“Daddy?”

Tarvoth paused, his hand poised over the switch that would extinguish the fluorescent globes.  “What is it, Sunny?”

Lucine peered at him from amid the piles of blankets, and held up her doll.  “Sadie wants to hear a story.”

Tarvoth heaved a heavy sigh.  “I think Sadie is just trying to stay up past her bed time.”  His tone was rougher than he had meant it to be, and Lucine flinched at the sound of it.  He forced himself to take a deep breath before speaking again, in a voice that was significantly softer.  “Get some rest, Sunny.  We've got a long day tomorrow.”  The funeral was going to be rough for the both of them.

The doll disappeared as Lucine buried herself in the blankets.  “ 'Kay.”  

Tarvoth closed his eyes tightly and took another deep breath.  Even with that one syllable, he could tell that the girl was close to tears.  Hell, he was close to tears himself.  All she wanted was a story.  At most, it would only delay his night of heavy drinking by a few minutes.  He crossed the room and sat down on Lucine's bed.  “All right, all right.  So which story did Sadie want to hear?”

Lucine's tiny face reappeared amid the blankets.  “She wants to hear the story about how you and Mommy met.”

Tarvoth froze, feeling like he had been punched in the gut.  “I... I don't... I can't....”  Lucine stared up at him, through green eyes that were exactly like her mother's.  The very mention of Evangeline made his heart ache.  To remember her hurt more than he could bear.  He stared into Lucine's eyes as he struggled to find the words to tell her so.

Pull yourself together, he told himself harshly.  All things, considering, he was getting off easy.  Lucine wanted him to tell her about the happiest day of his life.  It was better than the alternative.  Someday soon, he would have to explain to her what happened to her mother.  He would have to tell her where she went.  And worst of all, he would have to explain why Evangeline was never coming home.

“It-it was four years ago,” he said hoarsely.  He paused, swallowing hard to push aside the painful lump in his throat.

“You're supposed to say 'once upon a time,'” Lucine said.

Tarvoth looked at her blankly.  “What?”

“All the stories start with 'once upon a time',” Lucine said, with all the gravity a six year old could muster.

“Oh.  Right.  Well, then.  Once upon a time, I went to a party.  That's where I met your mother.”

“Was she pretty?”  Lucine asked.

“Sunny, she was beautiful.”  Tarvoth's breath caught in his throat as he remembered.  “So beautiful.  In fact, it was....”

Love at first sight.  It was not as pleasant as advertised.  In fact, it felt like Tarvoth had been kicked in the chest. 

It was supposed to be a quick, easy job.  Get in, case the place for anything he could turn into quick cash, and get out.  But then he had seen her, standing with three other well-dressed nobles.  She was beautiful, like a rose among the weeds.

That was how he knew it was love.  He was using descriptors like 'rose among the weeds'.  If someone would have told him yesterday that he would be talking like this, he would have laughed himself silly.  And now, here he was trying to think of the best way to approach her.

No.  No way.  Society girls were nothing but trouble.  Tarvoth forced himself to study the girl.  Expensive green dress, enough jewels to keep his ship fueled for a year, perfect hair, perfect skin, perfect teeth.  Definitely out of his league.  And probably a stuck-up, snobby bitch, too.

He caught sight of his reflection in a nearby mirror, and ran a hand through his hair.  All right, best to nip this in the bud.  He'd go and talk to her.  She would laugh in his face and that would be the end of it.  He could finish the job and get on with his life.  He crossed the room, plastering a charming smile on his face.  He still had not decided which line to use, so he decided to go with the simplest option.  “Hey.”

The red-headed woman smiled at him, and he was struck at how it seemed to light up the room.  “Hey, yourself,” she replied.  Surprising.  He had hoped that she would have a high-pitched, nasally, annoying voice.  But it was soft, and pleasant.  

Beside her, her frog-faced friend scowled as she took in his shabby, borrowed clothes.  “We were having a conversation!  Do you mind?”

“No, I don't mind at all,” Tarvoth replied, never taking his eyes off of the red-headed woman.  “I was wondering, would you like to dance?”  He held a calloused hand out to her.

He held his breath as She looked him over, with eyes like perfectly cut emeralds.  He was waiting for her to laugh, or worse, to ask one of the nearby pretty-boys to defend her honor.  

“I would like that,” she said at last, as she took his hand.

For a moment, Tarvoth was perplexed by this turn of events.  Her hand, soft and pale, was now gently holding his own.  He could not help but to grin.  “Well, all right then.”  As he lead Her out to the dance floor, he could not help but to notice that Frog-face was watching them, a sour look on her face.  He then turned his attention to the beautiful woman who now stood across from him.

Tarvoth found Her to be as graceful as she was beautiful.  Fortunately, she knew the dance for the song that was playing, and guided him through it with gentle pushes and nudges.  He was proud that he did not step on her feet even once.

They talked as they danced.  He found out that her name was Evangeline.  Their backgrounds and upbringing were as different as night and day.  Yet the more Tarvoth got to know her, the more he liked her.  Definitely not a stuck-up, snobby bitch.

Evangeline seemed to be enjoying herself as well.  One song became two, the minutes became hours.  Before Tarvoth knew it, half the night was gone and the party was winding down.  He did not want the night to end.

“So, uh, wanna come back to my place so we can continue to get to know each other?” he asked as the final song ended.

Evangeline slapped him then, a blow that left his cheek red and his ears ringing.  “I am not a whore, Tarvoth.”

“No!  I didn't mean... well... I did mean....”  Finally Tarvoth laughed in embarrassment, even as he rubbed his stinging cheek.  “Sorry, I am really bad at this.”

“Yes, it seems that you are.”  She glared at him, but it quickly softened into a smile.  “But you are quite charming.  I will be accepting callers tomorrow at my family's estate.  Will you come by then?”

“I dunno.  I don't think they'll even let me in the front door,” he was only half joking.

“They will if I tell them to,” Evangeline replied breezily.  “I am serious.  I would love to see you again.”

True to her word, Tarvoth was granted entry to Evangeline's family estate without comment.  Evangeline beamed when she saw him, and immediately crossed the room to talk to him.  They spent an pleasant afternoon together, despite the sour looks her friends directed at him.

Evangeline and Tarvoth were nearly inseparable in the weeks that followed.  Her friends made their dislike of him obvious, but Tarvoth's friends were not much better.  He could not make them understand why he cared so much for Evangeline.  They simply could not understand why he would prefer some tart to scoring easy credits.  

The fact was that Tarvoth found himself to be less and less interested in easy money.  A woman like Evangeline deserved more than a criminal.  For the first time in his life, Tarvoth was considering going legit.  No more smuggling, no more stealing, no more danger.  How hard could it be?  To work a normal job,  to have a normal life.  He would do anything for the woman he loved.

Weeks turned to months.  Gradually, his friends stopped calling with new opportunities.  But Evangeline's friends showed no evidence of accepting him.  Evangeline ignored their snubs, attending gatherings and events with him as if everything was perfectly normal.

It was the evening of their six month anniversary, and they were attending yet another party.  Despite that fact that he was certain to be bored, he still felt like he was on top of the world.  He had a decent job, and the love of a good woman.  He had proposed to Evangeline that afternoon, and she had accepted despite the objections of her parents.

They were announced and allowed entry into the grand ballroom where the party was taking place.  Tarvoth had been around high society long enough that he knew the drill.  First, they had to go around and make their greetings, first to the host and then to everyone else, in order of status.  Then they could get some food.  This party was being hosted by some Duke, so the spread promised to be pretty good.

Evangeline's friends greeted her warmly, but their greetings to him were a temperature slightly warmer than ice.  Their not so subtle insults regarding his lack of manners and breeding did not bother him in the least.  Later in the evening, they would announce their engagement.  He could not wait to see the looks on their faces!

“Evangeline!” A familiar voice called to them from across the crowd, and Tarvoth could not help but to sigh.  Of course, the person he least wanted to see were here.  Arcelia Del Garda, the frog-faced friend who had objected to his very existence the night he met Evangeline.  Arcelia and Evangeline were allegedly best friends, though Tarvoth could not help but to wonder about that.  They were constantly trading thinly veiled barbs.

Arcelia crossed the room, a wide smile plastered across her too-red lips.  Tarvoth could immediately see why.  Around her neck, she was wearing a diamond the size of a small asteroid.  No doubt Arcelia would tell them all about it.

Evangeline smiled pleasantly, even as she squeezed Tarvoth's hand.  She knew how Arcelia tested his resolve to never hit a woman.  She then turned her attention to her friend.  The two women embraced and exchanged kisses on the cheek.

“Arcelia, darling” Evangeline murmured.  “You look wonderful.”

“Of course I do, darling!” Arcelia preened.  “And so do you, of course.”  Her eyes drifted to Tarvoth, and narrowed slightly.  “Ah, Tarvoth.  I did not realize you would be here.”

Tarvoth smiled tightly, even as his mind raced to formulate a cutting response.  But Evangeline beat him to it.  “Is it such a surprise, darling?    He has accompanied me to every event for the past six months.”

Arcelia tossed her head dismissively.  “What can I say?  I keep hoping you will come to your senses.”

Evangeline's smile had an edge to it, and Tarvoth instinctively took a step back.  Evangeline was beautiful, but she had a nasty temper.  Whenever she smiled like that, she was about to get nasty.  He was considering taking another step away from the blast radius when he felt a hand on his elbow.  He turned to see Gerdrard, Arcelia's weasel-faced husband smiling up at him.  “Since the ladies seem to have their claws out, perhaps we should step away?” Gerdrard said in a nasally voice.

“Sure,” Tarvoth agreed warily.  Gerdrard was almost as bad as Arcelia when it came to objecting to his existence.  What's with the friend act?  It was making him nervous.

They walked together into a nearby salon, with Gerdrard smiling amicably the whole time.  “So,” he said as he shut the door.  “I could not help but to notice that Evangeline was wearing a new ring tonight.  An almost miniscule diamond on her left hand.  Are you two are engaged now?”

“We are,” Tarvoth replied carefully.  He mistrusted Gerdrard's greasy smile.

“Congratulations!”  Gerdrard clapped Tarvoth on the shoulder with a bit more force than was necessary.  “That is quite a step up for you!  I imagine you are most proud of yourself.”

“I am just happy she said yes,” Tarvoth replied.  

“I can imagine you are,” Gerdrard said amicably.  “Frankly, I am not terribly surprised at this turn of events.”  He drew a golden cigarette case from his pocket and selected one.  “You know, when you first showed up, I figured you were just some con man, looking to earn some quick credits.  I thought Evangeline's interest in you was simply some sort of youthful rebellion, before she settled down with someone who was actually worthy of her.”

Tarvoth's eyes narrowed slightly, not liking where this conversation was going.  His right hand twitched instinctively toward his hip, where a blaster should be.  “Clearly, you were wrong,” he said.

“Yes, I got that impression after a couple of months,” Gerdrard said as he lit the cigarette  “So I started to do a little digging.  I have many contacts within the Empire, you see.”  He took a deep drag off of his cigarette, before continuing.  “I figured if I could prove to Evangeline that you were nothing but a two-bit con man, then she would come to her senses.”

Tarvoth could feel the blood starting to drain from his face, but he forced himself to remain calm.  He laughed, somehow managing to make it sound disbelieving.  “Listen, I don't know what you think you know-”

“I know that your real name is Asshei Lightbringer.  I know that you are wanted on at least six different planets for crimes ranging from petty theft to murder.  I know that you are a worthless piece of street trash who is apparently too inept even for a life of crime.”  Gerdrard smiled smugly.

It felt like the floor was moving beneath Tarvoth's feet.  Of course he knew that all these things were true; that was why he had spent entirely too much money on a new identity six months ago.  He had not expected to meet the woman of his dreams while working a small time gig.  He had not expected the relationship to go as far as it did.  He had never told Evangeline who he really was, because he had fully expected her to lose interest and leave him.  

He had foolishly thought that his past was behind him.  That he could start a new life with the woman he loved.  That dream was dying right before his eyes.

His mouth was suddenly dry.  He swallowed hard as he considered the skinny, weasel-faced man standing before him.  He could attack Gerdrard, but that would accomplish nothing.  It would only create more uncomfortable questions.  “What do you want,” Tarvoth croaked at last.

“Only to protect Evangeline.  She is like a sister to me.  So here is what I propose.  I have taken the liberty of purchasing a ship.  It is on landing pad six in the Cessel quarter, all fueled up and ready to go.  You will leave right now and get on that ship.  No good-byes.  No explanations.  Just a quick, clean break.  You go back to your life so that Evangeline can get on with hers.”

The shock was beginning to wear off.  Tarvoth felt his temper begin to burn.  All nobles were the same.  They thought they could simply buy everyone off.  “And if I refuse?” he asked sharply.  “What if I decide to just take care of this problem here and now?”  He clenched his hands into fists menacingly.

“I told you, I have contacts within the Empire.  If you are still on the planet tomorrow, I will have you arrested.  I will see to it that you are thrown into the smallest, dirtiest cell on the planet.  Furthermore, I will use my contacts to see to it that you never see the light of day again.  I suspect you are at least bright enough to know what the best choice would be.”

“And what about my choice?” a shrill voice cut in.

Both men turned to see Evangeline standing in the doorway.  Her green eyes blazed with rage and her full lips were pressed into a thin line.  She strode into the room until she stood just inches from Gerdrard.  

Tarvoth's anger immediately dissipated at the sight of her.  “Angel, I-”

She jerked one hand up,  and he immediately fell silent.  Her eyes never left Gerdrard's face.  “I asked you a question.”  

Tarvoth had no idea how the weasel-faced man was able to remain standing beneath the weight of Evangeline's gaze.  But Gerdrard only smiled that oily smile.  “You're obviously distraught about learning the truth.  After he's gone-”

“I do not want him gone!  What do I have to do to get you, and Daddy, and everyone else to realize it?  I love him!  And I sure as hell do not care about his past!”

Gerdrard raised an eyebrow at her unladylike use of profanity.  “Evangeline.  My dear.  You are like a sister to me.  So I will not allow you to ruin your life with this mongrel.”  His tone dripped with condescension.  

Evangeline took a deep breath and let it out slowly, in an effort to calm herself.  Yet her hands remained balled at her sides, so tightly that they were beginning to shake.

“Who else knows about this?” she asked at last.  Despite her violently trembling hands, her voice was steady.  

“No one, yet.  I thought it best to save you any undue humiliation.”

“So Arcelia does not know?”

“Of course not,” Gerdrard replied smoothly.  “She has nothing to do with this.”

“I'm sure she doesn't,” Evangeline spat.  

Gerdrard's smile widened.  “Come now, Evangeline.  Given time, you will see that I am doing you a favor.”

Evangeline's eyes narrowed into slits.  Her hands remained clenched at her sides.  As Tarvoth watched, a thin line of scarlet slipped between her thumb and forefinger and dripped onto the floor.  Blood, from where her nails had pierced the skin of her palm.  Yet still he could not seem to find his voice to speak.

“You know what?  You can do me a favor, Gerdrard,” Evangeline said in a deadly soft voice.  It was a tone that Tarvoth had never heard her use before, and it sent chills running up and down his spine.  “Tonight, after your household goes to sleep, you will destroy all of the evidence you found against Tarvoth.  And then, you will throw yourself off your balcony.  Make sure you land head first.”

Gerdrard took a stumbling step back, a look of shock on his face.  His cigarette dropped from suddenly nerveless fingers.  “I-” His voice came out in a squeak.  He stopped and swallowed hard, before starting again.  “I am beginning to think that the two of you deserve each other.”

“I have nothing more to say to you,” Evangeline replied coldly.  With a huff Gerdrard strode out of the room and slammed the door behind him.

Silence fell as Tarvoth waited for her to turn her wrath upon him.  But instead, she sighed heavily and pressed her unbloodied hand against her eyes, as if she had a headache.  “Why did you not tell me?” she asked at last, her voice heavy with weariness.

The disappointment in her voice cut him more deeply than her rage.  “I don't know.  I guess... I guess I just didn't want you to think badly of me.”

Evangeline laughed softly.  “You idiot.”  She crossed the room an took his hands in hers.  He saw the bloody welts in her palms, and tried not to cringe at the memory of her fury only a few minutes before.  “How many times do I have to say this?  I love you.  I do not care about your past, but I do want to spend my future with you.”

A small spark of hope flickered within him.  “You mean that?”  Unbidden, the enraged look on her face once again sprang into his mind.  He forced himself to laugh nervously.  “I guess you do, considering that performance you just gave.  I think Gerdrard was about to shit himself.”

Evangeline smiled ruefully.  “Don't worry about that.”

Suddenly, all of the trepidation he had felt at Evangeline's frightening anger vanished.  He did not really miss it.

“Now,” Evangeline said crisply.  “What do you say we get out of here?  It seems like there are some things we need to discuss.  I want to know everything about my future husband.  No more nasty surprises.”

Tarvoth closed his eyes tightly as he dragged himself back to the present.  It was amazing; he had not thought about that incident in years.  After that party, he had spent a nervous few days waiting for the authorities to show up to arrest him.  Instead, they had received word of Gerdrard's suicide.  Their wedding took place a few days after Gerdrard's funeral.  

The intervening years had been the happiest in his life.  The best years of his life.  And now, Evangeline was gone.

Woodenly, he turned his head to look at the small figure sleeping beside him.  Lucine had fallen asleep five minutes after he had started the story.  Slowly, he reached out to lightly touch his daughter's red hair.  It was so like Evangeline's.

For the first time in years, he remembered how Evangeline looked when she had confronted Gerdrard.  She had been beautiful and terrifying at the same time.  What she had said to him....  Could she have had something to do with Gerdrard's death?

Tarvoth forced himself to laugh at the thought.  

No, that was impossible.  Shaking his head, he got to his feet and moved to the door.  Yet he could not help but to look at his daughter once more.  Lucine had gotten her hair, eyes and flawlessly pale skin from her mother.  He hoped that she had not inherited Evangeline's temper as well.

With a sad smile, he flipped the switch and extinguishing the fluorescent lights.  Lucine slept peacefully as the room was plunged into darkness.
