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  If the dream is a translation of waking life, waking life is also a translation of the dream.




  —RENÉ MAGRITTE
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  “MY PRECIOUS!”




  (THE LORD OF THE RINGS)




  The star freighter’s hangar lay destroyed in the aftermath of the massacre. Overhead fluorescents flickered on and

  off, yellow safety lights humming in darkened corners. Blood marred the corrugated panels of the launch floor, and fingerprints marked the last moments of the flight crew. The dead were piled in

  heaps . . . but the room was far from empty.




  The hangar echoed with macabre slurping. Alien creatures hunched spiderlike as they fed on the bodies of the dead and dying. Across the deck, interstellar transports were tumbled like

  children’s toys, some untouched, others burning. Electricity buzzed and snapped from exposed wires. Only one escape pod remained intact. Its door hung agape, a forgotten oxygen pack and the

  remains of what could have been a young man alongside it.




  “Dragnat all anyway,” a voice grumbled.




  From the far corner of the room, a rugged man with sweat-slicked blond hair limped into view, a little girl wearing an oversize freighter captain’s jacket a step behind him. Both carried

  blasters—the jumped-up weapon of the Rebellion—though the child’s dragged along the floor, too heavy for her thin arms. The man’s broad shoulders were hunched in anger, his

  expression determined despite the bloody slice across one cheekbone and the bullet wound spreading blood below his right knee. He glanced both ways.




  Faint beeping filled the air, the time remaining flashing on panels around the room.




  1:32 . . . 1:31 . . . 1:30 . . . 1:29 . . .




  The child stared up at him with wide eyes. “Spartan?”




  He gazed longingly at the escape pod. Perhaps forty feet separated the craft from the mismatched pair, but there were at least twice that many feeders blocking their path. “The bugs are

  still at it. Gonna be a hell of a fight to get through.” The aliens were engrossed in their gorging, but any movement would spark another attack. He knew this from experience.




  A small hand tugged at his jacket. “Can we go back and hide?”




  He crouched beside the girl, brushing a tangled curl behind her ear. Pain tightened his features, but he forced it away with a confident smile. “Countdown’s already on. We’ve

  gotta go, darlin’.”




  The girl nodded. “Is there another way out?” she asked, her eyes drifting to the grisly tableau beyond his shoulder.




  “Not this time.”




  The little girl lifted her blaster. The oversize weapon wobbled in her hands. “You run,” she said, nodding to the teeming deck. “I’ll cover you.”




  The man let out a choking laugh and stood. He ruffled her hair. “Next time. All right?” He reached for her gun. “I’ll take both blasters. You run to the pod.”




  The girl let him take her weapon but didn’t move. “But if you—”




  Spartan cleared his throat. “Get in the pod and blast out of here the second the door’s latched. I’ll follow you in the next pod.” He winked. “Easy as

  pie.”




  The child twisted around, searching for the second escape shuttle she couldn’t see. Spartan touched her chin, forcing her to look up at him. “When you’re free of the ship,

  punch in the codes for Terra and—”




  An ear-shattering alarm blared through every speaker in the freighter, and the child threw her arms around Spartan’s legs. “Warning,” a woman’s electronic voice

  announced. “Self-destruct protocol in thirty seconds. All personnel in escape pods launch immediately. Twenty-nine . . . Twenty-eight . . . Twenty-seven . . .”




  The alarm unsettled the aliens from their meal. The bugs rose on spindly legs, exoskeletons clattering as they scuttled nervously away from the corpses. The clicking of mandibles reached the man

  and child, still poised in the doorway. It was a warning, the last one they’d get.




  “You ready, darlin’?” Spartan asked. His attention was on the bugs, moving in. A blaster would slow them—not stop them—and he knew it.




  “Fifteen . . . Fourteen . . . Thirteen . . .”




  The nearest bug crouched, its compound legs compressing as it prepared to leap.




  “G’bye, Spartan,” the girl whispered. “I’ll wait for—”




  The lights abruptly switched to red, flashing alongside a deafening beacon. “Ten . . .” Another flash. “Nine . . .” Flash.




  The bug hissed.




  “Run!” Spartan bellowed.




  The girl sprinted across the metal deck, her shoes sliding on patches of blood. The roar of weaponry echoed off panels and girders. The nearest bug flew backward, shot midjump. The girl dashed

  past. Drawn by the sounds of the attack, the other aliens charged. Light flared from the barrels of both blasters. The closest bugs fell, their crustacean exo-skins torn open, but for every one

  that stopped moving, two more replaced it. The feeders clambered over the dead and the bodies of one another, focused entirely on the single remaining human who dared attack them.




  “Seven . . . Six . . .”




  Alone and unseen, the child climbed into the pod, slamming her small fist against the door release, and buckling herself into the chair. The only time she looked up was when the sound of the

  blasters stopped.




  “Five . . . Four . . .”




  Tears on her cheeks, she hit the release button and was launched backward from the grip of the dying ship.




  “Three . . . Two . . .”




  For a moment, everything hung, unchanged, against the black sheet of night. The ship rippled. With a shudder, fire spewed across the hull in a chain reaction. In a flash, a recoil implosion drew

  the ship’s metal sheathing inward like crumpled tissue. After that, there was only silence.




  A solitary escape pod, containing the last remaining member of the once-proud Star Freighter Elysium, crossed the darkness of space, en route to Terra.
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  The aisle lighting came on with a faint buzz, and the spray of stars on-screen faded from reality into two dimensions. A young woman in the front row watched, heart in throat,

  as the credits rolled. Music swelled in a trumpet blare as the Starveil theme surged. Tears filled her eyes. The first and largest name hovered on-screen for an interminable moment:

  Tom Grander in his final role as Matt Spartan.




  “No!” she cried.




  The movie theater was oddly quiet. A few people stumbled drunkenly down the aisles, their faces racked with horror. A woman at the back blew her nose with a honk, and someone else cleared his

  throat. The final credits rolled to a stop, music fading, and those remaining stared at the screen, hopeful.




  There was no postcredit clip as there’d been with the previous four films.




  The main lights rose, revealing a luminous young woman, with tears streaming down her face, and her companion, a dark-haired man, like a photograph from another century. He had one ankle

  crossing his knee, a pair of doeskin gloves clutched in one hand, and a pocket watch dangling from his lapel.




  The brightness had released the audience, and the exodus from the theater began in earnest. A middle-aged woman did an awkward two-step as she exited in front of the pair. Subdued chatter

  followed the dwindling crowd, whispers rather than hoots.




  “Liv, are you okay?” the young man asked.




  Liv shook her head, her long hair falling forward to hide her face. “No,” she croaked. Xander would never understand what this felt like: watching your favorite character die. He

  wasn’t a Starveil fan like she was.




  The strangely dressed young man glared at the faded screen, eyes hooded in subtle dismay. “That ending was . . . not quite what I’d expected.”




  “He’s not dead,” Liv said. “He can’t be.”




  Xander ran his hands down his velvet lapels, signet ring twinkling. “But if the girl got in the last pod,” he mused, “and the countdown was on four, then by the

  time—”




  Liv spun on him. “He’s not dead!” she shouted. “They’d never kill Spartan!”




  He opened his mouth, then closed it again. After a moment, he lifted his pocket watch and peered down at the crystal surface. It was nearly 3:00 a.m., the midnight showing of the newest

  Starveil movie finished. Across the continental United States, countless other fans were emerging shell-shocked from theaters. Liv knew they should go, but she was rooted to her seat. If

  she left with Xander, then it was over. It was real.




  Spartan can’t be dead!




  Xander dropped the watch back into his pocket. He sat up, pulling on his gloves.




  “We should go,” he said gently.




  “I can’t. Not yet.”




  A vacuum started. Xander stood, flipping the long tails of his jacket behind him and stretching. “Liv,” he sighed. “I get that you’re upset. But they’re starting to

  clean the—”




  “No!”




  A long, uneasy silence followed her outburst. The final patrons filed out the doors. Besides the cleaning crew, Xander and Liv were the only ones left. She knew he was waiting for her, but her

  long fall of brown hair blocked him from view. She felt the first rush of panicked sobbing about to start, and she forced it down.




  Not dead, her mind screamed. Spartan can’t be dead!




  His hand brushed her shoulder. “You wait here,” Xander said. “I’ll go get the car.”




  She nodded. Xander squeezed her shoulder before he sprinted up the aisle.




  No! No! NO! This can’t be happening.




  Liv’s hands began to shake, the tremors spreading to her arms and legs. I don’t believe it! MRM would NEVER kill off the main character. This is WRONG! She could feel the

  words bubbling in her throat, rage tipping the balance of her pain. Xander reached the door and glanced back one last time. This isn’t real! I can’t handle this! THIS ABSOLUTELY

  CANNOT BE HAPPENING!




  He stepped through.




  Liv waited until the theater door closed before she surged to her feet. The nearby attendant—a pimply teen sweeping popcorn—looked up with cow-eyed interest.




  “This is wrong!” Liv shouted at the screen. “You can’t do this to people! Spartan deserved a better ending! It’s not FAIR!”




  The boy’s sweeping stopped.




  “Spartan wasn’t supposed to die! He had a mission—I believed in that! . . . I believed in HIM!” Tears choked her words. “Spartan always makes it through, no matter

  WHAT! He’s the hero of the story! He’s the reason the resistance exists! He’s . . . He’s . . .”




  “Miss?” the boy asked. “Are you okay?”




  She turned on him, hands rising. “No! I’m not okay!” she screamed. “I’m ANYTHING but okay!” Liv took a sobbing breath. “Spartan’s DEAD,

  don’t you see? H-how is that supposed to be okay?!”




  The attendant stared at her. “Miss, I—”




  “WHAT?!”




  The boy’s eyes darted to the other attendant, staring open-mouthed at Liv’s display. “Miss, I think you should probably leave the theater.”




  Liv took a few defiant steps forward. “Fine!” She kicked the empty popcorn bag out of her way and stomped up the aisle. The second attendant swung the door for her and jumped out of

  her way as she passed.




  “Thanks!” the attendant called. “Come again!”
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      @LivOutLoud: Spartan can’t be dead. I don’t believe it. I need brain bleach. Something to UNSEE the last ten minutes of that film. *ugly

      crying*




      @StarVeilBrian1981: @LivOutLoud You got into an early showing too?




      @LivOutLoud: @StarVeilBrian1981 Yes-but I wish I hadn’t! DON’T GO BRIAN.




      @StarVeilBrian1981: @LivOutLoud Too late. Furious with MRM! How could he do this to us?




      @LivOutLoud: @StarVeilBrian1981 How? He hates the fans. No question about it.




      @StarVeilBrian1981: @LivOutLoud So done with this franchise. We deserved a better ending.




      @LivOutLoud: @StarVeilBrian1981 Agreed. I couldn’t leave the theater. My heart is broken. :(#RIPSpartan




      @JoesWoes: @LivOutLoud @StarVeilBrian1981 Liv? Brian? Just logged on. How was Starveil 5? Tell me ALL the smutty details! MUST KNOW! :D #Spartan




      @StarVeilBrian1981: @JoesWoes OMG OMG OMG DON’T SEE THE MOVIE, JOE!!!!!!!! STICK WITH FIC!!!!!!!!!!!! You can’t unsee this. :(#Spartan

      #AllTheFeels




      @JoesWoes: @StarVeilBrian1981 @LivOutLoud What happened?!?!? Tell me!




      @LivOutLoud: @JoesWoes Search the #Spartan tag. Or don’t . . . Ugh.




      @JoesWoes: @LivOutLoud Searching now.




      @JoesWoes: @LivOutLoud This just-NO. It’s a hoax. Some troll having fun!




      @LivOutLoud: @JoesWoes This is not a hoax, Joe. It’s real. I SAW THE MOVIE. MRM deserves a slow, painful death.




      @JoesWoes: @StarVeilBrian1981 @LivOutLoud AAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!! WHAT?!?!?!?!?!?!?!?!




      @LivOutLoud: @JoesWoes *gentle hugs* Sorry, bb.




      @JoesWoes: @StarVeilBrian1981 @LivOutLoud I can’t believe that’s real. TELL ME THAT’S METAPHORIC DEATH, NOT LITERAL.




      @LivOutLoud: @JoesWoes The credits said “Tom Grander in his FINAL role as Matt Spartan.” This is NOT a metaphor. It’s real.

      Spartan’s dead.




      @JoesWoes: @LivOutLoud No! It can’t be! *clings* This is AWFUL!




      @StarVeilBrian1981: @JoesWoes @LivOutLoud
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      @LivOutLoud: @StarVeilBrian1981 If I wasn’t crying, Brian, I’d laugh. Your Photoshop skills are amazing. That’s EXACTLY how it is!




      @LivOutLoud: @JoesWoes *hugs* Sorry, hon. But you should see it prepared. (Bring tissues.) Tom Grander is phenomenal, but . . . Ouch!




      @JoesWoes: @LivOutLoud MRM killed our unicorn! I will NEVER get over this.




      @StarVeilBrian1981: @JoesWoes @LivOutLoud Look at this one. RT: @Veilmeister




      [image: ]




      @JoesWoes: @StarVeilBrian1981 @Veilmeister It’s good, but it doesn’t make me feel any better. *sobs*




      @LivOutLoud: @JoesWoes @StarVeilBrian1981 Me neither. :(((((I’m heading off to read some fic and cry.




      @JoesWoes: @LivOutLoud AU fic, I hope. :(




      @LivOutLoud: @JoesWoes AU forever. :(*sighs* This can’t be real.
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  Liv stared at the empty kitchen table, considering her options. She and her mother had a large stash of plastic cutlery, but tonight she reached for the metal ones. Two glass

  tumblers followed the forks onto the table. Salt and pepper shakers finished the look. The effect was immediate: real, not pretend. On a whim, Liv considered using cloth napkins rather than paper

  towels, but she had no idea where to look. Liv couldn’t remember the last time they’d eaten anything but takeout. Dad had been the one who cooked.




  She moved from one spot to the other, arranging the settings while she replayed the last ten minutes of Starveil Five. She sat in the same position at the dinner table she’d sat

  at all her life. Her mother, Katherine, always took the place next to Liv, facing the empty spot that no one ever took, not even her mother’s boyfriend, Gary, when he stayed for dinner. The

  chair and untouched place mat were like the artificial flowers in Grandma Fortin’s house: sterile, scentless. But year after year, the dusty arrangement stayed.




  Liv stepped past the empty chair, her memory full of the other nights in her childhood when her dad had sat there. It was a Thursday, Liv thought. I was setting the table—same

  as now—and he was already gone.




  She pressed her lids closed, breathing slowly until the tightness in her chest faded.




  I didn’t know he was dead.




  Hands quaking, Liv pulled down two plates and closed the cupboard doors. Her mother would be home with dinner soon. She’d be bringing something precooked and easy to serve. Takeout

  wasn’t a question in the Walden household. It was a fact. Another thing that had changed that long-ago Thursday.




  If she’d been feeling ambitious, Liv might have picked up groceries and persuaded Xander to teach her another of his “soon to be famous” recipes. With three little brothers and

  a mom who worked nights, he had taught himself how to cook. As Xander always said, “it was that or starve,” but Liv had been proctoring in the audio lab all afternoon—adjusting

  audio levels for amateur musical performances—and by the time she made it back, she was wiped. Besides, Liv reasoned, whenever Xander cooked, he talked. . . . And tonight she wasn’t in

  the mood to hear about his latest cosplay ideas, or—worse yet—his last date with Arden, his bubbly girlfriend. The duo made a striking couple. (Liv could see that as much as anyone.)

  Arden was light and laughter to Xander’s brooding looks, but Liv wasn’t in the mood to hear about their evident happiness.




  She was grieving.




  Liv flopped onto the couch and pulled out her phone to scroll through the latest postings on the various Spartan websites. Almost a week after the Christmas Eve release, there were spoilers

  everywhere. The entire Starveil fandom was in an uproar over Spartan’s death. Liv’s throat grew thick and painful, and she searched until she found a fix-it AU, posted just

  today. She was halfway through reading it when she heard the garage door open. Katherine swirled through the doorway, coat flapping like the sails of a ship.




  “Dinner’s on!” she called, dropping a moisture-soaked bag onto the floor of the entrance.




  Liv popped her head around the corner, snatching up the bag before it could soak through. “Smells good.”




  “Hope it tastes as good,” Katherine said. “Missed lunch because of the presentation. I’m starving.”




  Liv peeked inside the paper bag as she headed to the kitchen. She groaned.




  “Mom, you know I hate fried chicken.”




  Her mother gave a long-suffering sigh. “I had a coupon, Liv. Two can dine for—”




  “I know, I know. It’s just greasy and gross and—”




  Katherine set her laptop bag on the floor next to the table. “I thought you said it smelled good.”




  “I did.”




  “Then what’s the problem?”




  Liv slumped in her chair. “It’s the thought of it I don’t like, Mom, not the smell.”




  “Then pretend it’s something else.”




  Liv lifted the corner of the first lid. “Not working.”




  “Oh, Liv. Just work with me. All right?”




  Liv put spoons into the paper tubs and took an extra helping of coleslaw. (You could survive on coleslaw, couldn’t you?) Her mother nudged the chicken toward her, and Liv took the smallest

  piece in the tub.




  “How was your day?” her mother asked.




  Liv made a production out of picking off the chicken skin and dabbing the meat with a paper towel. The action gave her time to collect her thoughts as she forced herself to return to the hours

  she’d spent volunteering in the audio lab. She was surprised to realize she could barely remember it. With Spartan’s death still hanging over her life, nothing else felt real.




  “All right, I guess,” Liv said, adding a scoop of potato salad. “Made it through.”




  Her mother patted her shoulder absently. “That doesn’t sound good, Liv.”




  “Just distracted by things.”




  “Fandom things?”




  “Er, yes.” Liv shrugged. “You know how it is.”




  Her mother pursed her lips and pointed at Liv with a spoon. “You’re not still going on about the ending of that Starveil movie, are you? Goodness, Liv, you don’t have

  time to get wrapped up in the fandom nonsense.”




  It was an argument they’d had many times during senior year, when her mother was focused on Liv’s grades, but Liv was so busy vidding at night she could barely stay awake during the

  day. It had come to a head almost one year ago when Liv’s crash-and-burn SAT score had destroyed any chance at a full scholarship. Widow’s pension and student loans it was.




  When Liv didn’t reply, her mother leaned forward, frowning. “Liv, I don’t like the sound of this.”




  “But I didn’t say anything!”




  “You didn’t have to,” her mother said. “You’ve been moody all week. You’re hardly eating.” She pushed another piece of chicken onto Liv’s plate.

  “It’s like you’re in mourning.”




  “I am!” Liv snapped. “Spartan died, Mom. It was a terrible ending.”




  “It’s just a movie, Liv. And I don’t want fandom to affect your grades.”




  “But we’re on winter break. Classes haven’t even started.”




  “You know what happened last year when you got involved. . . .”




  Liv knew better than to argue. Her mother equated fandom with Liv’s dismal high school performance. Liv had thought that the university—and a tech program—would change her

  mother’s mind about vidding.




  It hadn’t.




  “Can you pass the fries?” Liv asked. Katherine nudged the container toward her daughter, and Liv rushed to fill the silence before the argument could restart. “So how was

  work?”




  Katherine put down her fork. “Good enough, I guess.”




  Liv opened her mouth to keep the diversion going, but Katherine was faster. “Liv, about this whole Spartan thing . . . I just think you’re old enough to let it go.”




  “Meaning what?”




  Her mother’s expression grew hard. “Meaning it’s time to move on.”




  “But I don’t—”




  “You need to grow up, Liv. Fandom messed up your college plans already. I don’t want it to—”




  “I’m in college! I’m doing fine!”




  “You’re doing fine now, but what’ll happen if you go off track again?”




  Liv surged to her feet, chair squealing. “Then I guess that’ll be my life I screw up. Not yours!”




  In seconds, Liv had her coat on and was out the door, running down the street to the bus stop. She blinked in the icy air, eyes burning.




  If anyone could make her feel better, it’d be Xander.
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  “I AM A LEAF ON THE WIND.”




  (SERENITY)




  Xander was cashing out his till when Liv arrived at Cup O’ Joe.




  “Give me five minutes,” he said with a wave. “Just got to switch over for Marcy.”




  “No problem. I’ll wait.”




  She scanned the interior, searching for spots.




  Situated in downtown’s Pearl Street outdoor mall, the coffeehouse was a hippie enclave left over from the sixties. Mismatched chairs and tables congregated in groups. Dark wood, textured

  pillows, and buttery leather chairs gave the interior an intimate feel. According to Xander, the owner had declined at least five buyout attempts by chain coffee shops, but Liv had never been

  inside until she and Xander became friends in early September. In the months since, Liv had become a fixture. Cup O’ Joe was her personal hangout when being at home was too cloying (or too

  lonely).




  Tonight, the café was packed. Shoppers in search of post-holiday deals filled the seats near the windows; boots and hats cluttered the coatrack. Liv’s mouth turned down in

  irritation as Bing Crosby’s voice echoed through tinny speakers:




  

    

      “I’m dreaming of a white Christmas




      Just like the ones I used to know . . .”


    


  




  “Christmas was ruined,” Liv grumbled as she spotted a pair of empty chairs. “And MRM is to blame.”




  She tossed her bag onto the floor and sat in the faded recliner. Feeling somewhat conspicuous, Liv pulled out her phone.




  She scanned the Starveil posts, her mood darkening. Spartan had been a part of her life since elementary school. Losing him felt like having a piece of herself torn away. No amount of

  fix-it fics or alternate universes could change the fact that her one true character had died. A woman paused next to Liv’s knee, disrupting her thoughts.




  “Is this seat taken?”




  “Yeah, it is.” Liv lifted her bag and set it on the seat. “My friend’s just getting our coffee now.”




  The woman wandered away and Liv peered to the counter, where Xander was counting receipts. She groaned. The line for coffee now stretched all the way to the door. Her gaze returned to the

  phone’s glowing screen. In the last minutes, a new discussion had appeared on the Starveil board, and Liv read through it.




  

    

      Post 239, @StarVeilBrian1981:




      I remember how I felt when I watched Serenity, and got to THAT scene. I never thought I’d feel that sort of pain again, but losing Spartan destroyed me. I tried to

      go to work today, but I could barely get out of bed. Spartan’s dead. He’s gone. Does that even feel REAL to anyone???




      Post 240, @JoesWoes:




      I finally saw Starveil Five today. Went alone to a matinee so no one would see me if I had a breakdown. A good choice. :( Even being spoiled, the ending ripped my heart

      out. How could MRM set his fans up like that? All the story needed was for Spartan to have a way out. Even ONE of the damaged shuttles near enough that Spartan and the kid could make it inside.

      I didn’t even care that Elysium got destroyed. But there was no need-NO NEED-to pull a Joss Whedon.




      If I could have five minutes with MRM face-to-face, I’d . . . I’d . . . Well, it’s probably better I don’t have five minutes with him. I’m

      so angry, I can barely breathe. Fandom is the only thing holding me together. D: This is the worst day ever.


    


  




  Eyes swimming with tears, Liv glanced up from her screen to discover Xander had finished cashing out. He grinned at her and mouthed “almost done.” He traded

  his black apron for his signature brocade waistcoat and shook it out, a subtle transition occurring as he slid it up his arms, buttoning one-handed: The cappuccino-wielding waiter had been replaced

  by a Regency rakehell.




  He lifted two steaming cups from the counter, weaving his way through the café to her side. Their eyes met, and Xander’s smile evaporated.




  “Hey, whoa! Are you okay, Liv?”




  “No. Not really.”




  He set the cup next to her elbow, moved the purse off the chair, and sat. “What happened?”




  His concern had tears prickling her eyes. She swallowed hard, forcing her voice to steady. “You saw the ending.”




  Xander stared at her, an expression of confusion hovering over his features. “The ending of . . . ?”




  “Of Starveil Five.”




  His shoulders relaxed, and he slumped back into his chair. “Ah, yes . . . ‘the ending.’ ” He put air quotes around it. “Dear Captain Spartan’s untimely

  demise.” He shook his head. “Seemed a little melodramatic, but I suppose it is space opera, after all.”




  Liv tried to answer, but no words came out. Her throat ached. She had no intention of bursting into tears at Cup O’ Joe, but if she kept thinking about Spartan, it was definitely a

  possibility.




  Xander’s voice dropped. “I take it you’re still upset over it?”




  “Yes,” she croaked.




  He nudged the cup closer. “Would caffeine help?”




  Liv gave him a wobbling smile. “Couldn’t hurt.”




  For a minute, they sat in companionable silence, the bustle of the café mixing with the strangely out-of-date carols. Liv wasn’t happy—couldn’t be happy after

  Spartan!—but she wasn’t alone anymore. Liv liked having someone to sit with, someone you didn’t have to explain things to, someone you could be honest with without fear of

  judgment, someone—




  The telltale sound of pinging interrupted her thoughts. Xander pulled his phone from the voluminous folds of his shirt, the device glowing like a rectangular ghost.




  “Arden says ‘Hello, Liv.’ ”




  Liv rolled her eyes, but Xander—busy typing his reply—missed it.




  “You want to say anything?” he asked.




  “Tell her I say hi back.”




  He laughed to himself, and Liv looked up. (She hadn’t meant that to be funny.)




  “Oh, Arden.” He chuckled, grinning down at the screen as his thumbs tapped in another answer. The phone pinged again, and he laughed louder. “You naughty, naughty

  girl.”




  Liv made a gagging sound.




  Xander looked up. “What’s wrong?”




  “It’d be nice if my best friend could stop flirting with his girlfriend long enough to comfort me.”




  This time Xander rolled his eyes. “Dearest Liv . . . histrionics aside, I really think you’re taking this—”




  The phone pinged again, and he looked down. A giggle escaped his pursed lips. He smothered the laughter under his hand, hiding it behind a bout of coughing.




  Liv glared at the other patrons in the coffeehouse. No one understood.
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      @LivOutLoud: FANGIRL DISTRESS SIGNAL! Send help! I need distractions. STAT.




      @JoesWoes: @LivOutLoud What kind of help?




      @LivOutLoud: @JoesWoes Anything. Everything! I just want Spartan back in my brain, NOW. #RLSucks




      @JoesWoes: @LivOutLoud You got it, sweetie! How about my new fic? I’m already at 5K. Think I’m going to break 50 on this one! Here’s

      the first chapter: http://tinyurl.com/Starveil1




      @LivOutLoud: @JoesWoes It’s awesome but I’ve already read it. (Loving it, btw!)




      @JoesWoes: @LivOutLoud Have you read @SpartanGrrl’s new fic? It’s equal parts angst and smut. SO AWESOME! Let me find you the link.




      @LivOutLoud: @JoesWoes Sounds perfect. *swoons* Spartan take me away!




      @SpartanGrrl: @LivOutLoud @JoesWoes You rang, ladies? :) Smut ahead! http://tinyurl.com/Starveil2




      @LivOutLoud: @SpartanGrrl @JoesWoes Perfect! Thank you SO much! Please send anything else you have. I want it ALL!




      @JoesWoes: @LivOutLoud @SpartanGrrl Woo-hoo! Looks like Liv’s back in the Starveil fandom! *fist bumps* #ItsAliveItsAlive




      @SpartanGrrl: @JoesWoes Glad to have you back in the house! #SpartanSurvived fangirls FOREVER!




      @LivOutLoud: @SpartanGrrl @JoesWoes Aw . . . ladies. You’re making me tear up.




      @SpartanGrrl: @LivOutLoud You’ve been quiet the last while.




      @LivOutLoud: @SpartanGrrl I have. :(




      @JoesWoes: @LivOutLoud Well, I’m glad you’re back. We’ve missed you, sweetie!




      @LivOutLoud: @JoesWoes I’ve been offline, but my heart never left. <3.
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  The Friday before classes began, Liv woke to the sound of voices.




  “Liv?” her mother called. “You around?”




  Footsteps crossed the floor in a distant part of the house. She sat up. Her forgotten laptop slid off her knees and headed for the side of the mattress, but she caught it one-handed before it

  hit the floor. Running a hand over sandpapered eyes, she squinted at the clock. It was twelve thirty, but with the curtains closed, she didn’t know if that meant twelve thirty in the morning

  or at night.




  “Liv?” her mother called in a tense voice. “You awake?”




  Not night then. Morning. She wrinkled her nose as the scent of day-old clothing hit her. She set the laptop aside and stretched. “Hold on a sec, I’m—”




  “Liv!” her mother bellowed from just outside the door. “You awake?”




  Liv jerked. She certainly wasn’t awake enough for that.




  “Yeah, I’m up, I’m up,” she grumbled.




  The door opened a crack, Katherine’s backlit silhouette appearing. “You need to get out of bed, sweetie. I know you’re on winter break, but it’s past noon.”




  Liv stifled a yawn. She’d been up half the night reading Spartan fic. (All the fangirls were.) His death had unsettled the Starveil fandom like no other plot twist. Fan forums

  across the net were buzzing with grief-stricken posts.




  Katherine frowned. “Are you sick, Liv?” she asked. “You look pale.”




  “Couldn’t sleep last night. I’ll be down in a minute.”




  “Well, hurry, please,” her mother said with a sympathetic smile. “Gary brought over some lunch for us.”




  Liv groaned.




  Gary Blodgett was Katherine’s longtime boyfriend and the manager of the local printshop. Though Gary and Katherine’s relationship was lukewarm at best, they’d been together

  since Liv was in high school. Liv avoided talking to Gary if at all possible. Gary did the same for her.




  “I’m not really that hungry,” Liv said. “You guys go ahead.”




  “Come down and have a little. I’m worried about you.”




  “I’m fine.”




  “You’re not.”




  “I am.”




  “It’s Chinese,” Katherine said. “And I asked Gary to get extra cookies for you.”




  A grin spread across Liv’s face. Chinese wasn’t her favorite food per se, but Chinese meant fortune cookies, and that part she loved.




  “How many?”




  Her mother laughed and closed the door behind her. “Five,” she called as she headed down the hallway. “But you’d better hurry up, or I’m taking them all.”




  Liv found yesterday’s jeans and a fresh hoodie, dressing in record time. One foot was still asleep, and as she hobbled down the hallway, she heard Gary grumble: “Running late

  already. Should just start without her.”




  “Please do, Gary,” Liv muttered.




  When she reached the table, they were dressed for the outdoors. Liv’s mother wore the same serviceable black wool jacket she always wore. The one that was “too good to throw

  away” and made Liv feel guilty for asking for anything new. Gary, on the other hand, was a real-life version of Elmer Fudd, with his hunter’s cap and plaid jacket.




  “You guys going somewhere?”




  “We’re seeing a matinee,” Katherine said through a mouthful of noodles. “Hurry and you can join us.”




  “Um . . .”




  “It’s no bother,” Katherine said. “We’d love for you to come. One last outing before school starts up again.”




  Gary grumbled something inaudible, and Liv’s jaw clenched. This was why he annoyed her.




  “I’ll think about it,” Liv said.




  Lunch started in silence, the time-crunch giving them an excuse to keep discussion to a minimum. In a few minutes, Liv had carried her plate to the dishwasher. She reached for the Chinese food

  bag.




  “You should thank Gary for the cookies,” her mother said. “He’s the one who picked them up.”




  “Thanks.”




  Liv fished out the five cookies and laid them on the counter. She ran her fingers over the plastic covers, a tingling sensation shooting through her fingertips. It was too strange for her to put

  into words. She’d never even told Xander, and they’d been friends for months. But there were times the fortunes weren’t just words. And somehow Liv always felt her father was

  there when she opened just the right one. It sounded crazy because it was crazy. But it felt true.




  She tore open the first package and broke the cookie to release the paper, smoothing it between thumb and forefinger as she read: Laughter is the best medicine.




  With a grimace, Liv set it back on the counter. Her mother lifted her brows.




  “Not mine,” Liv said.




  “You always do this.” Katherine laughed.




  “Which is why I always tell you to order extra.”




  Her mother suppressed a grin as Liv opened the next.




  A grand adventure awaits you.




  Liv groaned and crumpled it up, grabbing another.




  Your passions will bring you many friends.




  Disgusted, Liv scowled at the remaining two cookies.




  “You can have mine,” her mother offered. “I don’t mind.”




  “Thanks,” Liv said, half-closing her eyes in concentration. “Just need the right one.”




  Nothing happened for several seconds and then . . . A faint twinge, like a single spark, ran up her arm to settle in her chest. Liv grabbed the cookie nearest her and broke it open.




  It’s up to you to make your happy ending.




  Liv stared at it a moment, rereading the words. Did it mean life? Because if it did, then Liv disagreed. Sometimes life was downright unfair. Bad things happened to good people. Her

  father’s death was the perfect example.




  Katherine stood from the table, buttoning her coat and pulling on her mittens.




  “Find the right one?” she asked.




  “Not sure.”




  “Well, we should get going. Don’t want to be late to the movie.”




  Liv stared at the fortune in her hand. “You guys have fun,” she said in a distracted voice. “I’ll get the dishes.”




  “But aren’t you coming along?”




  “I’m not feeling up to it.”




  “You’re not still going on about the ending of that Star Trek movie, are you?” Gary said.




  Liv’s chin jerked up in surprise. Gary rarely acknowledged her presence, never mind spoke directly to her.




  “I-it’s Starveil . . . and I don’t know what you mean.”




  “Oh, your mother told me all about it.”




  “She what?” Liv spun back to her mother, who was studiously avoiding eye contact.




  “Hiding in your room all day. Reading fan-fic. Not giving a bit of attention to the world going on around you.” Gary Blodgett wasn’t known for his talking, and Liv wasn’t

  sure if this was a joke or not. He never intervened. Rarely acknowledged her presence at all. “You’ve been carrying on like a spoiled kid,” he added.




  “I have not!”




  “Sounds to me like you need a good swift kick in the—”




  “Gary!” Katherine gasped. She turned to Liv. “I just want to make sure you’re okay.”




  “I am! But I wish you’d brought this up with me. Gary has no business—”




  He jabbed a stubby finger at Liv. “You need to stop moping!”




  “I—I’m not. I’m just busy. I—I—” She felt her throat close. There was no way she could explain to him—someone with absolutely no

  imagination—what it was like to lose Spartan. A man like Gary would never understand her love of the Starveil series. “I—I’m fine,” she said. “And

  it’s hardly your place to—”




  “Your mother asked my opinion, and I’m giving it.”




  “Gary, please,” Katherine pleaded. “We’re going to be late to the movie.”




  He muttered something about “warming up the car” and headed to the front door. It closed with a bang that rattled the pictures. Liv went to leave, but her mother stepped in her way,

  putting her hands on her shoulders.




  “All I said to Gary was that you’d been really quiet the last few days. And you have been.” She squeezed gently. “I was worried about you, Liv. That’s

  all.”




  “You don’t have to be.”




  “Please, sweetie. Come along . . . for me.”




  “Not today. Okay? I’m not in the mood.”




  Her mother’s smile faded into something careworn, and she let go of Liv’s shoulders. “Another time then? Just the two of us?”




  “Definitely.”




  When the door closed behind her mother, Liv unclenched her fists, staring down at the crumpled fortune in her palm: It’s up to you to make your happy ending.




  With those words, an idea flickered in the recesses of her mind. She smiled. Liv tucked the paper into her pocket, swept the broken pieces of cookie into the wrinkled brown bag, and brushed her

  hands over the sink. She grabbed her phone and tapped in a text.




  

    

      

        You working now, Xander?


      




      

        Ugh. YES. The Dickensian drudgery of it is slowly killing me.


      




      

        When do you get off?


      




      

        At six thirty.


      




      

        You have plans with Arden?


      




      

        Not tonight. Why?


      




      

        I’m coming by. I’ve got an idea I want to run by you. :D
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  Xander was waiting outside Cup O’ Joe when Liv arrived. Icy fingers of wind dug under her coat as she trudged up the street, whereas Xander, with his long wool cloak and

  knee-high riding boots, was much better dressed for the weather.




  Catching sight of her, he waved his walking stick. “Liv! Over here, dearest!” (As if she’d assume the Jonathan Harker look-alike was anyone but him.) Dracula

  was set nowhere near Boulder, she thought, but she’d be willing to bet she could match it for mood.




  “I thought you would’ve grabbed us a table,” Liv said, her breath clouding the frosty air. “It’s freezing out.”




  Snow swirled around the streetlights, catching on Xander’s hair and peppering his top hat, giving the scene a postcard appeal.




  “Joe’s is packed,” he said. “I tried, believe me. We’ll have to—” Xander’s dashing grin backflipped into a look of concern as he saw her face.

  “Christ, Liv, you look terrible!” he said, giving her a once-over. “Whatever happened?”




  Liv burrowed her nose into her scarf. “Nice to see you, too, Xander.”




  “I’m sorry for saying so, but you really do look dreadful.”




  “That is not an apology.” She glowered at him. “You are a terrible best friend.”




  Xander groaned. “Oh come now, Liv. You know what I mean.”




  “I don’t.”




  He waved a hand toward her mismatched ensemble. “Your hair isn’t washed, your clothes are wrinkled, your shoes—”




  “Not all of us live in a state of constant cosplay,” Liv interrupted. Her voice dropped. “Or perfection,” she muttered, thinking of Arden’s long blond hair, pert

  body, and designer clothes.




  Xander’s gloved hand brushed her elbow, and he gave her a gentle smile. “But you don’t look like you, dearest, and that worries me.”




  Liv knew it was true, because his words were growing into that strange hybrid of modern American and fake British upper crust. The first week of classes, Xander had gotten into an argument with

  their professor in the middle of class, and that same BBC-approved accent had come through. He was concerned.




  Liv glanced over his shoulder to the window of Cup O’ Joe. Xander was right. Every seat was taken. “So where do you want to go?” she sighed. “ ’Cause I’m

  turning into a Popsicle out here.”
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