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Chapter One
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Grandmaster Ludiwan sat on the floor of his empty palace and tittered with mad laughter. His brother had abandoned him. His sister had betrayed him. In doing so, they had proven how little he meant to them. Both of his siblings had fallen for naughts, the lowest of the low. How could it happen? How was it so easy for Hedi and Chari to drive a knife into his back?

Ludi squeezed his golden goblet until his hand was shaking. He used magic to fill it with wine, chugged it down, and filled it again. He didn't want to drink too much—Ludi didn't want to get inebriated. He had plans, big plans. If he was falling over, too drunk to stand, he wouldn't be able to get revenge.

And he would have his revenge. He had already made that promise to himself. Ludi refused to rest until he saw Chari and Hedi punished for the humiliation of being their brother. He was the Grandmaster, supposedly the most powerful warlock of all. If he couldn't control his own family, how could he expect others to follow him?

Ludi finished his wine and cackled into his empty goblet. “I might be losing my mind...” he whispered to himself. “I can't. I won't. I won't lose my mind or my heart.”

Ludiwan was more concerned about the latter. Before she left, Charikim hit him with an expected curse. Amoredírén. If used correctly, it would force its target to fall in love with an enemy. He hadn't shielded himself against it. What if the curse forced him, like his siblings, to fall for a naught? He refused to follow them down such a foolish path.  

“As long as I'm aware of it, it won't happen,” Ludi whispered to himself. “There's no way. I have too much willpower.” He despised naughts. Naturally, they were his worst enemy. His sister's magic was strong, but not strong enough to make him overcome his hatred. He was sure of that.

Ludi crawled across the room and forced himself to stand. Chari's power surprised him. He could barely walk after their battle in the basement. He staggered outside, occasionally leaning against doorways and statues, because he couldn't stand on his own. Was Chari really Fifth Witch and not the First? Was it possible she had actually surpassed him?

“No way... there's no way,” he whispered. “I let my guard down because I was fighting against my sister. That's what happened. I wasn't really trying to take her down.”

Ludi whispered a healing spell on himself, which steadied him a bit. Unlike Chari, healing magic wasn't his forte. Hurting people was much more fun than healing them. He had perfected a few spells, and most of them brought unimaginable pain to his targets. Ludi loved to watch weaker people squirm and fall at his feet.

Ludiwan headed toward the hidden cave, tucked away in a forgotten corner of Mount Huangshan. Only individuals with magic could see it. A naught would walk past the cave and fail entirely to notice it. Ludi loved to keep secrets from naughts—including the existence of dragons.

Ludi kept two dragons in the hidden cave—Rael, a dragon from the western world, and Ziyu, a dragon from the far east. He revered them too much to call them his pets, but he did everything for them, and he kept them in chains. To unleash them on the world would wreak too much havoc. Until that moment, he thought it was safer to keep them locked away.

Rael and Ziyu shared the cave with Grith, one of the last surviving griffons. Like dragons, griffons were an endangered species, hunted to near-extinction by naughts of ancient times. The Council of Mages kept records of every dragon and griffon that survived—there were only a few. Ludi was proud of his creatures. He liked them more than both of his siblings, which wasn't saying much.

Ludi ignited his wand like a torch as he stepped into the pitch black darkness of the cave. Violet fire crackled on its tip as he traveled deeper and deeper in, until he reached a well-lit room with a vast ceiling. In that room, he kept the dragons and the griffon. Rael threw back his horned head and screeched when Ludi entered.

“Quiet!” Ludi hissed as he approached the massive beast. Rael was larger and more ferocious than the creatures who shared his space. Ludi raised his wand and snapped his fingers, forcing the dragon into subservience. The great beast's head dipped down, as if he was bowing, so Ludi scratched the dragon's hard, scaled cheek.

“You're such magnificent creatures, all three of you!” Ludi exclaimed. “Are you ready to join me for a mission?”

He believed they understood him—at least, the dragons did. Dragons were centuries old, and arguably more intelligent than humans. The griffon was more like a puppy; in fact, he pounced on Ludi and licked his face. Ludi was in no mood for affection, especially in the form of licks from Grith's tongue. He shouted at the griffon, “Sit,” and shoved its talons from his shoulders.

Ludiwan's creatures were all very different. Rael was a towering black beast, built like a mountain. He had small, yellow eyes, and smoke spilled from his nostrils with every breath he drew. Ziyu had the body of a serpent. She was pale with tiny wings and long, sharp claws. Grith was much smaller, and feathered. He had an eagle's talons and beak, but the body of a lion. Griffons were better mounts, but dragons were superior in every other way—in Ludiwan's eyes, at least.

Ludi told his unusual allies, “We're going to find my sister and brother, by any means necessary. They'll probably try to hide from me, but they can't... not when I'm this angry. I don't care where they've gone. I'll tear the world apart to find them.”

Ludi claimed a sword from the wall and slid it through a sheath. He didn't expect to fight any battle that couldn't be won with his wand, but the sword made him look dangerous. It empowered him. With a wave of his wand, he changed into the black robe of a battle-ready warlock. He'd chosen similar attire on the day he killed his father.

“I know it's been a long time since you've killed, but a dragon never loses its taste for blood. That's what I've heard,” Ludi said. “Especially you, Rael. When I was a boy, I heard you slaughtered an entire army with your fiery breath. That is the sort of carnage I want to see from you today. I want to raze everything.”

Rael screeched so loudly, he made the entire cave tremor. Pieces of rock rained from the ceiling as he screamed.

“Yes, let it out!” Ludi yelled. “I want to hear your battle cry! Your rage inspires me, Rael. Unleash it on the world of naughts. I want to see them suffer!” With the ease of wagging a finger, he melted the chains around both dragons' feet. The bonds fell away with a hiss and a clunk.

When all three beasts were freed, Ludi shouted at his wand, “Inquisitio Hedi!  Inquisitio Chari!” A red laser leapt from its tip and ripped open a portal as vast as the cave's gaping mouth. It was large enough for Rael and Ziyu, who obeyed their master when he commanded them to fly through it.

Ludi snapped his fingers at Grith, who crouched down to let him mount. A mad grin conquered Ludi's face as the griffon took flight and followed the dragons into the foreign world where Hedi and Chari were hiding.

They couldn't hide for long.
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Hedi closed his eyes and listened to the pleasant clop of horse hooves as the carriage trotted around Central Park. He enjoyed the warmth of Amaria's hand, and her fingers interwoven with his. For once, he felt truly at ease. For once, he wasn't thinking about the brother who wanted him dead. His thoughts were occupied by the girl at his side.

“I remember when I first met you, and I didn't know the difference between a car and a carriage,” Hedi said. “That was... embarrassing. My language spell failed me more times than I could count... and I can count pretty high, you know.”

“You can count high in any language,” Amaria added. “Your language spell is the best, Hedi. It kinda freaked me out when I started speaking in Italian for the first time, but once I got used to it, I really liked it.”

They had little need for Italian in New York City, where they had been living in a hotel for the last few days. They were staying in the same hotel as Chari, who had multiplied plenty of money for each of them. Hedi used his money to book a carriage ride in Central Park with the girl of his dreams. Amaria seemed to be enjoying herself, unless her smile was a lie.

“What do you think about this time period, Amaria?” Hedi asked. He spoke quietly, because he didn't want the carriage driver to overhear a peculiar conversation. “Do you like it, or do you think we should go somewhere else?”

“What year is it again?”

“2024,” Hedi whispered.

“Right. 2024. I like it,” Amaria said. “It's crazy how much things have changed in forty years. Internet. Cell phones. Everything's been blowing my mind! I don't know what's crazier: your magic, or the new technology.”
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