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Anshan Hedi was attempting to suck rice wine through a straw that floated several inches above his goblet. It was immature behavior for a twenty-two-year-old, and his brother would say it was a colossal waste of magic, but Hedi needed to amuse himself. A steady stream of wine leapt from the golden goblet, slithered through the straw, and danced into his mouth. I can honestly think of no better use for my magic, he thought to himself as he quietly chugged the wine.

Hedi's gaze briefly flicked in the direction of his twin sister, who was being honored for the hundredth time. He wondered if she would ever tire of receiving such honors. Unlike Hedi, Charikim was a model spellcaster, well on her way to becoming a warlock, a high-ranking dark mage. Charikim's smile beamed as the Grandmaster slipped a medal around her neck. The Grandmaster, who presided over all mages, was their elder brother; naturally, he enjoyed praising her. He almost enjoyed praising Chari as much as he enjoyed reprimanding Hedi, who had become something of an embarrassment to the family name.

Hedi quickly finished his wine before the ceremony's end. If either of his siblings saw his magical straw, he doubted they would approve. With a wiggle of his eyebrows, he made the straw disappear. Hedi was famously the least skilled of his siblings, but he doubted they could cast magic with a wiggling eyebrow. Most spellcasters used wands—and Hedi had one, of course—but he enjoyed finding unconditional ways to cast pointless spells. With a wiggle of an eyebrow or a click of his tongue, he could make objects reappear, disappear, or shimmy across the room. When he was eight, he made a mountain tremble with a burp. Nothing had ever amused him more.

After receiving a medal, a certificate, and the fancy new title of “Fifth Witch,” Charikim bowed to the Grandmaster and returned to Hedi's table. Chari was officially the fifth most powerful female spellcaster in the world. As the ceremony spectators celebrated her walk across the room with ardent applause, Hedi could manage only a few bored claps of his hands. He was tired of recognizing his twin sister's accomplishments. Could she thread a needle with a few flicks of her pinkie finger? Probably not, but Hedi could.

“Well done, sister,” Hedi mumbled a few words of obligatory praise as she collapsed in the chair beside him. “Fifth Witch. Wow. That's... wow.”

“I wonder what your rank would be.” Charikim sat back and crossed her legs as she heckled him. With her wand, she filled her own goblet with a pale yellow wine and took a graceful first sip. “If I had to guess, I'd probably say... Ninety-Thousandth.”

“I'd be alright if I was Ninety-Thousandth Wizard. I've got nothing to prove,” Hedi claimed. “Anyway, we'll never know until I pass the test, so—”

“If you even begin the test,” Chari cut him off.

“I'll get to it... eventually,” Hedi answered with a grumble. “You'll have to forgive me if the idea of killing people doesn't get me too excited.”

“You're not killing people,” a deep voice, deeper than Hedi's, suddenly entered their conversation. “You're killing naughts. They don't matter.”

When Hedi turned, he saw their brother, the Grandmaster, standing beside him. The ceremony had concluded, so Grandmaster Anshan Ludiwan was free to rejoin the other members of his family. With an unnecessary flick of his satiny black cape, Ludiwan claimed the last chair at Hedi's table. He sat on his chair's edge and placed his fist elegantly beneath his chin, as if he was posing for a picture.   He was, actually. Hedi flinched when he saw the camera's flash. Someone was always taking a picture of Grandmaster Ludiwan. As the Grandmaster's brother, Hedi had been caught in several of them, and he usually looked grumpy.

“Naughts are people,” Hedi objected, a bit dispassionately. “They can't cast magic, but so what? They're still people.”

“They're dogs. They're apes. They're worthless,” Ludiwan disagreed. “If you'd visited the future as often as I have, you'd understand. They've destroyed their own world. They're a waste of space and resources. They're a strain on the planet.”

“Have you ever even interacted with one of them?” Hedi asked.

“Have you?” Ludiwan returned the question with a haughty sputter of his lips. “You rarely leave the palace, Hedi. The only time you do leave is when I drag you out... or when Charikim's done something extraordinary, and you're forced to attend a ceremony.”

“I wasn't forced to attend!” Hedi protested sharply. “I came for the wine! They have fantastic wine at these events. Truly.”

“You can't even fill a decent cup of wine on your own. That says a lot.” As he argued with his brother, Ludiwan sat back in his chair, crossed his arms, and struck another noble pose for another nearby camera. Before the flash, Hedi stuck out his tongue and crossed his eyes. He hoped he was in that one.

“Start your test, Hedi!” Chari encouraged him. “You have to! Killing a few naughts is no big deal.”

“Well, it's a big deal to me,” Hedi said.

“It's not,” Chari insisted. “I stand with Ludi on this. Every time you kill a naught, you do the Earth a favor. That doesn't mean I want to commit genocide or anything, but... if you ever want to become a true dark mage...”

“Maybe I don't,” Hedi answered with a shrug. “I actually wanted to open a magic salon.”

“Are you serious?” Ludiwan shrilled. “Please tell me you're not serious! I can never tell when you're serious or joking.”

“Did you see what I did to Uncle's hair?” Hedi asked. “A few weeks ago, he was practically bald. Now he has the most glorious mane you've ever seen! I could do that for other people. Why wouldn't I want to open a salon?”

Ludi's face collapsed into the palm of his hand. He didn't have time to lament his brother's idiocy for too long; however, because he spotted an approaching camera in the corner of his eye. Quickly, he raised his chin and tried to look handsome. Ludi was always handsome. He was a decade older than his younger siblings, but he looked nearly as young as they did, with his dimpled cheeks and boyish smile. He was the most handsome Grandmaster in the history of Grandmasters. He knew it, and so did everyone else.

“I honestly like the salon idea...” Hedi mumbled to himself. “I could do more good as a hairstylist, I think. I couldn't do any good as a dark wizard.”

“That isn't true!” his brother exclaimed. “You see only the dark side of what we do.”

“Right. Like killing naughts,” Hedi said.

Sighing, Ludi replied, “Yes, we kill naughts, but we also help our own people a great deal. Our magic mends the Earth, aids dragons, makes forests flourish and—”

“Blah blah,” Hedi interrupted. “I'm not serious about the salon, okay? I'll start your stupid test... when I feel like it.”

“You'll feel like it now,” Ludiwan demanded. “I'm tired of waiting. Your test starts today, Hedi. I've declared it.”

Ludi seized his brother's collar, lightly touched his sister's shoulder, and transported them from the ceremony venue. They reappeared in front of Zirjin Palace, their home in ancient China, stolen from their father. Ten years ago, Ludiwan stole everything from their father, the former Grandmaster, when he beat in him a duel. Patricide was fairly common among spellcasters, especially when a lofty title could be claimed. Ludiwan claimed their father's title when he was Hedi's age. Perhaps, for that reason, he expected more from his brother.

Ludiwan dragged his younger brother into Zirjin Palace, passing between its golden pillars, which were shaped like spiral dragons. The Anshan siblings' hidden sanctuary was on Mount Huangshan, and it was often wrapped in fog. The enchanted edifices of dark mages were invisible to the naughts—unless they chose to be seen. Zirjin Palace would never be seen by the magicless, not while Ludiwan was alive and overwhelmed with hate for them.

“Are you seriously going to force me to start the test?” Hedi asked. “I told you I would start it soon, I just... I need some time to prepare!”

“You should be ashamed of yourself!” Ludi roared at his brother. Alone with his siblings, he was free to unleash his rage. In front of others, Grandmaster Ludiwan never looked anything less than poised. “How can you look at Chari's accomplishments and not feel ashamed that you've done nothing to compare? You're a layabout. You're useless! Do you think our father would have tolerated this from you if he was still alive?”

“As if you give a damn about father,” Hedi quietly retorted. “You killed him.”

“Because he challenged me,” Ludi hissed his answer through clenched teeth. “He was afraid I'd gotten better than him. He was paranoid. If I didn't kill him, he would have killed me, Hedi.”

“Still, I think you enjoyed killing him,” Hedi said. “I saw the look in your eye, just before you took his life. It thrilled you.”

“Don't be an ass, Hedi,” said Chari, whose tall shoes clacked as she entered the room and stood beside her elder brother. She was always on Ludiwan's side. “Father had gone senile in his old age, and you know it. Ludi did what he had to do.”

Hedi rolled his eyes and turned his back to his siblings. Under his breath, he whispered, “I really do think I should be allowed to open a salon if I wanted to...”

“What did you say?” Ludi growled. “Speak louder, or I'll think you're whispering a curse!”

“As if any curse of mine would even work on you, oh powerful Grandmaster!” Hedi spun in his brother's direction and dipped into a bow. “Let's begin the damn test, then. I'm ready to kill some naughts. Let's go.”

Ludiwan sighed, dipped into his pocket, and removed his wand. With a slight whirl of his hand, he opened a portal to another world. Dark mages could travel to any time and place, with portals created by powerful magic. Such portals were circular and hazy, and could only be passed through once.

“Where are you sending me?” Hedi asked. He felt a slight chill on his spine as he studied his brother's portal. “Where will I be doing my... killing?”

“I've chosen 1984, in the American city of Hamilton, Ohio.” Seeing his brother's creased brow, Ludi added, “I have no good reason, really. I picked it at random.”

Hedi wasn't moving quickly enough, so Charikim crept behind him and gave him a push in the portal's direction. Hedi groused a bit, but not too much. He had already accepted his fate.

“Remember, you must kill five naughts,” Ludi reminded him—as if he could forget. “Your wand will record everything, and I will review your progress. You should know what I'm looking for. Take care, and good luck.”

Hedi wrinkled up his nose, squared his shoulders, and hurried into the portal before Charikim could push or poke him again.
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