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We Can Only Be Free To Love


When All Threats To Our Loveliness

Have Been Eliminated.

Report Haters Now.

–Supreme Lover Midgate

The Love Collective.

LOVE ALL.

BE ALL.


PROLOGUE


Once the Sirens’ underground meeting is finished, we work the usual anti-surveillance measures to get back to Elite Academy. Step one is to split up four blocks away from Melody’s workplace, taking circuitous routes to the dingy hotel in the seediest part of Love City. Hodge and Loa, dressed as rainbow-clad menial workers, head to a secret location to change. I’m wearing a maid’s navy-blue uniform, so I travel with Melody to sneak in through a side service door.

Hidden by a large pile of laundry bags, I let the Muse sing to me while I change back into my Elite Apprentice uniform. It’s all grey now. No indigo collar to mark me as a Watcher since Crucible let me out. At the time it was a relief. But I am ashamed to admit that sometimes I kind of miss the luxury of the Watcher Dorm. Every time I’m tempted to start feeling nostalgic, though, I make myself remember all the things Watchers had to do, and that’s more than enough to make me glad to be a humble Coder. As if being an Elite is ever a humble job.

After hiding my disguise, I leave the hotel and meet up with the boys at the riverside park. An Overcar is already waiting, and we sit quietly while it whisks us home, unwilling to let slip any details that might incriminate us in front of the cameras. It’s hard work not talking about the Siren meeting. The Song still rings through my head like a background soundtrack, threatening to spill itself out through my lips.

I bite my tongue, staring out the window in tense silence. When the Overcar spits us out onto the pavement below the Academy, I finally feel myself relax. The late-afternoon light throws a rose-gold hue across the outer Academy wall. Leading up to the entrance, the avenue of trees lining the driveway rustle in a gentle breeze, as if trying to block out the distant hum of traffic.

I slow my walk, reluctant to swap this beauty for the sterile white interior of my home. Birds flit around in the branches, their afternoon songs full of joy and life. I take a deep breath, recording the scent of leaves for later use. Memories like these are helpful when I spend long hours in a semi-darkened Coding lab.

“Nice, isn’t it?” says Hodge beside me.

“Mmm,” I murmur. I tear my eyes away from the beautiful scene and give him a little smile. His eyes twinkle at me, and for a moment it feels like the world disappears.

“I’m hungry,” Loa interrupts loudly. “Let’s get some food.” He pats his stomach.

A patrol of Love Squad soldiers stands in front of the doors, silent as obsidian. The disappearing sunlight glints off a dozen shiny black helmets.

“What—” I start, confused by the military presence in front of our home. “That’s never happened before.”

“Shh.” Hodge squares his shoulders and draws closer to me, standing protectively on my left. Loa takes up a position on my right. A cold, creeping fear begins to steal over me, despite their familiar presence.

Elite Academy has never needed guards before. Ever.

My companions begin to march with stiff formality, and I follow their lead, feeling as if every ounce of beauty has drained from the afternoon. The long, leafy driveway now feels ominous and foreboding. As we near the entrance, one of the Love Squad soldiers steps forward. His tall, bulky form is made even more threatening by the armour of his suit.

“State your business here,” the soldier barks, their voice sounding robotic and artificial through the Love Squad helmet.

Hodge salutes. “Love Squad detail returning Apprentice Flick from external duty to her quarters.”

The soldier looks me up and down, eyes narrowing.

“Authorization?” The soldier says, pulling a small infotab from a pocket at his waist.

I hold out my wrist ID, and the soldier scans it. “Dorm Leader Akela sent me to visit a Collective corporation,” I say, trying as hard as I can to keep the nervous wobble out of my voice.

The soldier snorts in a decidedly mocking way. “Get inside,” he nods his head back at the entrance. “You should be in the assembly hall.”

When we’re in the middle of the orange lounge area, Loa lets out a low, soft whistle.

“Where is everyone?” I ask in a quiet whisper so my voice doesn’t echo.

“This is big,” Hodge says softly. He walks forward with the easy grace of a hunter, ready to strike at any moment.

Far above our heads, intricate mobiles dip and spin in the air current. The concrete waterfall, carved into the wall, is a sentinel over the empty array of orange couches.

We step into the small silvery elevator, and Loa selects the Atrium level button. My foot drums in a nervous rhythm on the floor, while Loa and Hodge stand with tense readiness. When the doors sigh open, Loa and Hodge launch ahead of me to peer carefully around the corner. I catch a glimpse of their hardening expressions when they see what’s waiting for us, and my heart flutters into anxious overdrive. Hodge straightens and places a finger over his lips.

Before us, Love Squad soldiers stand shoulder to shoulder in the Atrium, their bodies forming an impenetrable black fence around a field of grey Elite uniforms. The Elites’ pale, anxious faces make it even more clear that this is not an ordinary assembly.

Rows upon rows of neatly lined students stand facing an upper-level balcony. At the front, just below the space where Supreme Lover Midgate’s face is projected each night, stands Lover Fuschious. I haven’t seen him display this kind of cockiness since the first day I met him. But that was before Akela demoted him, which can only mean . . .

“Salute!” he barks. The entire Academy snaps to obey.

This only seems to displease him. “Not good enough!” His face twists into a harsh scowl. “This whole place has gone soft. From now on, you will remember that you are supposed to be Elite. You will stand like Elites. You will train like Elites. You will live, eat breathe, and sleep like Elites. It may be Triumph season, but you will behave like Elites. Do you hear me?”

“Yes, Lover Fuschious!” The sound of their voices is deafening.

“That’s Dorm Leader Fuschious to you,” he yells, and I feel the strength drain from my legs. With a superhuman effort I remain standing, and share a frightened glance with Hodge. His hands tremble as he pushes me behind his torso so I am mostly hidden from view.

In spite of the surrounding soldiers, there’s a murmur across the crowd. Fuschious’s face turns a deeper shade of red. “Silence!” he screams. “You will not leave this room until I am satisfied with your discipline. Do you hear me?”

A murmur ripples across the crowd again, and the Love Squad soldiers bristle. Keeping his face turned toward the nearest Love Squad soldiers, Hodge pushes me gently back toward the lifts. “Go,” he says.

“What about you?” I ask. I reach for him, as if his presence can keep me from panicking. He dislodges my hand and takes a step away. I make another grab, but he turns to me, face solemn but eyes gentle.

“Don’t lose it now,” he says firmly. His eyes point me to the lift door.

“But you’ll be punished for being late,” I hiss.

Hodge shrugs. “We will be okay.”

I can tell he’s nervous, so I don’t believe him. “If you go in now, you’ll just make a scene, and Fuschious will discipline you for sure. What are you going to do if he Realigns you?”

Hodge pauses, his face conflicted. In his expression I can see his Love Squad training battle against his Siren identity. Of course he would want to bravely step up. But what would that achieve? We all remember what happened to Sif after her Realignment.

I look my companions in the eyes. “Either we all go in,” I say, nodding to the crowd. “Or we all wait.”

Hodge studies my face. Then he nods and turns back to the elevators. “Go,” he hisses, ushering me ahead to the waiting lifts.
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A note, as your graduation approaches.

Congratulate yourselves, Elites, for you have endured until the end.

The riches of the Collective now lie before you. Yours is truly the destiny of the Elite. Rejoice, my Lovelies, for those who persevere can finally enjoy the full reward they have worked so long to deserve.

I love you all, I mean it.

Love all.

Be all.

–Supreme Lover Midgate

They tell me my name is Kerr Flick, Elite Apprentice #540/187503. They tell me I belong to the Love Collective—body, mind, and soul—for as long as I shall live. A life that begins and ends at the Love Collective’s pleasure.

But I’m not who they say I am. Not the obedient little acolyte learning their Hater-Recognition signs. Not the clean-marching dorm student who gets straight As in every Collective subject. No, I belong to a different place. In that country, my true name is Cadence. In that country, I can soar on wings of Song, high above the marches and the rules and the nightmares. I’m not an Apprentice. I’m a Siren. A daughter of the great Composer of the Universe. And I carry a priceless treasure no government could ever steal.

In the beginning was the Lyric . . .

I won’t be what they tell me I should be. And as long as the Composer’s Muse sings his Song in my heart, I won’t die when they say I should, either.

[image: * * *]

I squint down at the rectangular glass console, trying to bring as much relief as I can to my dry and sore eyes without actually having to close them. My final exam is only a week away. If I’m going to get into the Hall of Love Coding group, I’ll need perfect marks. But hours of squinting at a screen is hard. My eyes feel like they’re covered in sand.

It’s okay to take a break, you know, the Muse chides softly in my head. I snort, then look around to see if anyone noticed.

The seniors’ Coding Center is full but silent, save for the soft finger-taps on consoles and the occasional tinny beats emanating from an Apprentice’s headset. Nobody wants to be interrupted, which is why I picked this room instead of my usual one. When I’m in the same room as Cam or Chu, they’re usually too chatty to let me concentrate properly.

I’m just about to begin another exercise when there’s a knock at the Coding room doorway. I look up. Sif is at the entrance, her face stony. When she catches my eye and beckons to me, my heart immediately sinks.

“You know, Sif,” I say, closing up my console. “It would be so, so nice if you were here because you missed me.”

Sif smiles. “You know I’m far too busy and important to miss you.” Her words are gruff, but the way her eyes twinkle tells me she’s joking. I am relieved. I see her far less now that our accommodation is in our separate cadres. But she comes on these little errands regularly enough for me to see that she’s “old Sif” more often.

“What does he want this time?” I ask. We both know who he is.

Sif’s mouth turns down in a grim frown. “Didn’t say.”

I sigh. “Let’s go then.”

Sif leads me in a wordless march down the halls of the Coding cadre, heading for the executive wing. Akela’s office is forgotten and abandoned now. Since taking his place as Dorm Leader, Fuschious expanded his quarters into the original leadership wing of the Academy, telling everyone that Akela’s taste was too austere for a true Dorm Leader anyway. But that’s probably a good thing. I don’t know how I’d cope if I had to see Fuschious sitting where Akela should be.

“So how’re things?” I ask, breaking the uncomfortable silence.

“Good. Hard to believe we’ll be out of here in a hundred days.”

“A hundred and six, to be exact. Do you know where you’re going yet?”

We pass a small group of Coders, and Sif marches more forcefully down the corridor until we leave them behind us. Then she speaks to me out of the corner of her mouth, still swinging her arms in Love Squad march formation.

“We have to wait for finals to get confirmation. But I’m pretty sure I’ll be on street patrols first. Then into Love City Officers’ League.”

“Will you get those burgers?” I ask, remembering a conversation we had back in our first year. Back before Sif’s Realignment. “I hear the officers’ league gets pretty good treatment.”

Sif starts. “You remember that?” She rolls her eyes. “Of course you would.” She smiles wistfully. “I would like to be able to try a burger one day.”

Another group of Coders emerges from a nearby console room, and Sif slows her march.

“Flick,” she says, glancing around to make sure the others aren’t in earshot.

A small flutter of anxiety makes me look carefully at her expression. But I can’t see any hint of the militant Sif of old.

“Yes?” I say.

She chews at her bottom lip. “There was something I wanted to ask you, but—”

We have reached a small white airlock of sliding doors, which marks the boundary of the Coders’ wing of the Academy. The first layer of doors slides open with a soft beep, and Sif shakes her head. “Never mind,” she says.

I want to ask her to keep talking, but we are about to enter the Dorm Leader’s wing. Fuschious watches every inch of the floors here. Even if all Sif wanted was to ask about the weather, I have no desire to be interrogated for hours about why I prefer sun to clouds. Okay, so maybe that’s a small exaggeration. But I still won’t speak in this part of Elite Academy unless I absolutely have to.

The second bank of sliding doors whooshes open, announcing our entrance into the opulent quarters of our current Dorm Leader. As we do, we swap the smell of polished concrete for the carefully synthesised scent of old sandalwood and cinnamon. Walls of gold-leaf wallpaper shimmer in fan-like patterns, and the carpet below our feet is a deep, plush black. Fuschious never was subtle. Everything here reeks of luxury.

I keep my facial expression carefully neutral. Fuschious has already questioned me many times, and I’m familiar with his psychotic ways. There’s rarely a reason he calls me in. He probably just felt like humiliating someone today, and I was the first to come to mind.

Composer, keep me safe, I pray silently as we reach the reception lobby. The Muse doesn’t reply in words, but I’m nudged by a quiet sense of peace. I nearly smile.

At the reception desk near the lifts, a prim, young Apprentice sits in silence like a robot on standby. She springs to her feet as we approach, clasping her hands in front of her. From memory, her name is Nym, and she’s been seconded into Fuschious’s service for almost a year now.

“Can I help you?” she says, starting forward. Then she sees me, and a knowing look appears in her eyes.

Sif cocks her thumb upward, and the girl nods. “He is in his office.”

We march past into a waiting elevator.

My anxiety level rises as we ascend. The lift doors open directly into his reception room, and I take a deep breath to calm myself before the onslaught. Sif is silent beside me, but judging by her expression, I know she’s as unimpressed as I am.

Richly decorated, the entire space is designed with intimidation in mind. The room is vast enough to host a hundred people. A long, wide line of polished timber floor forms an aisle down the center of the thick black carpet. Light sconces along the walls beam down on larger-than-life photos. Every image shows Fuschious shaking hands with important people: members of the Executive like Crucible and Munsch, celebrities like Carell Hummer, and even a gaggle of scantily clad Triumph dancers. In between these large, black-lined frames lie glass cases of various weapons, some looking ancient, but all lethal. It feels more like a poorly curated art gallery than the office of Elite Academy’s most senior Lover.

Two mannequins on stone plinths stand against each wall at the halfway point of the room. One is dressed in a strange suit made of panels of metal, and the other is dressed in a Love Squad uniform, complete with utility belt and solid black helmet. They loom over our heads as we pass, and I battle against the weird feeling that they’re staring at me.

At the far end of the room, Fuschious’s ridiculously sized desk sits on a dais. The steps leading up to this are covered with the furry black pelt of an unfamiliar animal. I know it’s an animal pelt because a head yawns out at us from the front, all sharp teeth and hostile yellow glass eyes. The desk is covered in gold, with large gold studs around the edges.

The Dorm Leader sits in an oversized obsidian chair that I’m guessing is designed to look like a throne, but which makes him look like a small child sitting in an adult’s seat. “You’re late,” Fuschious growls.

As usual, he watches us approach with his glittering, beady-eyed stare. I notice quietly that his paunch has grown over the years, and the places where his muscles had previously bulged from his uniform are now looking fleshy and soft. If I were more ignorant of his behaviour, I’d take this as evidence he’s grown lazy. But I’ve had too much experience in this office to fall for that.

“My apologies, Dorm Leader,” I say, saluting with all the accuracy and primness I can muster. “I came as soon as I was summoned.”

“Not good enough,” he snaps.

“I embrace myself in penitence, Dorm Leader.” I bow my head and wait for the inevitable blade to fall.

Fuschious makes a dissatisfied clicking noise in the back of his throat and leaves me in that posture for a few moments.

“Apprentice Grohns, you may wait below,” he says eventually.

“As you wish, Dorm Leader. Love all. Be all.” Sif snaps to attention, and then marches back to the elevator with staccato movements. My mood darkens a little when I hear the faint whine of the elevator that takes her away. Just because I know Fuschious’s tactics too well doesn’t mean I like any of them.

“You know why I’ve brought you here,” he begins.

I do not reply. By now I know better than to try and guess his reasons. It only ever doubles the punishment I have to deal with later.

Soft strains of melody continue to flow through my memory, and I let them fill my thoughts. My body may be in the Dorm Leader’s vast office, but my mind is an eternity away, soaring through the skies with Lyric and the Sirens. I can tell this displeases Fuschious.

His face reddens. “You can’t be that stupid, Apprentice.”

“I apologise, Dorm Leader,” I say, keeping my voice steady. It’s not defiant—at least I hope it isn’t—but I won’t back down and cower before him like he wants me to. “I am ready to hear what you have to say.”

Fuschious takes a deep breath, and the fatalistic thought flutters in: Here we go.

“You call yourself a Watcher?” Fuschious sneers.

“Coder.”

“What?” His voice is as sharp as the crack of a whip.

“I have not been a Watcher for three years, Dorm Leader.” I stand straight, holding myself carefully still.

Fuschious’s eyes narrow. “Oh yes. How could I forget that? Well.” He stands, resting his fists on the table in front of him. “You should know better than to be insolent to your Dorm Leader.” His gaze is hostile, and his beady eyes seem to be daring me to try and argue. This is what he really wants.

I don’t answer. I know he’s going to escalate soon, and if I can avoid purposely inflaming him, perhaps I’ll get off more easily than usual.

Fuschious barks out loudly enough to echo in the wide room. “Twenty. Now.”

“Yes, Dorm Leader,” I reply, dropping to the ground. Thanks to years of hard practice and more than one visit to this office, this command is nothing. I complete them smoothly.

“Forty.”

I grit my teeth and reply to the floor. “Yes, Dorm Leader.” I guess today’s a make-Cadence-sweat day. Better than a yell-at-Cadence-for-an-hour day, though. Or a threaten-Cadence-with-Realignment day. Or worse.

My pace slows.

“More,” Fuschious commands again. I struggle through, arms burning and sweat pouring down my face. Whenever I look like stopping, he commands me again. “Keep going.”

“How many?” I gasp.

“I’ll tell you when you’re done.”

Feeling a sick, sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, I begin again. Sweat drips down my back and glistens on my arms. The Song in the back of my head is the only thing stopping me from bursting into frustrated tears. Finally, unable to continue, I collapse to the floor.

A boot lands firmly in the small of my back, forcing the air from my lungs. “Pathetic.” Fuschious’s voice is harsh and scratchy. “I knew you were a failure the moment I laid eyes on you.”

I am too exhausted to reply. The boot grinds itself deeper, and it’s only thanks to exhaustion that I don’t cry out in pain. After a few agonising moments he lifts his foot, leaving a weird, weightless feeling where it had been.

“Get up,” he commands. I force myself into a standing position. Every muscle down my shoulders and arms aches, and my heart feels like it’s going to explode from my chest. But I push my chin up, looking somewhere past Fuschious’s left shoulder so I don’t have to make eye contact.

There’s silence for a few moments, then Fuschious begins to walk a slow circle around me, his hands clasped behind his back.

“You’re no Elite,” he mutters. I bite my tongue.

After circling around me, he comes to a stop behind me. “Weak,” he snarls. I remain carefully still, hoping my breathing will slow soon. A small bead of cold sweat trickles down the side of my face.

“Nothing to say for yourself?”

“No, Dorm Leader.”

“Figures.” His thick fingers suddenly clasp my neck, and against my will I let out a shocked gasp.

“I could snap this little neck with one twist. Do you know that, Apprentice?” His voice is oily with satisfaction. I clamp my jaw shut as his grip tightens slightly. “Just give me one reason. Haters, I don’t even need a reason. I’m the Dorm Leader.”

“You may do as you please, Dorm Leader,” I say through clenched teeth. “But wouldn’t the Watchers have something to say about that? You killing a decorated Apprentice and all.”

I hate bringing it up, but my get-out-of-Realignment card has always been the award Crucible gave me for averting the Triumph bomb attack. Sure enough, Fuschious’s grip loosens, and his hand drops away.

“Get out.”

“Yes, Dorm Leader. Love all. Be all.” I salute and turn with crisp steps to head for the elevator.

Even Dorm Leader Fuschious is afraid of the Watchers.
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Without the influence of Haters, the Love Collective is one big, happy family. You are all my Lovelies, and I am your Parent.

–Supreme Lover Midgate, Intimate Diaries of a Loving Leader, chapter 13

When I reach the floor where Sif is waiting, I keep on marching, not willing to delay a single second longer than I have to. She catches up.

“That was dangerous,” Sif says when we’re finally out of the Executive wing.

“Only one hundred and six days until we graduate,” I reply.

“Mmmm.”

“Can you believe they’re sending us out into the world?” I say as we pass another Coding lab. “I feel like I’ve lived in a dorm room forever.”

“Almost,” Sif mumbles. Something in her tone makes me turn to look at her.

“What?”

She shakes her head. “Oh, it’s nothing.”

“Not with that tone of voice,” I say brightly. “What’s up?”

She slows to a stop, and I hang back. Her expression is thoughtful and sad, and she stares off into the distance. For a few seconds, I see the Sif I used to know: young, intelligent, sure there was something wrong in the Collective. Of course, she was Realigned. But her suspicions had been right all along. There was something wrong in the Collective. Something I discovered when my earliest memories returned.

“Are you okay?” I ask gently. I haven’t seen Sif like this in years.

She looks up at me, eyes haunted. “Kerr . . . I . . .” A range of emotions flashes across her face: confusion, anger, hopelessness. Then the haunted expression returns, and she looks away. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” I say.

“I think . . . For a while there, I think I stopped being me.”

Unsure of what to say, I just wait. Whatever happened in that sterile Realignment lab changed her whole personality into something machine-like and aggressive. Even now I’m not sure I can trust her.

“I should get back to my study.” I stare down the corridor, which gently curves away.

After a couple more seconds staring into the distance down the hall, Sif gives herself a little shake. “Yeah. Whatever. I’m sorry for reporting you, anyway,” she says gruffly. Then she marches off.

I watch her go, wondering what just happened. Was that a setup? Or did I just miss an opportunity to get my old friend back?

[image: * * *]

Cam thumps wordlessly down into his Coding room chair, causing it to swivel sideways a little too hard. He rides it back into place like a Haters’ Pavilion performer, gripping the sides of his console with familiar expertise while he wheels himself beneath it.

“Okay, where we at today?” He squints at the screen, which illuminates his face in a ghostly grey light.

“Tweaks to the Triumph security protocols,” I say, flicking a screen over to him. “There’s an exploit in sector 47 that someone might be able to piggyback into.”

“Using the Things again?” Cam raises one eyebrow. I nod, which brings a knowing look to his face. “Which one this time?” he asks.

“Popcorn temperature gauges,” I reply. “I worked out that they can backdoor into the surveillance system if they hack the remote thermostat.”

“Another day, another leak to plug,” he remarks. “First one to fix it buys the other one dinner.”

“You’re funny.” I give him a mock scowl. “We both know you’d be the one buying.”

“Ouch.” He winces. “You know how to wound a guy.”

I smirk. “You know who always wins.”

“Only for another ninety days. Then you’re out in the Collective, and I’m off to an infotab-game company far, far, far away from any of your Coding superpower megabrain things.”

“You should have worked harder for last week’s exam.” I wink at him.

Cam gives me a deadpan look. “Nobody could come close to your marks even if we studied every night for a year.”

“Aw, you’re too kind.” I grin. “I’ll miss this banter when we’ve graduated.”

A screen from Cam lands on my display, showing a little cartoon Midgate blowing kisses.

“Not like that,” I say, pushing it away.

Cam’s voice is resigned. “You gotta give a guy points for trying.”

“You should have found yourself a nice Engine Roomer by now, Cam. I’ve been telling you that for years.”

“And miss the fun of our arguments? Not a chance.” Cam laughs, but I throw him a worried look, and he shrugs back at me. “Don’t mind me. I’ll get over you when we graduate and I’m finally allowed to find some other Elite to settle down with. You’re not that unforgettable.”

“Whatever. I’ve almost fixed the problem anyway,” I say with a wicked smile.

“Ugh. Should have known.” Cam throws his hands up in the air. “Why do I even bother?” He sighs, laying an arm across his eyes in an over-dramatic gesture.

I wait for a few seconds longer than necessary before I say, “Done.”

“Of course you are.”

Closing down the dialog box on my console, I flick over to the task list. “Ha!” I stretch my arms above my head. “Finished for the day and it’s not even 1100.”

“I’ll send over one of mine, if you like,” Cam says hopefully.

“Well, I’m supposed to report to the Lovers’ desk when I finish, but—”

“They’re sick of you,” Cam finishes. “Go on. You could use something to fill the time until drill practice.”

“You know how they feel about me taking your tasks.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Ninety days.”

I stare up at the darkened ceiling for a few seconds, deliberating. Take the task, and I don’t have to face the eye rolls and exaggerated insults from the Lovers’ room. Don’t take the task, and I sit here twiddling my thumbs for an hour.

“Send it through.” I flick my message app open.

Cam lets out a small whoop of triumph, and then taps his screen. “I knew you’d come through. You’re the best.”

A little red notification pops up in my inbox, and I open it. But instead of Cam’s name in the message, it’s someone else.

EXECUTIVE LOVER CRUCIBLE: I hear congratulations are in order. Well done on your final exam.

I stare stupidly at the message for a moment. Then, as if I’m watching myself from a distance, my fingers move to reply.

APPRENTICE #540/187503: Thank you, Executive Lover. May you follow your dreams and find yourself in the universe.

I’ve barely pressed Enter when the reply swings back.

EXECUTIVE LOVER CRUCIBLE: I am told by a reliable source that due to your unprecedented scores, you are to be assigned straight into the Hall of Love Coding team.

APPRENTICE #540/187503: That is correct, Executive Lover.

EXECUTIVE LOVER CRUCIBLE: Would you like some extra practice in preparation for your new assignment?

APPRENTICE #540/187503: I am happy to obey, Executive Lover.

EXECUTIVE LOVER CRUCIBLE: Oh, come now. No need to be so formal, Apprentice.

APPRENTICE #540/187503: I apologize, Executive Lover.

EXECUTIVE LOVER CRUCIBLE: I am sending you an example of the kind of code you will be dealing with in here. Be warned: the complexity of this code is far greater than most of the material you have been dealing with thus far. But I want to make sure you can handle the assignment.

APPRENTICE #540/187503: I will do my best, Executive Lover.

EXECUTIVE LOVER CRUCIBLE: Don’t give me any excuse to be upset with you.

APPRENTICE #540/187503: I won’t, Executive Lover.

EXECUTIVE LOVER CRUCIBLE: Good. Find the exploit in this code, and I will be satisfied.

APPRENTICE #540/187503: Yes, Executive Lover.

Shortly after my reply, an attachment arrives in my inbox, labelled with a long, incomprehensible serial number for a name. I move it into my console app and watch as the waterfall of code scrolls down the screen.

For a few minutes I flick it forward and backward, savoring the view as if I’m exploring a new part of Love City. I quickly stop seeing symbols and commands and start seeing the structures behind it. I see locked doors and security code consoles, which begin to give me a mental picture of rooms and halls and camera arrays. Behind the numbers are spaces, the codes a window into a place I have only visited once, but still remember as if it were this morning.

[image: * * *]

Memory Date: 2282.307 (five years ago)

Memory Location: Train station elevator

“If it does not trouble you, Executive Lover, I was wondering if you could tell us where we are?” Hodge stands beside me, looking innocently at Executive Lover Crucible. It’s only because I know him better now that I can tell he’s nervous by the tension in his posture.

Crucible’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “Did Dorm Leader not tell you?” he asks insincerely. The predatory smile on his face chills me to the bone. “Ah, yes. That’s right. She had some ridiculous plan as to how you needed to witness Triumph preparations, blah blah blah.” He waves his hand dismissively. “I had a much better idea.”

At that moment, the lift doors open onto an expansive glass-and-concrete half dome. Four times the size of our assembly atrium, the far walls curve overhead in a lattice of laser-carved beams. Sunlight streams down on the polished concrete floor like glittering jewels. Opposite the outer dome wall and to our left, a vision screen as high as an apartment block projects the Supreme Executive’s faces, intermingled with scenes of Love Collective Triumph and slogans.

Love always Triumphs.

Haters will never succeed.

Love all. Be all.

Outside the dome and across a vast stone courtyard, a blindingly white building towers high above us.

“Welcome to the Hall of Love,” Crucible says, his wizened face wrinkling in a wide, benevolent smile.
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A faithful Lover submits to the will of the Collective.

Learn in quietness, children. Be silent and live.

–Supreme Lover Midgate

As I try and get my bearings in the code Crucible sent, I get an excited thrill. I’m not just looking at the Hall of Love. I’m looking at a small portion where security is at the highest level possible.

“Where exactly is this?” I wonder even as the answer floats in front of my face. I scroll back and forth, travelling in my mind’s eye through invisible corridors and door locks. Suddenly, I catch sight of a small block of code that sends my mind reeling. It’s not that the code is difficult to understand. It’s the name that I find there:

MIDGATE.

“What the—” I scroll back and forth again. What exactly am I looking at right now?

“Have you seen this?” I ask out loud, sending my screen to the center of the room. The code glows in the air in the center of the console chairs, drifting downward in slow, elegant streams. Cam squints at it for a few seconds, then his face goes slack.

“What . . . wait.” His voice quivers with alarm. “That’s not what I think it is, is it?”

“Don’t worry. It’s read-only.”

“No way.” Cam shakes his head, disbelieving. “Someone actually gave you permission to look at Midgate’s security protocol?”

“Yeah.” I don’t tell him that Crucible personally sent the code to my inbox. My initial excitement has begun to fade into anxious jitters. What is Crucible playing at, giving me this?

Cam swallows nervously. “I’m just looking at supply-chain infiltrations. But you . . .” He shakes his head again. “You went for the center of the entire Collective just for fun?”

It’s my turn to shrug. “Apparently I need a decent project if I’m going to confirm the Hall job.”

“Speechless.” Cam stares at the code, wide-eyed and wondering.

“It’s not like I’m looking at her or anything. It’s just the protocol around the edges of her security detail. I can’t see people in there.”

Cam looks a little mollified. “Still.”

“Cam.” I tilt my head at him. “Code that stops fanboy nutjobs from tracking our Supreme Leader is not exactly that big a deal.”

“‘Fanboy nutjobs’? What are you—like four hundred years old or something?”

“You’re just jealous because you don’t get to research Hall of Love code.” I turn back to the code fragment I’ve been working on.

As I flick the code upward again, another small subscript catches my eye. “What’s that doing there?” I mutter under my breath. With a single tap of my finger, I take the script off the central screen so Cam can’t see what I’ve just discovered.

“That shouldn’t—” Shouldn’t be there—at least, not in that part of the Hall of Love. I stare at it, dumbfounded. The anomaly stares back. Cold, creeping fear breaks out in a clammy sweat across the back of my neck. I check the script again, just to make sure I’m not imagining things.

Unaware of what I’m feeling, Cam hams it up, slinking his shoulders down and pretending to bow and dip his head. “You keep coding the big stuff, Apprentice Bigshot. Us app monkeys gots to find our supper where’s we can.”

I laugh a little too loudly. “You’re funny.” But I abruptly cut the laughter off. “Get back to work.” My throat feels as if it’s constricting, and I swallow hard to try and clear the fear out of it.

He keeps joking, but I ignore him until his chatter quiets. I’m too busy trying to process.

It can’t be. But it is. Why would Crucible send this to an Apprentice? Mind whirling with questions and panic, I lift my hands to dig deeper into the Hall of Love code. Just as my fingers reach the glass, something stops me.

Not here.

Obedient to the warning, I shut down my console and stand.

“Sorry that I didn’t get to help you with your list.” I smile at Cam. “But I remembered . . . uh . . . something I have to do.”

Cam just grunts, and I dash from the room, snatching the console’s portable screen as I go.

[image: * * *]

Memory Date: 2285.011 (three years ago)

Memory Location: Secret bunker

“Hodge, what do we do?” Allegra’s voice is tremulous. Her legs jiggle wildly, and her eyes dart from side to side as if the Love Squad is going to jump through concrete walls at any moment.

Fife nods, looking nervously at the door of our bunker meeting room. “Without Akela here, who’s going to protect us?”

Hodge’s chair makes a little squeaking noise on the concrete when he leans forward. “The Composer will be with us no matter what happens,” he says. In the dim reddish light, the scar on his cheek is a streak of shadow.

“But Fuschious will find us and Realign us,” Allegra says, voice rising to a high, thin wail. “We can’t keep meeting here.”

“Allegra, I know it’s scary.” I reach out to pat her shoulder. “But panic will only make them find us faster.”

She looks at me with tearful eyes, and I have a sudden urge to give her a reassuring hug. But she shifts away slightly, so I don’t bother. I haven’t been her favourite person since . . . well, since Hodge and I started going on City missions.

“You’re right, though, Allegra,” Hodge says. “We need to lie low for a while until we know exactly what’s going on. This will be our final meeting until I’m sure we can get together safely.”

“But—” Piccolo blurts. “We need the Song. I need the Song right now. Especially the fragment Cadence brought us last week.”

Hodge shakes his head. “It’s only
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