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The air in the high-altitude pass was thin and sharp, and Elena had to pull her coat closer, trying to protect herself against the chill as she moved.

Dawn bled across the jagged peaks, painting the sky in streaks of gold, but the light barely touched the shadowed valley below, where the ruins of the Temple of Nysa lay half-swallowed by the forest.

A tattered tent, its canvas flapping like a wounded bird, was pitched on a rocky outcrop overlooking the site. She reached it and entered. Inside, the air was thick with the smell of damp wool, leather, and smoke.

Elena crouched by a leather satchel, her fingers loosening the straps on her pack. She adjusted the worn leather bracers on her forearms, the familiar weight a grounding counterpoint to the restless energy thrumming beneath her skin. Her tall frame was clad in practical, dark green leather that hugged her generous curves without sacrificing mobility. Her blonde hair, escaping from a messy braid, framed a face sharp with intelligence and a simmering irritation. Blue eyes scanned the map spread across a flat stone table.

“You know,” Mellie’s voice purred, low and smooth as honey. “If you were actually looking at the temple instead of just glaring at the map like it insulted your ancestors, you might see there’s more than one path to the inner sanctum. It’s a maze. Or at least, a glorified labyrinth with more traps than a drunk dwarf’s boot collection.”

Elena tried not to let the words bother her. “I’ve looked at the temple, Mellie. I was hoping to find the optimal entry point based on the structural integrity of the eastern archway. Unlike some people, I do read the ancient glyphs before deciding to bash my way through a wall like a particularly aggressive badger.”

She finally lifted her gaze, meeting the violet eyes of her rival – and former lover. Mellie stood framed in the tent’s entrance, silhouetted against the pale morning light. She was a vision of impossible youth and ageless grace. Her blonde hair, thick and shimmering like spun moonlight, fell past her shoulders, catching the weak light.

The elf wore simple, dark grey leggings and a fitted tunic that emphasized the curve of her hips and the swell of her breasts beneath the fabric. Her purple eyes, deep and ancient, held a spark of amusement, and a flicker of something else, something once upon a time, Elena might have called hunger.

She shivered at that, even as Mellie crossed her arms. The movement strained the fabric across her chest, drawing Elena’s gaze. A flush heated her cheeks, making her perfectly aware of her loss of control, which only made her a bit angrier. It wasn’t the time to let the other blonde get under her skin.

“Optimal entry point,” Mellie repeated, a slow smile spreading across her face, one that made her violet eyes crinkle at the corners. “How quaint. Really, Elena, you should have learned by now that brute force can be a most reliable tool, especially when dealing with temples of forgotten gods.” She took a step closer, her movements fluid, predatory. Elena hated how her heart raced at that. “I recall you were rather... enthusiastic... about brute force during our last field study in the Whispering Catacombs. I would hope you would have learned something from that.”

Elena’s breath hitched, and she looked away from those knowing eyes. “Just because it worked once doesn’t mean it will always work. Better not to take unnecessary risks.”

Mellie laughed, a rich, warm sound that seemed to vibrate in the small space. Elena shivered again; the other’s proximity was a physical pressure, something that called to her and made her feel like she was losing control. Her body responded instantly, a traitorous warmth blooming low in her belly, a tightening in her chest that had nothing to do with anger. “Fortunately for you, I’ve found us an entrance that should please you...”

The way her voice lingered on one of those words...

It made memories rush through her, of Mellie’s hand on her hip, guiding her into a dance, the feel of her body against Elena’s.

“Did you really? Or is this just another attempt at teasing me?” Elena managed, her voice rough.

Mellie’s smile didn’t falter. It deepened, becoming almost feral. She leaned closer, her breath warm against Elena’s ear. “You just need to follow me and see for yourself.”

Elena’s hands clenched into fists at her sides, allowing her anger to fill her once more. Her anger was a familiar shield, but Mellie was a master at shattering it, and if the elf truly wanted to, she would easily manage to do it this time.

“Fine, if you truly found a way in, show it to me.” It wasn’t easy for Elena to keep her voice steady. “The temple and what we can get from it are all that matters.”

Mellie pulled back just enough to meet Elena’s stormy blue eyes, her own violet ones holding a mixture of triumph and something darker, almost predatory. “Of course, Elena,” she said, her voice regaining its usual smoothness, but with an undercurrent of challenge. “The temple.”

Elena knew then that her former lover would keep prying, trying to shatter her defenses, but maybe she would allow them to raid the place first.

Yet, despite all they needed to do, the air inside the tent had turned thick with tension, settling into Elena’s bones and making every breath feel heavier. The human felt the need to pace, hoping it would distract her, but she held herself in place.

It didn’t help that Mellie held her silence, simply staring at Elena.

“Well?” Elena asked abruptly, not looking at Mellie. “Where is that entrance you found? Or is it just another of your tricks?”

“I found a fissure, behind a collapsed arch. It’s not wide, but it’s enough. It should be stable enough, for now.”

Elena scoffed. “Stable. Right. Like the last stable passage you led me into? The one that nearly crushed me into a paste?”

Mellie stepped closer, the warmth of her body radiating through the cold air. “I suppose you’ll have to trust me,” she said, her voice low, a purr that scraped over Elena’s nerves.

Elena’s breath hitched. That familiar heat bloomed low in her belly, a traitorous warmth that she wished she could get rid of. She looked away, her blue eyes scanning the tent’s interior, searching for anything to focus on but the impossible grace of the elf, the way her body seemed to move with a silent, predatory certainty. She hated how her body responded to Mellie.
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