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The moment Asteran saw the young man peering
into the cave, he decided to kill him.

He glanced over his shoulder, back down the
little path into town. Nothing stirred, so he smoothed his wizard's
robes and put on his best grandfatherly face. "Lost, son?"

The young man glanced at him in obvious
surprise. "No--that is, I don't think so." He had a strong face,
with a broad jaw. His clothes were fine and his beltpouch looked
heavy. Yes, this young man's days were definitely numbered. "I have
heard stories of a treasure in this cave. Do you know of it?"

It was the face, they always trusted the
face. Another wizard might have seen through it, but no common
could resist it. Asteran assumed a thoughtful expression. "I do.
Are you seeking treasure, then?"

The young man glanced at him, then at the
cave. He nodded.

"Very well," Asteran said, as if that
settled everything. "I can take you to it, if you like."

"What? You've seen the treasure? And you
didn't take it?"

"I have seen it with my own eyes. But there
is too much for an old man to easily carry out. And do I look as
though I need money?" He spread his arms wide, allowing the fine
satin of his robe to glimmer in the sun. The large rings adorning
most of his fingers glittered and cast multi-colored ribbons of
light around them.

"No. No, I suppose you don't."

"Just so. I have no need of treasure for
myself. All I ask from you is three golds, and I will lead you
there."

The illogic of someone who professed to need
no money acting as a paid guide apparently did not occur to the
young man. Typical. Asteran smiled as the fellow dipped into his
beltpouch and held out the coins. "So we have a deal. My name is
Asteran, young man. It will be my pleasure to help you."

"Dorrin." He glanced apprehensively at the
yawning black mouth of the cave. "Don't we need supplies or
anything?"

"Oh, no," Asteran said, leading him into the
darkness. "It really isn't that far. And as for light...I can take
care of that." With a gesture that was purely for show, he cast
Light. A glowing ball of light surrounded them now, lighting their
way as they began their journey into the cave.



Dorrin whistled appreciatively. "I
underestimated the value of having a wizard as a guide."

Asteran quirked a smile into the
strange blue light that surrounded them. You've underestimated many things, Dorrin, my young friend.
Many things.

*****

Asteran led his young client through the
narrow winding tunnels of the cave for perhaps an hour before they
stepped into the cavern that was his destination. The cavern was
huge, with a ceiling too high to see, but Asteran kept the sphere
of light tight around them.

"Where are we?" Dorrin peered around with
interest, unable to see anything beyond the blue light. Asteran had
to admire the boy's stamina; he didn't sound at all breathless.
"Why have we stopped?"

"Why, my boy, this is it! The cavern of
treasure!" Asteran's tone was jolly, as if he shared a joke with a
friend. "I'm surprised you've never heard of it, it's quite famous
hereabouts."

"Really? What's it called?"

Asteran's grin turned nasty. "Dorrin's End!"
He flung the sphere of light wide open around them, illuminating
the whole of the enormous cavern.

Dorrin's face turned the color of unbaked
pastry dough. He glanced around the cavern, taking in the bodies
lying forgotten in the cold behind the cave formations. He
swallowed hard. "I don't understand. Why have you brought me here?
Is the treasure a myth after all?"

The young man was undeniably slow, but
Asteran was enjoying the game. "Why, no, my boy, the treasure is
quite real. What you heard about in that rumor has been gone for
years, though. No treasure will sustain an old man with fine tastes
for very long. Still, though, fools come looking for it. But these
days, the only one who finds treasure in these caves is me."

Still Dorrin stood staring at him, no
glimmer of comprehension in his vacant expression. Asteran's face
hardened. "Look, boy, I am tired of this. Turn out your pockets and
let's get this over with. Your eventual end will be much less
painful if you cooperate."

Dorrin threw back his head and laughed. "You
arrogant old fool. So this is your scheme; lead people into the
cave, rob them, and kill them."

Asteran smothered a flare of anger. "Yes,
and preferably in that order. If you wish to be difficult, however,
I don't mind killing first and robbing later." He raised his hands,
and cast Firestorm.

The roaring, blistering column of flame shot
up from the floor right under the stupid boy's feet. Asteran
laughed. The fool didn't stand a chance.

The fire began to recede, and Asteran strode
forward, ready to claim whatever of value might be left. He froze
in his first step.

Dorrin stood there, unharmed, brushing at
his sleeves. He glanced up at Asteran, and shook his head. "Very
impressive, old man. But you still have me to deal with." He
reached into his waistband and withdrew a jeweled dagger. He
flipped it into the air and caught it, over and over. Asteran
couldn't seem to tear his eyes from the glittering weapon, arcing
end over end, up and back down. "I suppose," Dorrin continued
conversationally, "this place has also been called Calith's End.
And Ethiar's End. Norin's End."

Asteran forced himself to look away from the
hypnotizing dagger. The wretched boy was walking toward him;
slowly, menacingly. He cast Freeze. He cast Instant Death. He even
summoned all his resources and cast Dust. But nothing had any
effect on Dorrin.

How was this possible?

Dorrin laughed. "Haven't you guessed, you
old fool? I'm a magic-sink. Completely immune to anything you can
muster. I soak up magic like a sponge soaks water." The dagger
flipped through the air again, and landed with a slap in Dorrin's
palm. "And I've been hired by the families of Calith, Ethiar, and
Norin to find out what happened to them." Another slap. "And avenge
them."

In the future, the old wizard wondered,
would the cave be known as Asteran's End?

The dagger spun through the air, flashing
and glittering.
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