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Grandmaster Ludiwan paced in circles around his sister. His eyes were full of thunder and venom. His fists shook with rage. He said, “Disappointed doesn't even begin to describe what I feel when I look at you, Chari. Your actions are not only a betrayal of our friendship, but a betrayal of our family, and a betrayal of our kind!”

Chari pursed her lips. She wanted to laugh, but she held it back. A betrayal of their friendship? Absurd! Charikim was on her knees, unable to move, paralyzed by Ludiwan's magic. It was hardly an act of kindness. If anyone had betrayed their friendship, it was him.

“I don't know what to do anymore! I'm completely at a loss,” Ludi said. “How is a man supposed to punish his best friend? Should I torture you? Should I melt down all your medals and trophies and fashion them into something hideous? Your betrayal cuts me to the bone, Charikim. You've broken my heart. I can't begin to express how devastated I am. I can barely look at you without feeling an urge to retch.”

They were back in their palace in ancient China. Hedi was... missing. Even Ludiwan's magic, as powerful as it was, couldn't pinpoint their brother's location. Charikim hoped her twin brother would never be found, though she would never admit it. If Hedi's whereabouts were uncovered, he would almost certainly be killed. He would be a casualty of their elder brother's ego.

“Do you have any idea where he might go?” Ludi asked. “Any at all?”

“I honestly don't, my lord,” Charikim said. “You shouldn't have taught him how to access the portals. It will make him much harder to locate.”

“I never thought that little bastard would be able to hide from me,” Ludi said. “He even cut off my access to his wand. Until recently, I could use it to spy on him. Now? I see nothing. I don't know how he managed that! He's more skilled than we thought, Chari. We must find him and bring him back by any means necessary.”

Charikim closed her eyes and wished she was anywhere else. Ever since she aided Hedi's escape, her elder brother had become... difficult. His madness had bubbled up to the surface. He was intolerable.

“You must find him,” Ludi declared. “You're the one who turned against me and enabled his escape. You're responsible for this. If you want to make up for your mistakes, if you want to be absolved, find Hedi and bring him back to us!”

“With respect, brother, I think we should let him go,” Chari said. “If he wants a life apart from all of this, shouldn't we honor his—”

“No!” Ludi screamed. “Are you serious? If we let our own brother flee from his responsibilities, what does that say to everyone else? What if others try to follow? We must be brutal, Chari. We need to drag him back and make an example of him. There's no escape for a member of our family or our secret society.”

Charikim tried to move her arm and reach for her wand, but her brother's magic had her frozen. Standing against Ludi was pointless. In the end, Grandmaster Ludiwan was always victorious.

“You helped him,” Ludi reminded her for the dozenth time. He stood in front of Chari and roughly squeezed her cheeks. “Why did you do it? Why did you turn against me? You had to know it wouldn't end well for you.”

Chari tried to lean away from him, but his hand gripped her face. She put on a cold smile and replied, “Hedi was never suited for this life. I believe he would give up magic altogether, if he could. Why should we force him back, if this isn't for him? I'm sure he'd never miss us, no matter how many years went by.”

“But he's family,” Ludi hissed. “If I let my own brother escape, what does that say about me? I don't want to seem weak in the eyes of others. Like it or not, I have to drag him back and make him pay. That's the only option.”

With a wave of his hand, Ludiwan released his sister from his binding spell. She fell on her stomach with a grunt.

“As your elder brother, and as the Grandmaster who rules over all, I command you to find Hedi,” Ludi said. “I don't care if he's kicking and screaming and crying like a baby. Drag him back by his hair, if you must. You are authorized to use any magic in your arsenal. Suffocate him. Choke him. Beat him within an inch of his life, if you'd like. Just find him.”

Chari sat up and rubbed her tingling limbs. They always went numb after a binding spell. She asked, “Do you have any idea where he is?”

“No. Why would I? I already told you, he somehow sealed my ability to spy on him. He's blocked my tracer,” Ludi reminded her. “You're good at magic, Chari. I'm sure you'll figure it out.”

“Do I have a time limit?” she asked, because her brother was an impatient person. He put a time limit on everything.

“If you don't find him within a week, I'll strip away your title,” Ludi threatened her. “You'll no longer be Fifth Witch. You'll be Forty-Fifth Witch instead... or something like that. After what you pulled, you're lucky I'm not demoting you to Five Thousandth.”

“Well then... I better get started.” Charikim stood up and danced the numbness from her legs. She took out her wand, raised it to her lips, and whispered into the tip, “Inquisitio Hedi, my twin brother.”

A red laser shot from her wand's tip and ripped open a portal in the center of the room. Chari crept closer to the portal and cautiously peered into its hazy interior. She started to ask, “Hey, isn't that—”

“Florence, Italy,” Ludiwan finished. “Hmph. It's one of the prettier naught cities. Consider yourself lucky. You could be going somewhere much, much worse.”

“So... Hedi's in Florence,” Charikim whispered. “Well, at least he has good taste.”

“Get going!” Ludi demanded. “You have one week, Chari. If you're even a day late, there will be consequences.”

“Yes, yes... I get it.” With a weary sigh, a roll of her eyes, and a solemn shake of her head, Chari followed the red laser through the portal.
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The portal dumped Charikim in an alleyway occupied by a solitary wino, too drunk to notice her arrival. He had a bottle in his arms, which he cradled like a baby as he slept. The distant din of a muttering crowd was drowned out by his snoring.

Chari knew she was in Florence as soon as she saw the tiled red rooftops on every building. The city itself was an artist's dream. “What time period is this?” she whispered to herself. She heard the clop of horse hooves, not motors—that was her first clue. She crept closer to the slumbering drunk and studied his clothes. He wore a dark green doublet with puffy sleeves, and his breeches stopped at his knees. Chari was no expert, but she tried to guess the era based on his outfit. The thirteenth century? Fourteenth?

Before leaving the alley, Chari used magic to change her clothes. She changed into a red velvet dress, trimmed with gold. She refused to wear a corset underneath.

“Corsets were the devil's invention,” she whispered to herself. “There's no way I'm wearing one of those for any reason whatsoever!”

Chari left the alley, took a few turns, and found her way to a bustling street. Horses trotted along a cobbled road, pulling carts and towing travelers. Florists were shouting in Italian, which she couldn't understand, so she muttered a simple language spell and tapped her wand against her head. She could see the red dome of Florence's Duomo peeking above the rooftops. The streets were like a maze, but she eventually found her way to the Piazza del Duomo, where she marveled at the massive cathedral.

Chari thought to herself, naughts are inferior, but their architecture is... impressive. She didn't want to admire the magicless for any reason, but their buildings were a sight to behold. Ludi was right: Florence was beautiful.

Chari examined the clothes of passing ladies and compared them to her own dress. “It's good enough,” she whispered to herself. She was sure she wouldn't stand out too much, despite her foreign look. As she strolled around the cathedral, she picked up a dropped florin, the currency of Florence, and multiplied the coin in her hand. When she was alone, she would multiply it again and again, until she made herself a wealthy woman. Chari was much better at multiplying objects than her brothers ever were.

Chari was so swept away by her surroundings, she forgot to search for the red laser. It was supposed to point her in the direction of Hedi, but she saw no sign of the laser or her brother. She whispered to her wand, “Inquisitio Hedi,” but nothing appeared to show her the way. Shrugging, she stowed her wand in her dress' sleeve and continued to explore the city. If she had an entire week to find her brother, she could take her time. Hedi could wait.

She made her way to the Piazza della Signoria, where she walked past the Palazzo Vecchio with its crenellated tower and eye-catching clock. She walked to the majestic church of Santa Croce, which she viewed from a side street. Chari refused to believe she was enjoying herself, but she certainly wasn't having a bad time. She peeked into store windows and resisted the temptation to smile at their knick-knacks.

Eventually, Chari found her way to the Arno River, where a half-dozen aspiring artists were painting the Ponte Vecchio. It was a huge, handsome bridge, the oldest in Florence, and many of the artists' renderings were surprisingly realistic. Some were better than others. Chari examined the paintings from a distance and tried to choose her favorite one.

All the artists are male, Chari noted with a frown. A few were handsome, but they were naughts, so she couldn't get too thrilled about any of them.

Unless...

A brilliant idea came to her as she studied the artists' work. Chari expected to be in Florence for the next few days, at least. She needed food, a place to stay, and other basic necessities. Was there anything better than a handsome male companion who was eager to please her? She needed to become some man's mistress and force her way into his life. Chari wasn't looking to make a friend—naughts made poor friends. However, there was room in her life for a devoted slave who slavered at the mouth for her.

She approached each artist, one by one, and rated them on their looks. Half were handsome, half were plain. She assigned each man a number, from one to ten, and tried to pick a favorite.

One of the handsomer artists—he was an eight out of ten—flashed a scowl in her direction and asked, “Will you move, please? You're blocking my light.”

“How rude!” Chari cried. She needed to know if he was single. If he was, she found her target. “Would you be that rude to your wife?”

“I don't have a wife, but if I did, I would say the same thing to her, if she was distracting me,” said the haughty artist. “Also... you haven't moved. Are you going to make me beg? Your close proximity is having an adverse effect on my artistry.”
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