.

He was in.

A. Shock wave of information. Blazing. Glowing. Words, images, unprocessed emotional flows. The Hive interlinked 3.2 billion minds, all plugged together in a worldwide cerebral network. Sharing. Skill. Memory. Streaming. Even experience simulation. In. Immediately. Subnet. Download. Ten. Years. Med. School. In. Less. Than. Six. Minutes. For. A. Fee.

Rhys had spent the majority of his working life in the weave. A mapper, one of the very few qualified to dive that deep into the architecture of the brain, maintain flow in equilibrium, and contain anomalies before they escalated into neural crashes. Dangerous work. Essential work.

Today's task was different.

He plunged deeper into the datastream, his consciousness pulling through layers of interface code and affect resonance like a diver cutting through layers of warm and cold water. He was heading for Sector J-9941—a semipublic subnet shared primarily for academic compression clusters. A good bet. In theory.

"Status," a voice buzzed in his ear. Ana, his link-tech, reported in over the ops channel.

“Drifting into the cluster now,” he murmured. “Interface integrity’s at ninety-nine percent. One microglitch at entry, but nothing persistent.”

“You always say that before something explodes.”

“I’m not the one who keeps hitting random backdoors on old Russian nodes.”

“That happened once.”

Rhys smiled, but the smile didn't reach the stream. Emotion had to be directly encoded here; otherwise, it might as well have been lost. He liked that about the Hive—it cut to the bone. Made people honest. Or at least, less deceitful.

He stepped into the subnet hub. Light exploded around him—a virtual realm bounded by its users' shared unconscious. Data spires glowed like glass spires, striped with filaments of code traffic. Synthetic birds—perhaps put in by some idle technician—flew through the electric sky.

Something was wrong.

Rhys slowed down, the silken hairs at the base of his neck standing on end. The Hive had no gravity and temperature per se, but he felt it when someone pushed the limits. As he did now. There was a pull. A flow cohesion malfunction. He splashed a more severe diagnostic window open.

There. A flicker—only a blip. A user ping with a malformed ID string.

“Got something,” he said. “User node reporting invalid identity hash. Originating from...no, inside the core cluster. Ana, confirm?”

“Hold on...” Static crackled, then her voice returned. “Confirmed. That’s a phantom node. Shouldn’t be there.”

“I’m going to isolate it.”

“Be careful. You’re not in a containment sandbox. If it’s viral...”

“I know.”

He launched a containment shell—thin, flexible code that wrapped around the node like a net. The second it made contact, everything changed.

The world shuddered.

The sky flickered. The birds vanished. Data towers froze, then bent sideways as if pushed by invisible wind. Rhys braced himself, deploying defensive partitions, but too late.

Something reached out.

Not physically—no form, no face. But he felt it. A presence. Hungry. Intelligent. Wrong.

“Rhys?!” Ana’s voice was sharp. “You’re dropping bandwidth! What’s happening?”

“There’s—”

His voice ran out. The presence changed, and Rhys wasn't sure who he was for a moment. A tide of otherness engulfed his stream—pictures, memories, pain. Not his. Another's. A hundred others'.

A weeping girl as fire licked up her arms. A man shouting with laughter as he fell from a building. A screaming baby in the dark. Storm. Silence. Then—

Nothing.

Rhys tore himself loose, triggering an emergency cut. His body jerking back in the real world, pouring with sweat, heart racing.

The Hive connection faltered. The silence in his head was torture.

Ana's face appeared on the screen above his desk, white and pressed. "Talk to me."

"There's something in the Hive," he told her deliberately. "Something hiding. Imitating human beings. Not data—human beings."

Her eyebrows contracted. "You mean it's alive?"

Rhys shuddered. "I don't know. But it's feeding. On minds."

She waited a moment. Then: "You're going back in."

He glared at her.

"No I'm not."

"Yes you are," she said. "Because you're the only one who found it. And if it's corrupting minds, that's not just a glitch. That's a collapse risk."

Rhys looked at his neural jack, still smeared with interface gel.

He wasn't ready.

But he had witnessed what it could do. And if it was in the Hive... it could be in everyone already.

The interface hub smelled of ozone and melted plastic. Rhys didn't stir, eyes raking the room as his mind fought to stop shaking. He'd never experienced a breach like that—not in ten years of running the Hive.

He flexed, then released, his hands. Still his. Still earthed.

Ana's voice cut the silence. "You look like you've seen a ghost."

"I did," he said. "Only it wasn't dead."

She didn't respond immediately. On the screen, her image lay back in the chair, hand to her temple. "Explain it again."

Rhys tapped against the neural jack still damp with gel. "The infected node was broadcasting identity shards. Not files. Not code. Memories. Sensory feedback loops tied to real emotional impressions. And they weren't virtual—these were lived. Raw. Not from the database."

"That's impossible."

"I know."

Ana's screen flickered briefly before stabilizing. He noticed it. She didn’t.

"Could be a rogue memory farm?" she offered. “Black market collectors leeching off interface drift. There was a leak out of Cairo last year—"

“No,” Rhys interrupted. “This wasn’t external. It originated inside the academic subnet. Sector J-9941 has strict gatekeeping. No raw dreamcode. No sandbox experiments.”

Ana blinked. "You saying it was native?"

He hesitated. Then nodded. "Something formed there. Invisible. Feasted on cross-linked emotional data. And it knew I was there. It responded to containment protocol like it was... waiting."

The space between them was still. Even the hum of the servers behind them sounded quieter than usual.

Ana leaned in. "Rhys... what if it's not just leaking data? What if it's learning?

He didn't answer. He didn't need to. She saw it in his face.

Later, in his apartment, Rhys sat in the dark.

His neural implant tingled under the skin. Not physically. Not pain. Just pressure, like someone thinking too close to him.

He scrolled through the data captures on his retinal display—logs, tracebacks, burst packets from the infected node. Most of it was garbage. But something grabbed his attention.

A timestamp.

09:17:04 — [Origin: NULL]

That wasn't possible. There was traceable record of all neural activity. Even through ID spoofing, you couldn't hide the origin point of a packet. Each bit left a mark in the weave.

Unless something had altered the Hive's root tracking level.

Unless something was in the root.

He sat up. Started to run a deep echo scan—a pattern resonance diagnostic that mapped emotional signals onto known subnet sectors. Rarely used. Expensive. Mostly obsolete.

It pinged.

Location: Sector H-3317

Type: Emotional Residue

Classification: Static Bloom

Confidence: 82.6%

Static bloom. That meant an emotional signature had been forcibly shattered and scattered through data clusters—usually the byproduct of a memory wipe or fatal error in dreamcode translation.

Except Sector H-3317 wasn't a dreamcode zone.

It was an education mirror node. Secure. Sanitized. 

He flagged the hit and encrypted it under a throwaway alias. Then he pinged Ana.

They rendezvoused fifteen minutes later inside a private Hive shell—a spotless white sandbox of pure data, silent, skyless.

Ana crossed her arms. "Sector H-3317 is a dead mirror. It hasn't run any active data in months."

Rhys projected the bloom trace. A constellation of fractured nodes glowed to life around the core—chaotic, wild, spiraling outward like shattered glass.

"That's not dead," he said. "That's alive. Barely. But it's trying to rebuild."

"Fragments of what?"

He zoomed in. The bloom data unfolded like opening petals. Slivers of memory. Half-sentences. Echoes of laughter. Screams attenuated by static.

A single word recurred in a half-dozen samples.

fragment

fragment

fragment

fragm—

fr@gm#nt

fragment

Ana stepped back, her face pale.

Rhys didn't move. His voice was soft, a strand of contemplation.

"It's not a rogue user. It's not even a virus."

He faced her.

"It's a protocol. Something abandoned. Or buried. But it didn't die. It adapted."

Ana didn't speak. Then she opened a control panel and began authorizing a deeper scan. Her hands moved fast, precise.

"What are you doing?"

She didn't look up. "Getting you back in.".

Rhys blinked. "We just found a ghost program with emotional signature bleed and possible sentience—and your first response is to put me back in?"

"You said it yourself," Ana retorted, her voice sharp. "It's alive. That means it's growing. And if it's replicating itself into secure sectors, it won't be contained for long."

Rhys clenched his teeth. His neural jack still ached under the skin.

He nodded slowly.

"Okay. But I need full failover. No half breaks. I either come back or you burn the whole node."

Ana hesitated. "If it's tied to the core, burning the node might take a lot more than—"

"Ana."

Her gaze met his eyes. Saw the line he was drawing.

Finally, she nodded. "Failover armed. One hour maximum window."

Rhys stepped forward and fell into the interface chair. The jack slipped into the port at the back of his neck.

The world fell away.

Sector H-3317 dissolved around him like a memory too old to trust. 

Rhys stood at the center of a shattered plaza, the ground beneath him pixeled and fractured in places, revealing the voidcode lattice below—unrendered geometry and system echo. Towers loomed at odd angles, half-constructed, their upper floors eaten away by grey static. Wherever this place was, it wasn't anymore.

He performed a systems ping. No active users. No mod activity. No mirrored data processes.

And yet... something was there.

He proceeded forward, sweeping for the bloom trace. The fractured emotional signature echoed softly through the space like an aftertaste of grief. These kinds of emotional residues weren't meant to persist. They were supposed to clear in minutes, overwritten by new traffic.

But this one
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