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Lyne was fortunate in that her mistress, Delvana, had forgiven her for allowing Venom Six to kill Queen Ffion first. Under normal circumstances, Lyne would have been assassinated herself for such a clumsy mistake. But even Delvana – one of the greatest assassins in the realms—was afraid of Venom Six, and therefore, did not blame Lyne at all for having been thwarted. 

Instead, Delvana cautioned Lyne to be wary of the dark elves, a separate race of elves from the distant island Toralyn. They were deadly assassins, with their dark gray skin and fierce eyes, and they hated humans. It was no surprise, then, that many dark elves had joined Venom Six and were slaughtering humans left and right. They were glad to do the dirty work of the high elves – those elves with blonde hair and light skin – and they relished in it savagely.

It was said that the dark elves hated humans because they had suffered the greatest loss during the ancient war. Humans and their dragon pets had ravished their lands, driving the dark elves to their tiny island, where they only just managed to survive. That there was bitterness even a thousand years later was not shocking.

Given all that, Lyne had to wonder how Neith could ever look past their differences to want her. Perhaps Neith was just using her for sex. The thought made Lyne very unhappy, for she was certain that she loved Neith, and had, in fact, loved her on sight. 

Meanwhile, Delvana had another contract for Lyne. This time, she must assassinate the sorceress Zelda. 

Zelda, who had been exiled from her home country, was a very powerful sorceress who lived in the swamp, selling her potions and healing arts to the desperate locals. There was much worry that she might take sides in the war, and so, both sides sought to eliminate her.

The elves were certain that a human would naturally side with human interests, but it was the humans who had exiled Zelda in the first place, and so, the humans were certain she would side with the elves out of bitterness and anger. 

So, given how powerful Zelda was, there was a scramble to remove her as a player. And Lyne, to her great despair, was the assassin the human side had chosen. Lyne could only wonder if the elves had chosen Neith. Lyne was the best assassin in the Emerald, and Neith must’ve likewise been an elite. Sooner or later, they would cross daggers again.  

Lyne loathed the contract but took it without compliant for fear of looking weak, whiny, and displeasing Delvana. But the truth of the matter was, she would rather swallow her own sword than try to slay Zelda the Exile! For the contract was nearly impossible. 

Not only did Zelda live in the Aelwith Wilds—which were filled with giant monsters, poisonous mushrooms, and sink holes – but she lived with four bodyguards, the same knights who had been exiled with her. The story had it they were Knights of Falcon and fiercely protective of Zelda, their lover. There was practically no touching the sorceress.

Delvana knew Lyne well and could tell that she dreaded the contract. Before Lyne left her office, Delvana took her aside, and standing beside the great wooden desk, as the fire crackled on the hearth, she told Lyne of the most opportune time to slay Zelda the Exile.

Delvana had been marking Zelda’s movements, and apparently, Zelda was quite fond of a certain tavern in Erhyrst, the city just west of her great keep. The tavern was known as the Giant’s Toe. Zelda was fond of going there for “date nights” with her closest lover, the red-haired knight, Calain. 

Lyne was still worried, for Calain’s reputation proceeded her. She was a great fighter, one of the greatest, and she was a Knight of the Falcon, which meant she had been infused with potions from childhood that made her as strong as ten men. She was also a romantic, so she would die to defend her Zelda, and she just might kill Lyne in the process. Lyne needed to work out a strategy to remove Calain first. 

Lyne strapped on her leather armor and sheathed her sword on her back. She would need a sword as her primary weapon, not a dagger or a bow, for Calain was certain to attack her one way or another if her plan to remove the woman first failed.

The Order of the Emerald’s center of operation was located in the forest west of Honione. They largely used ancient elven archways to move about the realms quickly, and Lyne clutched an activation crystal in her hand as she exited the hidden stone door. 

She was walking through the trees when a dagger sped past her head and embedded with a twang in the nearby tree. Lyne halted in her tracks and glanced around, her hand in its fingerless leather glove slowly going back for the sword sheathed on her back. It was then that she noticed it: a scroll of parchment was attached to the dagger! The dagger was also of ancient elven make. Neith?

Glancing around with narrowed eyes, Lyne pulled the dagger from the free, removed the scroll, and tucked the dagger inher boot. She pulled the black ribbon loose from the scroll and scanned the written words with narrowed eyes. She smiled. 

Meet me at the Giant’s Toe.
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LYNE KNEW SHE WAS SUPPOSED to be focused on her target, but she could think of nothing but Neith as she slipped shadow-like through the streets of Erhyrst. Neith’s pale, pretty eyes. Neith’s white hair. Neith’s smile. Aww . . . Neith’s smile!

It was dark and the street braziers were being lit by the city watch. Beggars were rattling chipped wooden bowls, children were giggling as they ran home. Lyne could smell supper cooking, the scent of stew wafting from many windows. The city at night made her almost wistful for her home, the thought of Neith put her in a good mood, and she dropped a gold crown in the rattling bowl of a grateful beggar as she slipped past.

Lyne hadn’t even reached the Giant’s Toe when she spotted them: Zelda the Exile and Calain, her knight. They were standing side by side, hand in hand. Their backs were to Lyne but there was no mistaking them among the commoners, for they stood out like vibrant red flowers against dark green leaves. 

Zelda had the ethereal beauty of most sorceresses, with long golden hair falling almost to her feet and delicate little hands and feet. She was wearing a long, pale blue gown of the fancy make that mages wore, and her hood was down as her matching blue cloak hung about her shoulders. The nearby torchlight touched her golden hair, giving her a halo effect that made Lyne regret having to slay her. 

At Zelda’s side was the red-haired knight. She wore polished silver armor also of a fancy make, with engraved falcon’s wings on the pauldrons – quite brazen for an exile. Her cloak was a plain brown, and her helm was under her arm, leaving her blaze of red hair exposed in its messy ponytail. 

The two had stopped to look at the horses in the tavern’s stable. Quite curious, Lyne thought. It was as if they had never seen horses before. Then it suddenly hit Lyne that Zelda was talking with one of the horses, for sorceresses could speak with animals.

Now was the time. Lyne could hear the music and laughter coming from inside the Giant’s Toe. Perhaps it would cover the screams.

Crouching in the shadows, Lyne nocked an arrow and fired. The arrow zipped past Calain’s head, embedding in the nearby post of the stable, a perfect shot. They would separate, believing they were in danger, and then it would be easier to kill them.

Calain ripped her sword free of its sheath at once, turning about and shielding Zelda with her body. “My lady, there are games afoot. Withdraw to the tavern and tarry not,” she said, bright green eyes scanning the dark.

Zelda said something in response, but Lyne hardly noticed, for she was staring at Cailain in shock. They might as well have been twins! Lyne and the knight had the exact same face, the same green eyes and messy red hair. It was akin to looking in a mirror.

Lyne shook herself out of her shock. Whatever the reason for their resemblance, she must focus. She had a contract to complete!

But the sorceress was refusing to leave Calain’s side. Dammit it. They were magickally bound, which made them formidable when they were together. Lyne needed them to part, but now they were arguing! She might just have to kill them both on the spot, if that was even possible.

Lyne was about to fire another arrow when a blast of light surrounded her like a spotlight. The light was harmless, but it revealed her position completely, like suddenly being nude. Lyne crouched there in shock and realized Zelda had cast the light on her, a golden beam that radiated from her staff.

“There is our game,” Zelda sneered. “You would dare fire a weapon at my knight!” Her staff glowed with power, and then fireballs were rocketing at Lyne. Thankfully – because there were gawping commoners nearby – the fireballs were small but just as deadly. Fire was fire. 

Lyne rolled out of the way just in time and staggered to her feet, only to find Calain had grabbed her by the neck. The musclebound knight lifted Lyne clear off her feet, bringing her nose to nose. It was then that Calain, seeing Lyne’s face, gasped and released her, dropping her like a sack on the dirt. 

Lyne slowly got to her feet, rubbing her sore backside. She was an elite assassin but had been so easily exposed and tossed about like a ragdoll! And as if she weren’t humiliated enough, yet more commoners were drawing near to gawk.

Calain stood staring at Lyne as if stupefied. Zelda was staring as well, her pretty blue eyes wide. She looked at Calain and cried, “Gods alive! Tis your sister!”
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CALAIN PROVED WHO SHE was by speaking of Lowri, Lyne’s kind and pretty stepmother, who was Calain’s actual mother. She also spoke of
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