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Welcome to Grimm Mawr
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Perched atop a hill overlooking the eccentric town of Grimm Mawr, the Grimm Mawr Academy for Witches and Warlocks stands as a beacon of magical education. The sprawling campus is a hodgepodge of architectural styles, with towers and turrets jutting out at odd angles and ivy-covered walls that seem to shimmer in the sun. 

Inside, the halls are a labyrinth of winding corridors and hidden passages, where mischievous students often get lost on their way to class. The classrooms themselves are a sight to behold, each one tailored to a specific magical discipline. The potions lab is a cacophony of bubbling cauldrons and hissing steam, while the charms classroom is a kaleidoscope of swirling colors and dancing lights.

But the real heart of the academy is the faculty, a motley crew of magical misfits who are as brilliant as they are bizarre. There's Professor Finnegan, the absent-minded charms teacher who once accidentally turned himself into a teapot, and Madame Moonbeam, the eccentric divination instructor who predicts the future using a set of enchanted knitting needles.

And then there's the headmistress, a formidable witch known only as "The Raven." With her jet-black hair and piercing green eyes, she cuts an imposing figure as she stalks the halls, her familiar (a grumpy talking raven named Edgar) perched on her shoulder.

Despite the occasional magical mishap (like the time a wayward potion turned the entire student body into singing slugs), Grimm Mawr Academy has a reputation for producing some of the finest witches and warlocks in the tri-town area. Its graduates go on to become master potioneers, spell crafters, and even the occasional magical matchmaker.

Some say the town of Grimm Mawr is a crucible, a place where witches are tested and forged in the fires of adversity. Others claim it's a haven, a sanctuary where the magically gifted can live and love freely, without fear of persecution. But one thing is certain – in Grimm Mawr, anything can happen, and usually does.

Welcome to Grimm Mawr, where the magic never stops and love is always just a spell away. Brace yourself for hijinks, heartbreak, and hexes galore – it's going to be one wild ride.

Witch Please

Book 1
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Chapter 1: Magical Mayhem 101
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The hallways of Grimm Mawr Academy for Witches and Warlocks were pure pandemonium every morning, and Minerva Everhart loved every chaotic second of it. A symphony of clattering cauldrons and sizzling spell ingredients greeted her as she strode into the Potions classroom. Minerva waved her wand and the instructions for today's yarrow potion scrawled themselves across the blackboard in spidery script. She turned to face the motley collection of students, their cauldrons already bubbling over with various concoctions. Some were vibrantly hued, others emitted worrying plumes of smoke.

One particularly lurid potion belched a glob of chartreuse goop onto the table.

"Easy there, Rhubarb. You want to gently shave those yarrow stalks, not decapitate the poor things," she sang out, eyeing a pimply teenage warlock furiously hacking away at his cutting board. 

Rhubarb Rumplekin's tongue poked out in concentration as he gripped his battered copper knife like an executioner's blade. 

"Unless your aim is to put your classmates into a fever dream?"

Rhubarb gulped audibly. His ears turned a vivid shade of puce to match his disastrous brew. "No, Professor Everhart. S-sorry, I'll start again."

With a casual flick of her wand, Minerva demonstrated the proper slicing motion. The yarrow stalk obediently separated into perfect little minced pieces, arranging themselves in a tidy pile. She leaned in, voice lowering conspiratorially. "Perhaps a lighter touch next time, hmm?"

Rhubarb scowled at the flawlessly chopped herbs like they had just insulted his mother. "Why do we need to learn this healing garbage? I want jinxes and hexes, not boring remedies."

"You'll thank me when you're off to college and you need to know how to staunch a dueling wound," Minerva said over her shoulder. A loud bang echoed from the front of the class, followed by a noxious yellow smog cloud billowing up from one of the cauldrons. So much for her famed healing potions being "boring."

"Agatha Abernathy, did you follow my notes on not overdoing it with the powdered toadstool this time?" she asked, waving her wand to disperse the toxic fumes.

A slender arm sporting a bright turquoise sleeve shot out from the murky cloud, frantically waving for help. "Oops...I...may have...added a few extra...pinches of monkshood too," came Agatha's strangled reply between coughing fits.

"Merlin’s toenails, you kids will destroy this lab if you’re not careful." With a put-upon sigh, Minerva flicked her wand again, conjuring a gentle breeze to waft the noxious vapors up and out the arched windows. No harm, no foul. Just another morning in Potions 101. "Why don't you and your partner start a new batch from scratch? And take it slow this time."

As she vanished the congealed mess from Agatha's cauldron, a drawling voice cut through the renewed bustle of activity. "When are we going to actually brew something useful around here? Like, I dunno...a love potion or something?"

A titter of snickers rippled through the classroom. Minerva fought the urge to magically glue the Jezebel Nightshade’s feet to the ceiling. Some things never changed—like Jezebel's perpetually smart mouth.

"Miss Nightshade, I highly suggest taking your Potions studies a bit more seriously. After all, potions are fundamental to all magic, from charms to transfiguration. And as for love philters..." Her lips thinned in disapproval. "Those are expressly forbidden at the Grimm Mawr Academy. Meddling with someone's emotions is not only unethical, but extremely perilous magic."

Jezebel made a big show of rolling her heavily kohled eyes, throwing her hands up in patent disinterest. "Yeah, yeah, blah blah, ethics-schemethics."

She leveled Jezebel with a stern look, hoping to impress upon the girl the gravity of her words. But the field hockey star just smirked, examining her nails with an air of supreme unconcern. 

Minerva sighed. Getting through to Jezebel was like trying to teach a troll ballet—nigh impossible and likely to end in blunt force trauma. But she refused to give up on the girl, no matter how exasperating she could be.

Clapping her hands briskly, she called the class back to order. "All right everyone, let's refocus. You have twenty minutes left to complete your potions. And do try to avoid any further explosions.”

As the students bent over their cauldrons with renewed determination (or at least slightly less reckless abandon), Minerva smiled. They may be a ragtag bunch, but they were her ragtag bunch. And she'd move mountains (or at least vanish a few botched potions) to help them succeed.

Just then, the door to the potions classroom burst open with a resounding bang. Minerva whirled around, ready to unleash her most withering glare upon the unfortunate soul who dared disrupt her lesson. 

But the admonishment died on her tongue as she caught sight of a familiar broad-shouldered frame. Archie Hawthorne, Grimm Mawr Academy's esteemed field hockey coach, strode into the room like he owned the place.

Minerva bit back a groan. Of course. It was always something with this man. If he wasn't barging into her classroom unannounced, he was haranguing her about grades and eligibility forms.

She raised an eyebrow coolly. "Coach Hawthorne. To what do we owe the pleasure?"

"Everhart! I need to talk to you.” The burly, mustachioed Archie boomed, chestnut hair adorably mussed as he scanned the now silent classroom. His muscled forearms strained against the sleeves of his black Grimm Mawr T-shirt in a way that was too distracting for words.

Smoothing the front of her robes primly, she put on her best nonplussed expression to mask the butterflies that stubbornly fluttered low in her belly whenever she saw the field hockey coach. From his tousled hair to that cocksure swagger, the annoyingly handsome coach epitomized all the frustrating jock stereotypes that put athletics before academics at Grimm Mawr Academy.

"Normally, I’d say we could discuss this after class..."

“It can’t wait,” he interrupted.

Minerva bit back a sigh. She figured as much. “Fine, Coach. Let’s take this out in the hall so you don’t disturb my students. Carry on,” she said to them. “I’ll be right back.”

Shutting the door behind them, she crossed her arms over her chest, flushing a bit when his gaze dropped to her cleavage before quickly returning to her eyes. “Well?” she drawled.

"One of my best scorers is failing Potions. That’s unacceptable, Ever-Lame.” 

Oh how she hated that nickname. It was one that had followed her from when they were both students here at the Grimm Mawr Academy. As did her stupid crush on him. She had hopelessly been in love with him during their high school days. Archie had been the Grimms’ star quarterback and she had been... well Minerva had excelled in her classes, despite the emphasis Grimm Mawr put on their sports teams instead of education.

“Yes, Meathead,” she said, using his hated nickname back at him. It earned her a scowl. “It is unacceptable that Jezebel is a terrible student. She deserves her grades.”

“You don’t understand. The Grimms have a chance of winning the states championship over Newt Town and Frog’s Hollow for the first time ever. Nightshade can't play in the big tourney if she tanks her grade in here."

“That’s correct.”

A tense silence fell as Archie stared at her incredulously. “I can’t believe you’re going to ruin her chances at a scout picking her up to play pro.”

“Athletic pursuits will only carry your students so far in the real world. They need an enriching educational foundation, something you'd understand if you had an ounce of—"

Another thunderous bang cut off the rest of Minerva's retort as a fresh cloud of acrid smoke billowed up from under the closed door, effectively halting their heated back-and-forth. Coughing, she threw open the door and looked around to see that Jezebel had escalated her careless potion-making to disastrous new heights.

"What in Merlin's saggy shorts did you dump in there this time?" Minerva's cranky reprimand was met with an exaggerated shrug from the delinquent field hockey star. Jezebel examined a chip in her amethyst nail polish, the very portrait of indifference.

"Relax, it’s not like these potions are to help us win the state championship or anything."

The insolent words were like a match to dry kindling. Something inside Minerva flared as bright as the smoldering cauldron, snapping her legendary patience like a dry twig. "Your obstinate refusal to apply yourself is not only disrespectful, but jeopardizes your entire academic future." Minerva went on in a heated rush, cheeks flushing scarlet. 

“Now everyone, let’s calm down here,” Archie said, looking from Jezebel to Minerva.

He backed off with his hands raised when she whirled on him with a shaking wand. 

"This is a classroom, not a glorified sports arena where you can simply skate by on your brute athletic abilities. There is far more to life than chasing some ridiculous rolling ball back and forth across a grassy field."

She punctuated her diatribe by slamming her palms down on Jezebel's desk, startling the girl from her indolent slouch. For once, the raven-haired rapscallion looked briefly taken aback. But Minerva was on a roll, the words tumbling out in a furious torrent that had been building for years.

"You may be the most talented field hockey player to ever grace Grimm Mawr’s squad, but as a witch, you’re sorely lacking in skill. You have detention after school today.”

“But I’ll miss practice.” Jezebel shot a look to her coach. 

“You can spend the time studying,” Archie said. “I need you to get your grades up before the big game. You don’t need to practice field hockey. You’re good enough already.”

Surprisingly enough, Archie wasn’t backing his key player. The dolt had actually taken Minerva’s side for once, supporting her decision to give Jezebel detention. It was a far cry from their usual butting of heads, trading barbs like "Ever-Lame" and "Meathead."

“Thank you,” Minerva murmured, unsure how to take his about face.

“You got it, Teach.” He gave her a saucy wink and left her staring at his wide muscled back as he left.

Then the bell rang, signaling the end of class. As the chaos of rambunctious students gathering their belongings filled the suddenly vacant air, Minerva felt a strange sense of disquiet. Had she just imagined the flicker of something more heated behind Archie's parting look? Her heart fluttered traitorously in her chest. Merlin help her, the man was pure temptation in a tracksuit. This was going to be a long semester.
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Chapter 2: Love Potion, Number Nein
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Minerva watched Jezebel slump into the hard wooden chair in front of the lab table. Her expression was as sour as a lemon drop. The star athlete looked about as thrilled to be there as she would getting a root canal. It was painfully obvious that Jezebel thought this detention was dragonshit.

Too bad. 

Jezebel's grades in Potions had tanked to an appalling level. If the girl didn't shape up soon, she was going to straight up fail.

"You're in luck today," Minerva said crisply. "We're going to review the basics of potion brewing to patch up the giant holes in your knowledge.”

"Yeah, lucky me," Jezebel muttered, slinging her backpack on the table with a graceless thud. Textbooks, crumpled papers, and sparkly pencil case tumbled out. A small, unlabeled bottle rolled out too, coming to a stop right by Minerva's hand. Jezebel snatched it quickly up and stuffed it into her field hockey kilt.

“What was that?” Minerva asked suspiciously.

“Nothing. Just a topical pain relief. It’s like lidocaine only magical,” Jezebel hedged.

Minerva held out her hand expectantly. Reluctantly, Jezebel passed over the bottle, biting her lip nervously as Minerva took a sniff. 

It didn’t smell like any of the sports creams she remembered the jocks used to use. But there was something familiar about it.

“Hmmm.” Minerva wasn’t convinced it was what Jezebel said it was, but the clock was ticking on their detention time, and Minerva needed her to focus on potions. Reluctantly, Minerva handed the bottle back.

"Get the ingredients for a basic enlarging potion from the supply closet.”

As soon as the field hockey star was out of sight, Minerva sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose under her glasses, trying to ward off a stress headache. Everyone was on pins and needles hoping that the Grimm Mawr field hockey team was going to bring the Grimms their first state championship. Trying to teach the students while that anticipation was building was like herding cats most days.

And then there was the added headache of Coach Archie Hawthorne.

As if she'd conjured him just by thinking his name, the door to the potions lab burst open, banging against the wall. There in the doorway, looking like he'd just walked off a sports magazine cover, was the man himself. 

Minerva's stomach did a giddy little swoop at the sight of him, his broad shoulders and boyish charm hitting her like a sucker punch as always. His sweatpants clung to his hips almost indecently and she forced herself not to look down. His outfit was an assault on her senses, hugging every muscular curve. 

"Is detention over yet?" he asked with a crooked grin. 

"It hasn’t even started yet,” she replied, ignoring the fluttering his deep voice always triggered in her stomach. Honestly, did the man have to look like a romance novel heartthrob 24/7? It was a wonder any of the girls at the Grimm Mawr Academy learned anything, with him strutting around oozing testosterone.

"I was hoping Jezebel could cut out early.” He folded his arms, biceps bulging distractingly under his short sleeves. 

Minerva fought not to sputter. She held on to her temper by a cat’s whisker. “No,” she forced out, not trusting herself to say anything else.

“Do you smell something?” Archie said, sniffing around the room.

Minerva suddenly felt lightheaded, like all the air had been sucked out of her chest. A pool of heat curled in her lower belly. Her mouth opened and closed soundlessly, words evaporating on her tongue.

What was happening here? This new, spine-tingling tension was simmering, raising all the hairs on her arms. It was thrilling and terrifying and totally throwing her off balance.

Archie seemed to be grappling with a similar internal crisis. He was still staring at her intently, but she noticed his hands clenching into fists, almost like he was physically stopping himself from reaching for her. From cupping her burning face in his strong hands. Pulling her into his arms and claiming her mouth with his. Tangling his fingers in her long hair and tugging until she gasped against his lips...

Alarmed at the wild direction of her own fantasies, Minerva mentally slapped herself. Get it together, Everhart! You're a professional, for crying out loud, not a cartoon character with hearts floating around your head. There's no way you're letting this egotistical gym monkey break your brain with a few steamy looks.

Taking a deep breath and channeling her inner frost queen, Minerva stepped back and crossed her arms, putting a few feet of much needed distance between them.

"What was I saying?" Archie blinked, then quickly cleared his throat. He stared down at the floor and frowned. “What’s this?”

“Careful,” Minerva said, seeing that a bottle had broken on the floor.

They reached down and their fingers brushed. A roaring went off in Minerva’s head. In the very back of her mind, a part of her recognized that it was the bottle Jezebel had snatched away from her. It must have fallen out of her kilt’s pocket.

Something was very wrong. It felt like fire ants were crawling in her veins, searing her nerve endings as they went. A deep, pulsing ache blossomed low in her belly and between her thighs, stealing her breath and setting her whole body throbbing.

"This isn’t sports medicine,” she tried to say, but the words slurred on Minerva's tongue as the world narrowed down to pinpricks. She needed...oh God, she needed...

"Minerva..." The sound of Archie rasping her name sent lightning streaking down her spine. She turned heavy-lidded eyes on him, mouth falling open on a ragged gasp.

He looked as wrecked as she felt, tanned skin flushed and eyes glassy with desire. Gone was the cocky charm, replaced by something much darker and more primal. It radiated off him in waves, buffeting her already sensitized body.

Archie reached for Minerva, crushing her soft curves against the steel wall of his chest.

She made a strangled sound as she ignited at the first touch of his hands. Wildfire raced through her, every nerve sparking and spitting with need. It pooled, molten and urgent, at the apex of her thighs.

Lust potion, she realized dimly. It scrambled any semblance of rational thought, filling her head with an endless litany of "want, need, now, please..."

"Tell me you don't feel this," Archie growled against her ear, voice rough as gravel. "How much you want me." His breath was hot against her neck, as he pulled them to their feet. 

Minerva couldn't even pretend to protest. Not with her body pulsing in time to his heartbeat, not with the desperate moan clawing its way up her throat. He was a livewire against her, hard and hot and vibrating with barely leashed hunger.

"Tell me you don't want this," he rasped, eyes burning into hers. "That you haven't imagined my hands on you, my mouth tasting every inch of your skin..."

A soft whimper escaped Minerva’s throat at the sinful images his words conjured. Her palms splayed over the firm muscles of his chest, the heat of him seeping into her bones. She yearned to tangle her fingers in his hair, to pull that tempting mouth down to hers and lose herself completely.

"We shouldn't," she breathed, even as she leaned into his embrace. "It's not...not appropriate..."

"To hell with appropriate," he growled, and captured her lips in a searing kiss.

Minerva made a helpless, wanting sound as his mouth slanted over hers, firm and insistent. His tongue teased the seam of her lips and she opened for him on a gasp, swept away in a maelstrom of sensation. He tasted of cinnamon and dark spices, utterly intoxicating.

Large hands slid down her back to grip her hips, pulling her flush against the unyielding strength of his body. She clutched at his shoulders, nails digging into the fabric of his T-shirt. Heat unspooled through her veins, stoking the mounting ache between her thighs. She had never been kissed like this before - hungrily, desperately, as if he couldn't get enough of her.

Archie wrenched his mouth from hers to trail biting kisses along her jawline, down the column of her throat. Minerva let her head fall back on a moan, completely undone. Some distant part of her knew this was wrong. That it was the lust potion making them lose control.

But oh, she couldn't bring herself to care. Not with Archie's teeth scraping over her racing pulse. His fingers digging into her hips with delicious force. Minerva wanted him with a ferocity that stole her breath, left her trembling and wanton in his arms.

And then, as quickly as it began, the fog abruptly lifted.

They sprang apart as if burned, chests heaving and eyes wide with shock. Minerva raised a shaking hand to her kiss-swollen lips, her skin still tingling from his touch. He looked equally stunned, hair mussed and a telltale bulge tenting the front of his pants.

"Morgana's sagging tits," he breathed, a dark flush stealing up his neck. "Nightshade, you better have a damn good explanation for this!"

Minerva whirled behind her to see Jezebel staring at them with a mixture of embarrassment and reluctant fascination. She fiddled with a loose thread on her robes, avoiding their accusing stares.

"It was just supposed to be a harmless prank," she mumbled, cheeks flaming. "I never thought...I mean, I didn't know you two would react like that."

Minerva fought the urge to hex the impertinent chit six ways from Sunday. Her body still thrummed with unfulfilled arousal, skin overwarm and too tight. Minerva didn't dare look at Archie, too mortified by her wanton display.

Taking a deep, unsteady breath, Minerva drew herself up to her full height and fixed Jezebel with her most forbidding glare. "Detention. For the rest of term.”

Jezebel’s mouth fell open in protest. Minerva slashed a hand through the air, cutting her off. "I will be speaking to the headmistress about how you got access to the forbidden herbs. Now start your enlarging potion.”

Jezebel blanched, no doubt thinking what The Raven would do to her. She hastily stacked up her supplies on the desk and got to work. Minerva closed her eyes briefly, regaining her composure before turning to face Archie.

"Coach Hawthorne, I don't know what to say." Her voice wavered slightly, betraying her not-quite-steady state. "That was highly inappropriate and completely out of line. I apologize for my lack of control."

He rubbed the back of his neck, a sheepish grimace twisting his handsome features. "You and me both, Everhart. I got a little carried away there. Damn lust potions, eh?"

But even as he said it, his gaze raked over her with unmistakable heat, making her insides clench and her skin prickle anew.

Oh Merlin...what had that bedeviled brat awakened between us?
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Chapter 3: Love is a Battlefield
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The day had been one for the record books, and not in a good way. Minerva was exhausted, frazzled, and more than a little disturbed by the unexpected turn her detention session with Jezebel had taken. The memory of Archie’s lips on hers, his hands gripping her hips with barely restrained hunger, kept intruding on her thoughts despite her best efforts to banish it. It was like all her high school longings had come true. Minerva had a feeling it would be very easy to fall back in love with Meathead.

All she wanted was a large glass of merlot, a steaming bubble bath, and to forget this whole cursed day had ever happened. Maybe she'd even indulge in a pint of rocky road ice cream and binge-watch that new trashy reality show about witches trying to make it in the big city. Anything to take her mind off a certain aggravating, unfairly attractive field hockey coach.

But the universe, it seemed, had other plans.

As Minerva trudged out to the faculty parking lot, she caught sight of a familiar broad-shouldered figure leaning against the side of her battered navy hatchback.

Archie, looking entirely too delectable, had his muscular arms crossed over his chest and a look of determination on his handsome face.

Minerva briefly considered turning tail and making a break for it, but she knew it was futile. The man was built like a linebacker and twice as persistent. With a sinking feeling in her stomach (that had absolutely nothing to do with anticipation or wayward butterflies), she squared her shoulders and marched up to him, head held high.

"I’m not going to change my mind about Jezebel’s full-term detention," said, fishing her keys out of her satchel. 

Archie pushed off from the car, uncrossing his arms and running a hand through his artfully tousled chestnut hair. "I was hoping we could talk. About...well, about what happened back there."

Minerva felt her cheeks heat at the memory of their stolen kisses, the way his body had felt pressed against hers. She aimed for a nonchalant shrug, fiddling with her keys. "What's there to talk about? We had a momentary lapse in judgment brought on by an illicit potion. End of story."

He cocked an eyebrow, mouth quirking up at the corner. "Is that really all it was to you? A lapse in judgment?"

Yes, she wanted to snap. No, a traitorous little voice whispered in the back of her mind.

Archie sighed, scrubbing a hand over his jaw. "Look, I know things got a little heated back there. And I'm man enough to admit that lust potion or no, I wasn't exactly hating it."

Minerva's eyes widened at the frank admission, her heartbeat quickening. But before she could formulate a response, he pressed on.

"The thing is, Everhart, I like you. I always have, even back in our school days when you were the prickly potions prodigy and I was just the dumb jock."

She opened her mouth to protest that characterization, but he held up a hand, forestalling her. 

"No, let me finish. I know we haven't always seen eye to eye, especially when it comes to academics versus athletics. But I've always admired your passion, your dedication to your students. Even if you can be a stubborn pain in the ass sometimes."

The last was said with a teasing grin, taking any sting out of the words. Minerva huffed, crossing her arms defensively over her chest. "Is this your idea of flattery, Coach? Because I've got to say, it needs some work."

Archie chuckled, the rich, warm sound sending tingles down her spine. "I'm getting to the flattery, hold your hippogriffs. What I'm trying to say is, I think we got off on the wrong foot this year. And I'd like a chance to start over, maybe get to know each other better outside of school."

Minerva's eyebrows nearly hit her hairline. "Are you asking me out, Meathead?" Her inner sixteen-year-old did cartwheels. How many times had she fantasized this happening?

He shrugged, a boyish grin spreading across his face. "I guess I am, yeah. What do you say, Ever-lame? Dinner, tonight, at that new troll-run gastropub in town? I promise not to spike your drink with any illicit brews."

She hesitated, torn between caution and curiosity. The sensible thing would be to turn him down gently but firmly, to nip this attraction in the bud before it could grow into something unmanageable. They were colleagues, after all, with a contentious history and wildly different priorities.

But then again, when was the last time she'd done something impulsive, something just for herself? When had she last let herself get swept up in the thrill of possibility, the giddy rush of new romance?

Besides, it was just dinner. What harm could it do?

Minerva took a deep breath, meeting Archie's hopeful gaze head-on. "All right, Coach. You've got yourself a date. I’ll meet you there at seven.”

The brilliant grin that split his face was almost worth the flutter of nerves in her belly.

Almost.

The Grumble and Brew was a charming little spot, all exposed brick and gleaming copper accents. The lighting was cozy and intimate. The delicious smells wafting from the open kitchen was enough to make Minerva's stomach rumble in anticipation.

Archie had even pulled out her chair at their table. She'd tried not to dwell on the shiver of awareness that raced through her when his fingers brushed her shoulder as he helped her out of her light spring jacket.

They'd ordered drinks (a robust cabernet sauvignon for her, a hoppy IPA for him) while they perused the menu, making small talk about their respective days. It was surprisingly easy, the conversation flowing without any of the barbed antagonism that typically characterized their interactions.

Minerva learned that Archie had a younger sister who was a magizoologist, specializing in the rehabilitation of magical creatures. He spoke of her with clear pride and affection, eyes lighting up as he recounted some of her more daring rescues.

In turn, she found herself opening up about her own family: her starchy, straitlaced father who'd never quite understood her passion for potion-making; and her free-spirited mother who'd taught her to embrace her magical gifts with joy and creativity.

They swapped stories of their own time at Grimm Mawr Academy, marveling at how little had changed in the intervening years. Minerva had been studious, more interested in acing her exams than attending pep rallies or bonfires. Archie had been a star athlete, coasting by on his charm and raw talent.

"I had such a crush on you back then," he admitted with a rueful grin, taking a sip of his beer. "But I was too much of a chicken to ever do anything about it. I figured a girl as brilliant as you wouldn't give a meathead like me the time of day."

Minerva nearly choked on her wine, eyes widening. "You had a crush on me? But you never said anything. You barely even acknowledged my existence outside of the occasional 'nerd' comment." If she had only known then.

He ducked his head, rubbing the back of his neck sheepishly. "Yeah, I know. I was an idiot. I thought the only way to get your attention was to tease you, rile you up. Obviously, my flirting game needed work."

She snorted indelicately. "Obviously. I seem to recall hexing you with uncontrollable hiccups for a week in our senior after a particularly obnoxious comment about my study habits."

Archie winced at the memory, though his eyes sparkled with mirth. "Not my finest moment, I'll admit. But in my defense, I was a teenage boy hopped up on hormones and repressed emotions. Cut me a little slack, eh?"

Minerva rolled her eyes, but her lips twitched with the beginnings of a smile. "I suppose I can find it in my heart to forgive your past transgressions. Provided, of course, you've matured beyond such puerile antics."

"Oh, I've matured all right," he said with an exaggerated waggle of his eyebrows. "In all the ways that count."

She kicked him lightly under the table, biting back a laugh. "Down, boy. This is a classy establishment, not the locker room at Grimm Mawr Academy."

Their food arrived then, steaming plates of artfully arranged delicacies courtesy of the pub's troll chef. Minerva had ordered the dragon-braised short ribs with an elderberry reduction, while Archie had opted for the cockatrice schnitzel with crushed moonstone potatoes.

They dug in with gusto, appreciative noises and contented silences interspersing the flow of conversation. The food was divine, complex flavors bursting on the tongue and leaving them both pleasantly satiated. Minerva wanted to sing and dance. Her high school crush had liked her back! And now that they were adults, nothing could stand in their way of being together.

As they lingered over coffee and a shared slice of decadent pixy-dusted chocolate cake, the talk naturally turned back to the events of the day—specifically, the incident with Jezebel.

"I meant what I said earlier," Archie said, setting down his beer and fixing Minerva with an earnest look. "I really do admire your dedication to your students, your unwavering belief in the importance of magical education. But I have to ask. Is there any way you might consider easing up on Nightshade, just a tad? She’s under a lot of pressure. With the state championship coming up, the team really can't afford to lose her."

Minerva set down her glass with a bit more force than necessary, the warm glow of the evening rapidly cooling. "I'm sorry, Coach, but are you seriously asking me to compromise my academic standards for the sake of a sporting event? Surely even you can see how absurd that is." She should have known this was too good to be true.

Archie held up his hands in a placating gesture, but there was a stubborn set to his jaw that told Minerva he wasn't about to back down. "It's not just a sporting event, Everhart. This is the Grimms' shot at making history, at proving that Grimm Mawr Academy is more than just a punchline. Surely even you can understand what that means to the kids, to the whole damn town."

She scoffed. "Oh, I understand perfectly. You want me to coddle your star player, to overlook her blatant disregard for the rules and her own education, all so you can have your moment of glory on the field. Well, I'm sorry, but I won't do it. Jezebel needs to learn that actions have consequences, and that her magical studies are just as important as her precious field hockey."

Archie's eyes narrowed, a muscle ticking in his jaw. "Don't act like you're some bastion of academic integrity, Everhart. We both know you've bent the rules for your precious potions prodigies in the past. Or have you forgotten the incident with Alabaster Thicknesse and the mandrake smuggling ring?"

Minerva gasped, color flooding her cheeks. "That was completely different and you know it. Alabaster was a troubled student in need of guidance, not a blatant rule-breaker with an overinflated ego."

"Right, because Jezebel's just a dumb jock not worth your time or effort," he shot back, voice dripping with sarcasm. "Merlin forbid you actually try to understand where she's coming from, the kind of pressure she's under—"

"Oh, spare me the sob story, Meathead," Minerva snapped, temper flaring. "I know exactly where she's coming from: a place of entitlement and arrogance, just like every other cocky athlete who thinks the rules don't apply to them."

Archie recoiled as if she'd slapped him, hurt and anger flashing in his russet eyes. "Wow. Tell me how you really feel, Ever-lame. I guess some things never change. You're still the same stuck-up, holier-than-thou priss you were in school, always looking down your nose at anyone who dared to have interests outside of books and broomstick polish."

Minerva sucked in a sharp breath, refusing to let his words hurt her. "And you're still the same arrogant, bullheaded Neanderthal, looking for an easy way out.”

They glared at each other.

This was a disaster. What had she been thinking, agreeing to this dinner? She'd let herself be swayed by a handsome face and a sly smile, had almost believed there could be something real between them.

But at the end of the day, Archie Hawthorne only cared about one thing: winning. And if that meant steamrollering over her principles and objections, so be it.

Abruptly, Minerva pushed back from the table, snatching up her handbag. "You know what? I think we're done here. Thank you for dinner, Coach, but I'll be taking my leave now. And you can rest assured that my stance on Miss Nightshade's academic performance remains unchanged."

Archie's expression shuttered, lips thinning into a hard line. "Fine. But this isn't over. I'll do whatever it takes to make sure my team has a shot at that trophy, with or without your cooperation."

Minerva stalked out of the restaurant, head held high even as tears of frustration and disappointment burned her eyes. She should've known better than to trust the charming words of a snake-oil salesman like him. All he'd wanted was to get back in her good graces long enough to secure a free pass for his precious star player. He could take his insufferable smirk and unnervingly firm ass and go stuff them in a dirty cauldron for all she cared. 

As Minerva drove home, she felt a pang of regret for what might have been. But then she remembered the steely glint in Archie's eyes as he'd issued his little ultimatum, and her resolve hardened. If Meathead wanted a war, he'd get one. Grimm Mawr Academy was about to become a battleground, and Minerva Everhart had no intention of losing.
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Chapter 4: Curses & Championships
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.Archie stood on the sidelines Grimm Mawr Academy field hockey field, whistle clenched between his teeth and a furrow of concentration creasing his brow as he watched his team run drills.

It was a balmy Saturday morning, the kind that seemed tailor-made for grueling training sessions and pre-game pep talks. With the state championship looming on the horizon, Archie was determined to whip his squad into fighting form. They had to be faster, stronger, more agile than ever before if they hoped to trounce those smug bastards from Newttown and Frog’s Hollow.

And at the center of it all was Jezebel Nightshade, his star forward striker and the key to the Grimms' victory. The girl was a force of nature on the field, all lightning-quick reflexes and ruthless nerves as she wove through the defense and sent shot after shot rocketing into the goal.

Archie felt swell of pride as he watched her play, even as a niggling sense of unease churned in his gut. He knew he was pushing Jezebel harder than ever, piling on extra practices and drilling her in complex offensive maneuvers until they both collapsed from exhaustion. But what choice did he have? The team needed her at the top of her game, needed her laser focus and raw talent if they hoped to make Grimm Mawr history.

And if that meant running afoul of a certain prickly potions professor with an overinflated sense of academic superiority, well...so be it.

Archie gritted his teeth as memories of his disastrous dinner with Minerva flooded his mind unbidden. Merlin's toenails, he'd really put his foot in it with that one. He'd gone into the evening hoping to smooth things over, to convince the stubborn witch to ease up on Jezebel's detentions in the name of school spirit and sporting glory.

But somewhere between the wine and the charged banter, he'd lost sight of his objective. Found himself getting swept up in the intoxicating push and pull of their dynamic, the thrill of verbally sparring with a woman who gave as good as she got. And remembering how he felt the first time he laid eyes on her back in high school. He had fallen head over heels in love with her then.

He couldn't help it. There was just something about Minerva that got under his skin in the best and worst ways. The way her eyes flashed behind those prim glasses when she was gearing up for a lecture, the quick wit and cutting intellect that left him tongue-tied and reeling. She was a challenge, a puzzle he longed to solve even as she infuriated him with her inflexible adherence to the rules.

And if he was being honest with himself, the physical attraction between them was undeniable. That bloody lust potion may have lowered their inhibitions, but the searing heat of her kisses, the perfect way her curves molded to his angles, that was all them. No magical interference necessary.

Archie groaned low in his throat, scrubbing a hand over his face as he recalled the hurt and betrayal in Minerva's eyes when she'd realized his ulterior motives. The accusation in her voice as she called him out for trying to manipulate her, for putting his own agenda above her principles.

She wasn't wrong. He had been trying to sway her, to use their budding connection as leverage in his campaign to keep Jezebel out of detention. But that didn't mean his feelings for Minerva were any less genuine, any less consuming.

He'd meant what he said about harboring a crush on her back in their school days. Minerva had always been an enigma to him, a fiery force of nature wrapped up in a prim and proper package. He'd longed to ruffle her feathers, to see what lay beneath that composed exterior.

And now that he finally had a chance to find out, he'd gone and mucked it all up with his own pigheadedness and poor timing. Typical Hawthorne, charging ahead without thinking things through.

He could practically hear his father's voice in his head, that gruff, disapproving baritone that had haunted him since childhood. "Too hotheaded for your own good, boy. Always letting your heart rule your head. You'll never amount to anything if you can't learn to control your impulses."

Archie shook off the phantoms of his past, focusing instead on the training session at hand. He couldn't afford to get lost in self-pity and regret, not when his team needed him focused and clear-headed.

He narrowed his eyes, watching as Jezebel streaked down the field towards the goal, deftly maneuvering around the defenders. She had a clear shot, the goalie out of position and off balance. It was the kind of setup she normally drilled straight into the back of the net without breaking a sweat.

But to Archie's shock and dismay, Jezebel fumbled it, her normally dexterous hands clumsy and uncoordinated. She took a wild, off-center swipe at the ball, sending it careening wide of the goal posts by a good ten feet.

The rest of the team skidded to a halt, exchanging worried looks as Jezebel stared at her stick in disbelief. This was the third such blunder in as many plays, each missed shot more egregious than the last.

Archie felt a cold trickle of dread down his spine. This wasn't like Jezebel at all. The girl was a machine, a prodigy who could score blindfolded and with one hand tied behind her back. To see her flailing like a freshman flying student was deeply unsettling.

Frowning, he blew his whistle sharply, signaling for a momentary halt in play. The team gathered around him, muttering amongst themselves and casting furtive glances at their star player. Jezebel, for her part, looked equal parts bewildered and furious, her mouth set in a hard line as she gripped her stick with white-knuckled intensity.

"All right, Nightshade, walk me through that last shot," Archie said, keeping his voice carefully neutral even as his mind raced with possibilities. Nerves? Overtraining? The yips? "What went wrong there?"

Jezebel huffed out a frustrated breath, blowing a strand of raven hair out of her face. "I don't know, Coach. It's like my hands just wouldn't cooperate. Like they were moving through molasses or something."

A murmur of unease rippled through the gathered players at her words. They all knew Jezebel's prowess on the pitch was unparalleled. For her to be struggling with basic motor control was unthinkable.

Archie chewed on the inside of his cheek, mind whirring as he tried to puzzle out this new development. Suddenly, a faint whiff of something acrid and sulphuric tickled his nostrils, making him wrinkle his nose in distaste.

Brimstone. The unmistakable calling card of dark magic.

His blood ran cold as realization slammed into him. This was no ordinary slump or case of nerves. Jezebel had been cursed. Someone had targeted his star player with magic meant to hamper her athletic abilities, to sabotage the Grimms' chance at victory.

But who would do such a thing? Who had the motive and the magical means to pull off a stunt like this?

“Does anyone else smell that?” Catalina Talisman asked, raising her hand timidly.

The team took deep sniffs and they all came to the same conclusion at once.

“It’s a curse!”

“Jezzie’s been cursed!”

“We’re doomed!”

"It was Everhart," Jezebel spat, her eyes flashing with barely contained rage. “She’s had it out for me since day one. She's always going on about how sports are a waste of time and energy, how we should be focusing on our studies instead.”

A ripple of angry agreement spread through the team as they latched onto Jezebel's theory. It made a twisted sort of sense. Minerva had made no secret of her disdain for the sports program, of her belief that the school placed too much emphasis on sports at the expense of academics. What better way to prove her point than by sabotaging their chances at the cup?

But even as the seeds of suspicion and resentment took root, Archie hesitated. Would Minerva really resort to such underhanded tactics, to outright cheating in order to get her way? The woman was as stubborn as a hippogriff and twice as prickly, but she had a strict moral code. Cursing a student, even one she despised, seemed beneath her.

And yet, she had been awfully angry after their dinner, humiliated and lashing out like a wounded animal. Could her hurt feelings have driven her to seek revenge, to strike back at Archie in the most painful way possible?

He shook his head, trying to clear the doubts and recriminations swirling through his mind. He couldn't afford to jump to conclusions, not without hard evidence. He needed to approach this situation with a level head and an open mind.

"Listen up," he said, pitching his voice to be heard over the growing buzz of speculation. "I know tensions are running high right now, but we can't go throwing around accusations without proof. Jezebel, I want you to head to the infirmary, get checked out by Nurse Maelstorm. See if she can detect any traces of dark magic or hexes."

Jezebel opened her mouth to argue, but Archie cut her off with a stern look. "That's an order, Nightshade. The rest of you, hit the showers. We'll reconvene tomorrow to discuss our next steps."

The team dispersed, muttering darkly amongst themselves as they slouched off towards the locker rooms. Archie watched them go, a heavy weight settling in his chest. This was a nightmare scenario, the kind of scandal that could tear the school apart and ruin Minerva's reputation irreparably.

He refused to believe she was capable of something so vindictive and short-sighted. There had to be another explanation, another culprit waiting to be unmasked. And he was going to get to the bottom of it, even if it meant butting heads with a certain alluring and infuriating potions mistress.

Archie strode off the field. If dark magic was afoot at Grimm Mawr Academy, he'd be damned if he let it derail his team's shot at glory. Or his own chance at something real with Minerva Everhart.

As he made his way back to the academy, Archie couldn't shake the memory of her lips against his, the intoxicating softness of her hair beneath his fingers. The lust potion may have stripped away their inhibitions, but the attraction crackling between them was all too real.

He wanted her, both body and mind. Wanted to unravel the enigma of Minerva Everhart and see what lay beneath that prickly exterior. One way or another, he would get to the bottom of this curse business. And maybe, just maybe, he'd find a way to mend the rift between him and Minerva in the process.
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Chapter 5: Mayhem and Mysteries
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Minerva kept her chin held high and her shoulders squared, a picture of poise and professionalism even as the weight of countless stares bore into her back like hot pokers.

The whispers followed her everywhere she went, a susurrus of gossip and speculation that set her teeth on edge and made her want to hex someone's tongue to the roof of their mouth. She could practically feel the accusation in their gazes, the suspicion and mistrust that hung thick in the air like a noxious fog.

Jezebel Nightshade's mysterious curse had sent shockwaves through the school, sparking a flurry of rumors and finger-pointing that had quickly zeroed in on one prime suspect: Minerva herself. Never mind that Minerva was a respected member of the faculty, a dedicated educator with an unblemished record of service. Never mind that she had never, in all her years of teaching, resorted to underhanded tactics or magical sabotage to prove a point.

No, all anyone seemed to care about was that she had a known grudge against the star field hockey player, a history of butting heads with the jock contingent and their sports-obsessed priorities. It was the perfect motive, they whispered behind cupped hands and closed doors. Who else would want to take Jezebel down a peg, to knock the Grimms off their unprecedented success, and prove once and for all that academics trumped athletics?

Minerva gritted her teeth, her grip tightening around the strap of her leather satchel as she swept through the crowded corridors. It was ludicrous, this campaign to paint her as some kind of vindictive harpy hell-bent on destroying a student's future. She was strict, yes, and unapologetically demanding when it came to her pupils' magical education. But she was not a cheat, and she certainly wasn't a curse-flinging maniac.

If only she could make the rest of the school see that.

Lost in her brooding thoughts, Minerva almost didn't notice the hand that shot out from a nearby alcove, dragging her unceremoniously into the shadowed recess. She let out an undignified yelp, her wand already in hand and a stunning spell on her lips before she registered the familiar face of her assailant.

"Juno!" Minerva exhaled sharply, lowering her wand and scowling at her fellow instructor. "What in Merlin's name do you think you're doing?"

Juno Runeheart, the school's Herbalist professor and Minerva's friend, had the grace to look sheepish. She released her grip on Minerva's arm, smoothing down the front of her midnight blue robes with a dainty cough.

"I didn't mean to startle you," Juno said, her musical voice laced with a hint of contrition. "But I needed to speak with you urgently, and I couldn't risk being overheard in the halls."

Minerva arched a brow, curiosity warring with trepidation in her gut. Juno was not one for cloak-and-dagger antics. For her to resort to such tactics meant that something serious was afoot.

"All right, I'll bite," she said, crossing her arms over her chest and leaning back against the cool stone wall. "What's so important that it couldn't wait until our usual Thursday night firewhiskey and commiseration session?"

Juno took a deep breath, her cornflower blue eyes darting furtively around the alcove before settling back on Minerva's face. "It's about the Brewfest."

Minerva blinked, momentarily thrown by the non-sequitur. Brewfest was the town’s annual potions competition, a cutthroat battle of wits and cauldrons that pitted the most talented brewers against each other in a bid for glory and bragging rights. 

But that wasn’t for several months.

As if sensing her confusion, Juno barreled on, her words coming out in an excited rush. "There's been talk amongst the higher-ups, whispers of a potential opening for a new Herbalism department head next year. And rumor has it that the winner of Brewfest will have a decided edge in the selection process. I need your help to win it."

"Of course, I’ll help you," Minerva said slowly, hating the way her voice sounded so brittle and defeated even to her own ears. "But in case you haven't noticed, I'm not exactly Teacher of the Month around here. The whole school thinks I'm some kind of mad woman who curses students for sport. I'll be lucky if they let me within ten feet of the competition."

Juno made a dismissive noise in the back of her throat, waving away Minerva's concerns with an impatient flick of her wrist. "Oh, pish tosh. Anyone with half a brain cell knows you're innocent. You're far too principled to resort to such underhanded tactics."

Minerva felt a surge of gratitude towards her friend, a warmth that helped chase away some of the chill that had settled in her bones. It was heartening to know that at least one person in this thrice-damned school had her back.

"Besides, you don’t have any black magic tainting your aura. Any idiot can see that.”

“Don’t underestimate the idiots,” Minerva grumbled.

As if on cue, a shrill scream pierced the air, followed by a thunderous crashing and the unmistakable sound of shattering glass. Minerva and Juno exchanged alarmed looks before sprinting out of the alcove, wands at the ready.

The scene that greeted them in the main corridor was one of utter pandemonium. Students ran helter-skelter, their robes flapping behind them like panicked bats as they ducked and wove around the debris littering the floor. Shards of stained glass crunched underfoot, the remnants of the once-majestic windows that had lined the halls now reduced to glittering confetti.

And in the center of it all, rearing up on its hind legs with an ear-splitting whinny, was a unicorn.

But not just any unicorn. This one was easily twice the size of a normal specimen, its coat a blinding white that pulsed with an otherworldly luminescence. Its horn, easily as long as Minerva's arm, crackled with arcane energy, sparks of red and gold leaping from its razor-sharp tip like miniature fireworks.

Minerva gaped at the beast, her mind struggling to process the sheer absurdity of the sight before her. What in the seven hells was a giant, magical unicorn doing rampaging through the halls of Grimm Mawr Academy? And more importantly, how were they going to stop it before someone got hurt?

As if in answer to her unspoken question, the unicorn let out another earth-shattering bellow, its hooves slamming down onto the flagstones with enough force to send tremors rippling through the floor. Students screamed and scattered, ducking into classrooms and behind suits of armor as the creature charged forward, its eyes wild and rolling in its skull.

"Merlin's balls," Juno breathed from beside her, her face pale and pinched with fear. "What do we do now?"

But Minerva was already moving, her wand slashing through the air as she fired off a barrage of stunning spells at the enraged beast. Red jets of light slammed into the unicorn's flank, but it shrugged them off like bothersome gnats, its hide seemingly impervious to magic.

Gritting her teeth, Minerva changed tactics, summoning a massive shield charm to block the unicorn's path. The translucent barrier shimmered into existence just as the creature reached it, its horn slamming against the magical wall with a bone-jarring clang.

For a moment, the unicorn looked almost comically surprised, its eyes crossing as it tried to focus on the unexpected obstacle. But then, with a snort of rage, it reared back and charged again, its horn glowing brighter and brighter with each thundering step.

Minerva poured every ounce of power she had into the shield, her arm trembling with the effort of maintaining such a massive spell. But it was no use. With a sickening crack, the unicorn's horn pierced straight through the barrier, shattering it like sugar glass and sending Minerva flying backwards with the force of the backlash.

She hit the ground hard, the air whooshing out of her lungs in a painful rush as she skidded across the stone floor. Stars danced before her eyes, her head throbbing from where it had cracked against the unforgiving flagstones.

Dimly, she heard Juno screaming her name, the high, thready sound almost lost beneath the ringing in her ears. She tried to push herself up, to force her battered body back into the fray, but her limbs felt like lead weights, her vision swimming in and out of focus.

This was it, then. This was how Minerva Everhart, potions mistress extraordinaire, met her ignominious end, trampled to death by an overgrown magical pony with anger management issues. Somehow, she had always pictured her demise being a bit more dignified, a bit more heroic.

But then, just as the unicorn's hooves were about to come crashing down on her prone form, a blur of movement shot out from the periphery of her vision. A tall, broad-shouldered figure leapt in front of her, his wand held aloft like a knight's sword as he shouted an incantation in a deep, achingly familiar voice.

"Get ‘em!"

The suits of armor lining the hallway shuddered to life, their empty helms swiveling towards the sound of the newcomer's voice. With a creaking groan of metal on metal, they stepped off their plinths, their swords and shields held at the ready as they formed a wall of steel between Minerva and the rampaging unicorn.

The creature let out a confused whinny, rearing back on its hind legs as it tried to process this new threat. But the armor knights pressed forward, their weapons slicing through the air as they drove the unicorn back, step by clanging step.

Minerva watched in mute amazement as her rescuer knelt down beside her, his strong hands gripping her shoulders as he helped her sit up. She blinked up at him, her vision still fuzzy around the edges, but there was no mistaking the chiseled jawline and worried amber eyes of Archie Hawthorne.

"Minerva," he breathed, his voice rough with emotion as he brushed a strand of hair away from her temple. "Merlin's toenails, are you all right? I saw that bloody beast fling you halfway across the hall."

She opened her mouth to answer, to reassure him that she was fine, just a bit rattled, but the words wouldn't come. Because suddenly, with his face so close to hers, with the adrenaline of their near-death experience still pumping through her veins, all she could think about was how badly she wanted to kiss him.

And so, before she could second-guess herself, before the rational part of her brain could catch up and scream at her to stop, Minerva surged forward and pressed her lips to his in a bruising, desperate kiss.

Archie made a surprised sound in the back of his throat, his hands tightening reflexively on her shoulders. But then he was kissing her back, his mouth slanting over hers with an urgency that stole the breath from her lungs and set her blood on fire. Archie backed her up into the alcove where she had been talking with Juno just before the unicorn attacked.

This was nothing like their kiss under the influence of the lust potion. That had been all hazy, drugged passion, a mindless tangle of lips and teeth and tongue. This was something else entirely—a meeting of equals, a dance of wills as they poured out all their pent-up frustration and longing into the press of their mouths.

Minerva fisted her hands into the front of Archie's robes, dragging him closer as she nipped at his bottom lip, soothing the sting with a swipe of her tongue. He groaned, low and guttural, one hand sliding up to cup the back of her neck as he deepened the kiss, his fingers tangling in the loose strands of her hair.
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