Part II
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Bal-Granuk was unaccustomed to feeling inferior, having won the title of Chieftain of Galrug bak-Tul by combat and having fought off challengers unnumbered since his ascension. But, in this case, his feelings were justified. He hated being summoned by Gruumsh, especially after his latest defeat at the hands of the dwarves of the Citadel Abdar. He dropped to one knee in front of the giant, one-eyed orc sitting in the rough stone throne and pledged his undying fealty.

“Mighty Gruumsh!” he cried out in reverence, “Bal-Granuk of Galrug bak-Tul gives life for you!!”

“You give what I own, Bal-Granuk!!” came the roar of retort from his god. Known as He Who Watches, Gruumsh was the chief god of the orcs, and gave no quarter to those who defied his rule. “Why,” he continued in calmer tones, “does the Citadel still stand? How do dwarves defeat you, again? ” The last word was spit out like the vilest of insults and the orc chief growled at the slight. “Do you disobey me?” 

The last question was asked quietly, calmly, but had the most impact of all. Bal-Granuk’s head rocked back as if he was slapped. He hesitated before answering, knowing full well that anything he said could be twisted into an excuse for his volatile god to strike him down. Gruumsh smiled coldly at his follower’s tentativeness. He knew he had the frightened orc right where he wanted him.

“One more chance.  If you fail, maybe Shaga’a will not fail me!!” 

At the name of his latest rival, Bal-Granuk shook his head vigorously. “I not fail, my master!!! I swear my life!”

“Yes,” Gruumsh agreed wickedly, “you do. More ogres you will have, and giants!! If you don’t break through this time, hope for a quick death from the dwarves.”

His will completely broken, the orc chieftain dropped his head in reverence and then removed the necklace of finger bones he had made following the last attack. He placed it at Gruumsh’s feet and waited for his master to accept his gift. Gruumsh looked at the offering with disgust then, realizing he should accept the gift, picked the necklace up.

“I expect a bigger tribute next time, my servant,” he growled at the groveling orc, regaining his composure. “Now go do what you promised!!” He stood from his throne and reached down to pick up his submissive chief by the scruff of his neck. He held the petrified orc up to his one eye and stared at him menacingly. “Remember your oath. On your life!!!”

Upon being dropped unceremoniously to the floor, Bal-Granuk bolted for the cavern’s exit, eager to be away from his vengeful god. His simple mind was whirling from the encounter and how close to death he had come. Not fair! He complained to himself. Bal-Granuk is chief! Gruumsh not kill! The orc’s lip curled into a feral scowl. Dwarfs are gonna die. Now!! 

As soon as the filthy orc left the chamber, Gruumsh tossed the bone necklace away and wiped his hands on his tunic in disgust. He strode to a small door tucked away in the corner of the room and ducked his great head to fit through the cramped doorway. After he closed the door behind him, he stood very still, his one eye closed in deep concentration as he muttered a spell under his breath. After a moment, he began to shake and twitch. Almost instantly he changed from the imposing Orc god with bulging muscles and one great eye to an older human in an ornate robe. The human chuckled to himself as he looked in the mirror. He often sought a mirror after changing back into his original form, as if to assure himself he was back to normal. 

Priax, he said to himself, as he always did after reassuming his natural form. He gazed at himself, noting the balding head full of wrinkles forged by years of unceasing research in the mystical arts. He was only in his forties, but appeared to be decades older. He walked with a stooped back, and even if his staff did not hold magical properties it would be a necessity for him to walk. But physical strength was never a concern to the mage. When the fighters in the city of his birth were building their bodies, he was developing his mind. He had absorbed all he could from the city elders on the pretense that one day he would be one of the wise ones who ruled there, but as soon as he had learned all that he could, Priax snuck away to find one worthy to teach him. 

In his wanderings, the budding mage heard tales of a sorcerer who lived in a great tower in the desert. At first, he discarded the stories as myth, but the story began to repeat itself over and over, and eventually, he could no longer ignore his desire to see for himself if the tales were true. By this time, Priax had learned a number of powerful spells, and could walk through the most dangerous of back alley streets without fear. More than one cutthroat discovered he had bit off more than he could chew a bit too late, ending up a charred corpse courtesy of a fireball or bolt of lightening. 

Which was why the magic user was so completely surprised when the Sorcerer of the Tower captured him with minimal effort. It was not difficult to find the Tower. All of the desert nomads knew its location and avoided it. The more superstitious tribes believed the area was cursed, while the more pragmatic simply understood that if they ventured too near the Tower, some of their tribe ended up as slaves, or worse. They all agreed that a person must be crazy to willingly travel to such a deadly place, but youthful bravado downplayed the hazards, and he traveled confidently to the Tower. 

It was not, in truth, an overly impressive structure; simply a turret of stone roughly five stories tall. It was when one stopped to consider the fact that there was no stone to be found for many miles that made one wonder how such a building had been constructed. The young mage was not concerned with insignificant things such as architecture, and felt somehow cheated when he approached the small structure. The oaken door protecting the entrance to the keep did not appear strong and the youth thought to make a good first impression at the owner of the tower by using magic to gain entrance. After taking a mental inventory of his spells, he chose the most impressive spell he knew and threw a fireball at the door. The fireball detonated against the wooden door with terrific force but when the smoke cleared, the door was unscathed. Next, a lightning bolt hurtled at the door, with identical effect. Racked with frustration, the mage stormed toward the door, beating on it with both fists and demanding entry. After a few feeble blows by the mage, the door swung open on oiled hinges. Confused and wary, Priax crept inside the doorway, his eyes darting to and fro searching out enemies or traps. 

“Nice display, boy.” A raspy voice, dripping with sarcasm seemed to surround him, and he froze, trying to think of a spell that would prove useful. When he tried to mouth the words of a shielding spell, he found his voice would not obey. And neither would his body, and he found himself unable to move, blink, or talk. “Not so quick, after all,” came the croaky voice, and a small man in flowing robes of red and black appeared, his weak mouth curled in a cynical smirk. “Guess subtlety is lost on the young. Give me a good reason why I shouldn’t light you on fire and see how long you run around in circles before you’re dead. You’ll find that you can talk now.”

Priax let out a grunt, trying to move his immobilized body, and the old wizard let out a sigh of exasperation.

“Don’t you know the difference between talking and moving, stupid boy? Maybe I’m wasting my time with you…”

“Wait!” Priax cried out in a panic, making the smirk on the old man even bigger, “I want to learn from you! You saw my potential. Why let it go to waste? Teach me!” Anyone wiser would have simply begged for mercy, and would have found none. It was his cocky attitude that saved the young man’s life.

“I’ve been waiting for a student worthy of my teaching. Everyone who came before you groveled at my feet like a bunch of lickspittles!! If I wanted a butler, I would make a golem. I want someone who wants to learn. Are you that man?” The old wizard’s rheumy eyes scrutinized Priax, but he refused to cower. After a long moment, the old man barked out a laugh and waved his hand, releasing Priax from the hold spell. “Good!” he wheezed and tottered away from the shocked youth. Finally, he had what he wanted. And he wouldn’t waste the opportunity.
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Priax never found out the Wizard of the Tower’s real name, and never cared to ask. They did not have a familiar relationship, but a purely practical one. After showing Priax the meager accommodations that comprised his living quarters, the old man set down the rules that would dictate the young wizards training.

“Every wizard has a school that fits them. Unless you research each school, you will never know which one is best for you.” The old wizard was uncompromising in his thorough approach to the mystical arts, and Priax agreed with his methods whole-heartedly. He wanted a complete understanding of magic, and would take as much time and give as much effort as necessary to accomplish the goal.

 “What school of magic do you think the weakest, boy?”

Priax thought a moment, and then answered. “Illusions have no real power. They are just tricks used to deceive the foolish.”

The old man cackled. “Predictable, predictable!! You think just because magic doesn’t burn, freeze, or disintegrate that it is weak? You will study the school of Illusion until you understand how powerful it truly is!”

Priax groaned to himself, but didn’t protest to his mentor. Instead, he made his way to the giant library, which took up a majority of the tower. He was intent upon completing this first task as quickly as possible, so he could move on to the other schools that held more interest. But the library wasn’t designed for study to be easily accomplished. There was no order to the placement of the unnumbered books and scrolls stuffed and stacked into every corner of the large room. Some scrolls were so ancient that they crumbled to dust in Priax’s hand. Others were in a language completely foreign to him, and casting Comprehend Language spells, the normal course of action for such an occasion, did not work. Every cry of frustration from Priax brought a cackle of delight from the Wizard. To make things worse, after hours of fruitless searching, he would find the book he had been looking for at his desk, or finally find it on top of a stack of books, only to have it be an illusion planted from the cruel teacher.

Priax found that illusions were not his forte. He had to concentrate much harder in casting these spells than the fireballs and lightening bolts he was used to. Even simple spells to create a sound were difficult and the noises he created were distorted and unbelievable. Visual illusions looked as if a child had drawn them, and he knew that disbelief, the normal way to dispel an illusion, would be easy even for the simplest of creatures. Priax was not used to failure, and he was unwilling to succumb to the difficulties of this discipline. 

Eventually, his spells became easier to cast and his illusions more believable. Although proud of the accomplishment, Priax still failed to see the true power of the discipline, and after giving a demonstration of an illusion in which he created a troll that could move around, he confronted his master.

“I have spent weeks to be able to create this,” he jerked his head at the illusionary troll in disgust. “I still fail to see the power in this trickery. What is it that I am missing? Or was this just a waste of time?”

“Nothing I have you do is a waste of time, boy!” the Wizard snapped. “You have only seen a small part of what illusions can do. Come with me!” He hobbled away from the puzzled youth, and Priax rushed to catch up. The wizard made his way to the large oaken door that had given Priax so much trouble months before, and he realized with shock that he had not ventured outside the tower since that day. What was more, he found he didn’t miss the fresh air or sunlight in the slightest. 

Outside the door was a tribesman in flowing robes that protected him from the harsh sun and sand of the area. At his waist hung a large curved sword called a tulwar. This marked him as a youth on his quest to become a man in the eyes of his tribe. In order to become a man, every boy in the local tribes were required to perform some act of bravery, be it killing a beast, bravery in battle… or venturing to the Wizard’s Tower and coming back alive. This young warrior had picked the wrong quest for manhood, and now stood frozen in front of the two wizards, eyes darting around in terror. 

“Watch and learn, boy!” the old man rasped. “This spell is called ‘Phantasmal Killer.’ It is from the same school as the spells you use to create your pathetic illusions.” Although the young tribesman did not understand what the wizard was saying, he began to grunt with effort, trying to escape the unbreakable spell that held him in place. The old man began to move his hands in an intricate pattern, mumbling his spell. After a moment, he waived his hands to release the hold spell on the boy, but he remained frozen to the spot. Only the movement of his hands up to his face to clamp over his eyes and his scream of panic gave Priax any indication that he had been released from the hold spell. After about 30 seconds of screaming, the tribesman’s hands flew from his face to clutch at his chest. His breathing choked off, and he collapsed to the sandy ground, face deathly pale. 

“The fear stopped his heart,” the old wizard said in response to the dumbfounded expression on Priax’s face. “The spell uncovers your foe’s deepest fear and attacks them with it. It is powerful enough to kill, obviously. ‘Tricks to deceive the foolish?’ They are much more than that, if you understand how to use the spells, boy!”

Properly chastised, Priax bowed his head in supplication before turning away from his teacher to go and continue his studies. “Where are you going, boy?” Priax turned back to his mentor to find him leaning on his staff and gazing at him with an irritated look on his wrinkled face. 

“I understand your lesson, teacher. I will double my effort to learn everything about the school of Illusions!”

“You understand nothing, foolish boy! I would have thought by now you would have figured out that this was not the type of magic you were made for, but like usual, I need to explain everything to you. You have learned enough about illusions to know you are not good at them. Why waste time and effort on futility, when it could be better spent finding the right school for you? I would have thought even you could have figured that out.” 

“How long did it take for you to know that Illusion was your best school of magic?” Priax asked, so used to the old wizards sarcasm that it didn’t even register anymore.

“Who ever said I had chosen Illusions as my school of training?” the wizard retorted, eyebrows raised in question. “You assume too much!”

“If Illusions is not your school, then the Phantasmal Killer spell must only work on fools!” Priax snorted derisively. The look on his teacher’s face let him know he had crossed the line with his remarks.

“Let us see if you are one of the fools, boy!” the Wizard spat, and began to cast a spell. Priax tried to steel himself against the onslaught, but could offer no resistance when suddenly a giant snake appeared in front of him. Gone were the wizard, the tower, and the desert. All that Priax could see was the slithering body, its coils lazily wrapping the young wizard in their embrace. As its head reared up, mouth agape, Priax realized his greatest fear was to be eaten alive. But instead of succumbing to the fear, he used it as knowledge that this was not real. Even as he felt the snake tighten around his chest, he clung to the thought that this was all an illusion. His eyes were clamped tightly shut as Priax increased his focus on that kernel of hope. Abruptly, the pressure from the snake disappeared, and Priax found he could breathe comfortably. As his shoulders sagged with relief, the old wizard cackled with delight.

“Excellent!! Perhaps I haven’t been wasting my time on you, boy! Open your eyes and follow me.” Priax stepped back defensively as he pulled his eyelids apart. The wizard was walking tremulously back to the tower’s door. “Are you coming or has the spell killed you after all? Stop dawdling and come with me!”

Priax paused for a moment, a grim smile spreading over his face. “One day, old man, when I have taken all you can teach, I am going to kill you,” he muttered under his breath, careful not to let the old man hear of his treason. He scuttled to catch up with the wizard and followed him back inside the tower. The oak door crashed shut behind them.
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Years passed as Priax continued his relentless study of the various schools of magic. He tackled each discipline with equal fervor, pouring over the Wizard’s extensive library. It had become common practice to test the effectiveness of the spells he had learned on the few foolhardy tribesmen who ventured too close to the Tower, and the two mages never seemed to lack for ‘volunteers’ for their experimentations. 

After having blasted a captive to bits with repeated magic missiles, Priax was dismayed to hear a now-familiar phrase from his mentor. “Well, this obviously is not the correct discipline for you. Time to start over again.”

His frustration boiled over and he turned on his teacher in fury. “I think you’re just telling me that so I won’t learn the spells powerful enough to destroy you! I think you’re afraid of my power, old man!” Even as he yelled at his teacher, Priax began to make the hand gestures of a shielding spell. But to his astonishment, the Wizard only snickered.

“Do you think I am trying to hold you back?” the old man asked in mock innocence. “Ha! I do not blame you for not trusting me. If you did, you would be too big a fool for me to waste time teaching. But believe this: When you find the school you were born to study, there will be no need to ask me if you have found your calling. You will feel it in your very soul. Now, if you think you are ready to challenge me, by all means, finish casting that spell you’ve started. But if you want to find your calling, I suggest you get back into that library and resume your studies.” Not waiting for a response, the old wizard turned and walked away.

Priax let his hands drop as he stopped concentrating on the spell he was casting. One more attempt, he thought to himself, then I will kill that old man!  He nodded to himself as if his head was concurring with his heart’s desire to kill the Wizard. He slowly trudged back to the library, eager to avoid his teacher so soon after their confrontation. When he arrived at his familiar desk, his teacher was nowhere to be seen. With a sigh of relief, Priax looked at the last book he had pulled from the musty shelves.

“Transmutation,” he read aloud, suddenly intrigued, “is the school of spell craft dealing with altering the form of the spell’s recipient. Alterations can be in the form of increase or decrease in size, change of shape, teleportation, or even disintegration.” He leaned back in his straight-backed wooden chair, gazing off into the distance and considering all of the possibilities of this school of magic. A smile formed on his weary face as a plan formulated in his devious mind. He dove into his research with a renewed vigor.

Priax was amazed to find that his teacher had been absolutely right about knowing when he had found his calling. None of the other schools even held a slight interest for the wizard. But he was careful not to let the old wizard know he had found his calling. On the contrary, he purposely cast spells incorrectly, and would fly into a rage, complaining he would never find the right school of magic. His mentor met these outbursts with cackles and insults, and it was difficult for Priax not to divulge his secret.

Priax became consumed with the desire to learn more about transmutation, often going for days without food or sleep while poring over ancient texts. It seemed there was no end to the amount of information on the subject in the old wizard’s library. Gradually, the budding transmuter convinced himself that it was not enough to be able to simply study the multitude of books and scrolls. He needed to possess them, as they possessed him. Why should the old man keep the books that were meant for me? He asked himself. He became obsessed with eliminating the old wizard, constantly visualizing a violent end to the Wizard. 

He was painfully aware that it would take some planning to dispatch such a formidable foe as the Wizard of the Tower, being constantly reminded by the horrible deaths endured by the tribesmen at the whim of his teacher. But Priax realized his mentor had a potentially fatal flaw, pride. Even in the face of Priax’s undeniable skill in the mystical arts, the Wizard still treated him like a brainless servant. Priax believed much of this abuse was intended to undermine his confidence, but enough of it was his teacher’s belief that he was a far superior spell caster. And it was this arrogance that Priax would use to kill the old man.  

Of all the spells Priax learned, he had the most skill in casting polymorph. Polymorph spells allowed the caster to physically alter either himself or another target into a different creature. He practiced polymorphing into all manner of monsters, from a small spider to a powerful ogre. At first, he found that changing into another form was quite disconcerting, and he would have difficulty merely standing up, let alone moving with any skill. After a time, the changes became less disruptive, and Priax became bolder, scuttling around the tower as a rat or a spider, spying on his teacher. He was not brave enough, however, to try to explore the old wizard’s private chamber, being too afraid of any warding glyphs that might have been cast on the door.

After many months of practicing, Priax felt he was ready to spring his trap. He found the old wizard hunched over an ancient scroll, seemingly delicate enough to disintegrate at the slightest provocation. As Priax entered, he looked up, irritation plain on his wrinkled face.

“What now, boy? Do you plan on showing me how you can fail to cast another spell of transmutation, or complain about your own ineptitude?” His superior attitude made it so easy for Priax to continue with his plan.

“You are right, teacher,” the outwardly humble student began, head hung in defeat. “Transmutation is beyond my ability. If I was smarter, I would have realized sooner.” He sounded utterly miserable, and the lank hair hanging from his bowed head hid the smirk that Priax fought to keep from giving his scheme away. 

Priax didn’t need to worry. If he had looked up, he would have seen such a look of delight, he would have abandoned his masterful plan, and tried to throttle the smug wizard with his bare hands. “Well, what do you plan to do now? Give up?” the Wizard gloated, figuring he would have Priax as a servant for years to come.

“No,” Priax responded meekly, “I think I didn’t give myself enough of a chance with Illusions. After all, I was very new here when I tried learning that discipline.”

“Great idea!” The teacher cackled. If I can convince him to keep trying the schools of magic he has already failed at, he’ll be my servant forever!! He thought to himself. This is better than I could have possibly predicted! “You will have to relearn even the basic spells, I would guess.”

“Actually no, sir. I still remember one spell, I think. Can I try it for you? It will only take a minute.”

Normally, this request would have brought a derisive response from the volatile old man, but he was feeling so good about having this foolish boy as a servant indefinitely that he granted his wish with enthusiasm. “That is the spirit, boy! Don’t give up! Go ahead and cast your spell.” He sat with arms crossed in poorly hid anticipation of his pathetic student’s latest failure.

“I’m going to cast an illusion on myself, but I need to cast it out in the hallway, so you don’t see me change and make my spell fail because you disbelieve the illusion.” This was the integral part of his plan, and he waited for a moment before setting his hook. “I have a hard enough time casting spells as it is,” came the coup de grace, his voice thick with defeat.

“By all means, cast your spell in the hallway,” the old wizard said, barely able to contain his excitement at his pupil’s defeatist attitude. “I will be here when you are ready.”

Priax bowed even lower in supplication before slinking out of the room into the hallway and closing the big, oaken door behind him. When the door clicked shut, his smirk widened into a grin. After all of these years, vengeance would be his. He closed his eyes, breathing deeply and focusing within. In his hand he clutched his spell components and he whispered the familiar words, feeling the power build inside him. In a rush of pain that made his head whip back, his body began to grow. His scrawny arms grew into corded muscles, dark hair covering the once bare flesh. Horns sprouted from his head, which grew in size before molding itself into the visage of a great bull. His eyes changed from their customary milky gray to an angry vermilion, echoing the rage that had overflowed in him. His deep breathing transformed into a frantic panting, and his huge hands clenched and unclenched as he struggled to acclimate himself with his strange new form, which was now in excess of eight feet tall. For all intents and purposes, he had become a minotaur.  

It took a few minutes to gain control over both his body and his emotions, and he wondered if his mentor would come and check on his progress, ruining his plan. But the old man never came, and when he threw the door open, he found that the Wizard had returned his attentions to the scroll, probably assuming his stupid student had failed again. When the big door slammed into the wall with a resounding crash, the ancient wizard gave a start of alarm before quickly composing himself. He looked at the approaching beast appraisingly from head to toe. 

“Not bad,” he admitted, “although I think those red eyes are a bit excessive. Maybe you were right about giving illusions a second chance, after all.” Thinking the lesson was over, the Wizard turned to continue his study of the scroll, but when he looked down, all he found was the minotaur’s giant hand and some fragments of paper. Still believing this to be simply an illusion, he turned angrily on his student, ready to give a stern lecture about appreciating the contents of his library. 

Before he could issue a word of protest, the minotaur’s huge hand clamped around the wizard’s throat. The hand tightened as Priax effortlessly picked his former teacher up, and by the time the old man looked into the bull face of his student, his windpipe had been crushed. He feebly beat on the giant arm holding him three feet off the ground until the hand tightened yet again, and there was an audible crack as the wizards neck broke, ending his objection. 

Priax flung the lifeless body across the room, where it struck one of the many bookshelves before landing in a heap. He leaned back and roared his triumph, a roar so loud that the carrion birds feeding on the corpses of the two wizards’ victims collectively took flight, temporarily halting their feast. With all the adrenaline pumping through his powerful body, Priax was hard-pressed to prevent himself from tearing the tower to pieces. He slowly brought himself under control and prepared for the painful process of reverting to his original form.

More than the pain, it was the ebbing of strength from the shape he had chosen down to the weakness of his true form that truly hurt Priax. At no other time was he more acutely aware of his body’s physical shortcomings. But he also never felt comfortable until he was back in his true form. It was as if his mind recognized the perversion of nature inherent in changing from one animal to another. But a part of him relished the chaos of ignoring nature’s rules. He often wondered if that wasn’t what drew him to transmutation in the first place.

He slumped in the chair so recently occupied by his former mentor, exhausted as always after the change was completed. No amount of fatigue could steal the smile of success from his lips, however, and he grinned like a madman as he looked at the broken body, discarded like so much rubbish, in the corner. “I am now the Wizard of the Tower!” he croaked, and immediately decided the title should be left with his teacher’s corpse. “I am the Transmuter, Priax!” That fit him much better, though, much like his predecessor, he did not care what the savages called him, only what he called himself. Now, he could continue his research without interruptions, and his goal was no less than to become the greatest transmuter who ever lived. It was important, Priax thought, to have goals.
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Although the old wizard was dead, his spells of protection surrounding his chamber were still in effect, and Priax thought long and hard about how to defeat them. Again, his skill in changing his form was put to good use. As a human, Priax was vulnerable to the damaging flash of a warding spell, but the spell was concentrated on the doorway. By polymorphing into a small insect, he was able to pass through a crack in the wall into his former teacher’s chambers. 

Instead of finding heaps of magical items or an opulent room filled with treasure, Priax was surprised to find this chamber to be quite similar to his own paltry accommodations. The old man was obviously not concerned with comfort, only with increasing his knowledge and power. The one thing there was no shortage of in the small room was reading material. Books and scrolls were everywhere, stacked in haphazard towers, and the only part of the floor that could be seen was a narrow path between the door, the small reading table half covered with the wax of countless candles, and a decrepit bed, seemingly not fit for a dungeon cell. 

“So this is all you have to show for all of your years as a great sorcerer,” Priax gloated, the books and papers absorbing the sound of his voice, making it flat and lifeless. “It would appear that for all of your skill, your studies consumed every last bit of pleasure from your miserable life. I did you a great favor in ending it.” The books soaked up Priax’s harsh laughter. 

He perused the large collection of books leisurely, skimming the various works for a brief time before either stacking them in a pile to keep or tossing them unceremoniously in the corner. He was surprised and disappointed to find the pile of “keepers” was painfully small, while the discarded pile was growing at a rapid pace. After a particularly discouraging stint in which many hours passed without a single work being added to the pile to keep, he stretched his legs with a groan. As repulsive as it had seemed earlier, the tiny bed looked quite inviting after the strenuous day he had. Weariness caught up to him, and he stumbled over to the bed, knocking over several stacks of books yet to be looked at. He collapsed on the cot, sending up a cloud of dust he would have considered repulsive if he hadn’t passed out.

He awoke several hours later with a throbbing head and an aching body, but at the same time felt more rested than he had in a very long time. As he rolled to get off the bed, he noticed a particularly bad lump in what could jokingly be called the mattress. Reaching under the covering, Priax pulled out a small book with a worn leather cover. Opening the book, he found many notes and diagrams in the old man’s unsteady hand. For the most part, the journal was filled with his former mentor’s complaints about the stupidity of others and life in general, and Priax chuckled at the dead wizard’s incredible ego.

One section, however, was far from amusing. On the contrary, as opposed to useless rambling, it was well calculated and full of brilliant insight. This had been the type of discovery that Priax had hoped for, and all of his aches and pains seemed to vanish as he relished his discovery. He held his breath in anticipation as he read the old man’s revelation. 

The mistake that the less enlightened continue to make is to assume that the magic contained in an object, such as a wand or ring, is confined to the object itself. But what happens when you cast detect magic on such an item? Is the glow of magical energy confined to the object itself? Of course not! Much like the sun issues rays of light, enchanted items radiate their energy. If one could deduce a method of harnessing this “radiated magical energy,” consider the power they would wield!!

I believe I have developed just such a method. Continuing with the parallels between light and magical energy, I thought about what would happen if I used a mirror to reflect the magic. Certainly in some circumstances a mirror can be used to reflect magical energy, such as the gaze of a medusa. But I want more than just a reflection! I want to concentrate the magical energy. A curved mirror will concentrate light on a central point, and if a clear piece of glass is placed at the appropriate point, the light can be concentrated further, so that the light of the sun can even start a fire! I believe that the same principle can be applied to magic, with one critical difference. Simple glass cannot withstand so much magical energy, and something stronger must be used. There is only one choice: a diamond. Think of a rod of lightning used through such a device! 

But what if a diamond isn’t used to concentrate the magic? Would it not spread over a great area? Consider a wand of frost used with the mirror, but not the concentrating diamond. The area of effect would be incredible!! None of the potential of the wand would be wasted, but instead, my enemies would feel the true power of my magic.

The difficulty lies in the construction of such a mirror. In terms of material, there is only one option. A metal is the only type of material with sufficient reflective quality for such an object. Gold, silver, and bronze are too soft and heavy. Even steel would not hold up to the magical strain, and any imperfection, such as rust, would ruin the effect. Mithril is the only substance with all the properties required for such an object. 

Therein lies the true problem in creating this great item of power. The dwarves are the only craftsmen skilled enough to create an object to such exact specifications in such a difficult material with which to work. The desert certainly is not the place to find such people, so I must prepare to make the journey to the Citadel Abdar. It will not be difficult to fool the greedy dwarves into making the instrument of their own destruction!! All that is required is to eliminate that fool, Priax. I cannot trust him to leave him alone while I create my destiny…

“Who is the fool, now?” Priax muttered, then chuckled. His mind was filled with visions of ways he could use this great device to increase his fame and power. He knew that he must destroy the dwarves in order to dominate the region, and that the Citadel is a formidable structure. Lightning bolts would not destroy the great structure, and fireballs, cone of cold, and other similar spells would either be completely ineffective, or take far too long to warrant such a waste of effort. Besides, Priax was not interested in such crude methods. He was a transmuter, and the only acceptable use of the mirror would be to increase his powers of transmutation. 

In one of the ancient texts he had read, there was a tale of a wand of polymorphing. A great wizard used it to create goblins to guard him out of the mice that scurried about his keep. He simply polymorphed another mouse into a goblin if any of his guards were killed. As he remembered the story, Priax was impressed with the wand, but cursed the creator’s lack of insight. 

“Guards? Why not an army? Perhaps the pathetic creature lacked the strength to protect himself, or lacked the vision to create true power!!” His eyes blazing and his fists clenched tightly, Priax strode about the room, forgetting the rest of the books and scrolls scattered about. He felt amazingly focused on the goal of creating the mirror and using it to a greater potential than the old man had ever dreamed. Grabbing the journal and short stack of tomes he had put aside, he threw open the door and rushed out towards the library, almost oblivious to the flash of pain he felt as the warding glyph was triggered. 

Wisps of smoke trailed behind him as he stomped toward his familiar table. He grabbed a blank sheet of parchment and began to draw up plans to create his own wand of polymorphing. The design of the wand came easily to him due to his extensive study on the beasts of the world that excelled in this area. The materials required were readily available in the small laboratory: Blood of a mimic, finger bones from a doppelganger, strands of hair from a succubus. Time seemed to flow like a raging river, and in no time, the wand was complete. Priax had always considered it cliché to make a magic item look like a piece of art, and his wand had no adornments, although if one looked closely at the surface of the wand, it appeared to be constantly changing color and texture. He wasted no time in testing his new creation, polymorphing a small lizard into a basilisk, which he let wander the perimeter of the keep, contributing to the dark legend of the structure by adding a forest of statues to the scorch-marks and carrion birds that surrounded the area.
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There was only one thing Priax lacked before he could travel to the Citadel Abdar and trick the dwarves into creating his mirror; gold. To get what he deemed a sufficient amount, he came up with the idea to polymorph himself into the likeness of one of the gods of the neighboring tribes. He had to stop himself from laughing as he strode into the village as the tribe’s chief deity, seeing all before him drop to their knees in supplication. I wish I had thought this up long ago, he silently mused, thinking how wealthy he would now be. 

His reverie was broken as an ancient tribesman approached, calling out reverently in a tongue Priax did not understand. He was dressed in colorful robes and had feathers woven into his white, braided hair. Shaman, Priax thought, understanding that if he couldn’t convince this old man, his clever idea might end with him being slowly roasted over the communal fire. He held his hand up, eliciting an immediate response from the shaman. The old man struggled to his knees, holding his arms above his head, palms facing the sky. The rest of those gathered followed suit, and soon the village echoed in prayer to whom they thought was their god. Priax beckoned the group to their feet and attempted to prompt them with hand gestures to take him to the altar, where he presumed their offerings would be kept.

Eventually, the shaman struggled back to his feet and led the procession of worshipers to their place of prayer. As Priax expected, there was an altar with gifts heaped upon it. What he had not counted on was that the offerings consisted mostly of butchered livestock and dried flowers. His mouth dropped open involuntarily as he tried desperately to figure out how he could pay the dwarves with a slaughtered goat and dried out plants. Looking about the group, he noticed that most of the tribesmen had no adornments of any type, just a simple tunic and a leather belt. A few, however, had torques of gold around their necks and upper arms. They were simple pieces, but heavy, and fine looking. 

Hoping the shaman, at least, would gather his meaning; Priax strode angrily to the altar and swept the offerings to the floor with derision. He turned back to the crowd, their astonished looks and pale faces indicating that he had, at least, conveyed his displeasure with the offerings. En masse, the tribe dropped to their knees with heads bowed, a cry that only could be begging forgiveness pouring from them. 

Priax approached the closest villager adorned with any gold and pulled the terrified supplicant to his feet. He silently hoped he could show what he wanted of the simpleton before he had a heart attack. Pointing at the large band of gold that was wrapped about the villager’s upper arm, Priax smiled in what he hoped was approval. The man looked back and forth from his arm to Priax before his face conveyed understanding. With fumbling fingers, he removed the gold from his arm and held the heavy piece out to Priax with both hands. Before he accepted the gift, Priax scanned the crowd, and sure enough, they were watching to see if the offering would be taken. He reverently took the gift, and held it over his head with both hands, howling with delight. A murmur passed through the crowd like wild fire, and before long there was a sizable pile of golden jewelry at his feet. He nodded to himself, thinking that even the greedy dwarves would be hard-pressed to pass up so much treasure in payment for his mirror.

“Now to get both the gold and myself out of here,” he muttered. Priax’s hands moved in an intricate pattern as he mouthed the words of a spell, concentrating on the village’s golden offerings. As he completed the spell, the treasure seemed to wink out of site, and a cry of joy sprang up from the crowd as their god accepted their humble gift. Consciously trying not to disenchant his future cash cow, Priax held his hands wide and smiled openly, shining silent approval on the group. He was enjoying the power he held over the unwitting tribe, and delighting even more the deception he was perpetrating. As he walked through the crowd, villagers would bow down again, loudly praying to their god. Some would even reach out and touch his foot as he passed, then stare at their hand as if they expected it would somehow be changed. Priax’s mood quickly darkened as he saw the joy and contentment on the villagers’ faces. 

“Now to make sure these fools understand that they shouldn’t cross their ‘god!’” Priax cried out, and although the throng didn’t understand the words, they understood the sentiment and quailed in terror. Priax chose as his victim a strong young warrior who defiantly stared into Priax’s eyes, unlike the rest who continued to bow their heads and quake in fear. 

Instead of cowing under Priax’s harsh gaze, the warrior slowly stood. He was of average height, but his muscular frame made him an imposing figure. He was a young man, but fine lines around his eyes belied a maturity borne of taking responsibility for feeding and protecting his village. In the manner of his people, he wore no armor, but his round shield was polished bright and his short spear had a keen edge. He held the spear loosely in his right hand, tip towards Priax, and his left arm was down by his side with the shield strapped to it. 

“Get up, you fools,” he growled. “This is not our God! It is an imposter!!” 

In response, a few of the younger, braver villagers looked up from their prostrations, waiting to see Priax’s reaction, while the rest cowered even more. The warrior snorted in disgust.

“See?! The impostor doesn’t even understand what I am saying! Get up! It is too late to get your treasures back from the thief, but he would make a fitting sacrifice to apologize to our God for not seeing sooner this man is a fake. Get up!!”

Priax’s confusion gave way to alarm as the villagers regained their feet and began to advance on him angrily. Luckily most were unarmed, but there were a few warriors like their leader, and it was apparent they cared for their spears well. Those that were armed gathered about the young warrior, presenting a thicket of sharp spears to Priax. From the rear of the group came the Shaman. He shuffled to stand in front of the spearmen with a look more of disappointment than anger.

“If you needed the gold, all you need do is ask for it. Our God teaches generosity above all else, and we have little use for shiny baubles. But you have pretended to be our God. That is something we cannot excuse.” He thumped the ground with his staff with finality and the spearmen parted in the center to allow the old man to drift backward before closing ranks. A bark of command from the young warrior set the spearmen forward at a controlled walk. 

Priax had no idea what the old man was talking about, but he understood all to well that the spears advancing toward him could cut him to pieces if he didn’t do something quickly. To give himself more time, Priax quickly cast a spell, creating a bolt of lightning that crashed down among the spearman, killing two instantly and scattering the rest into chaos. He silently cursed when he saw that their leader was among those who escaped his assault. The young warrior quickly rallied his troops and they charged, screaming at the top of their lungs and completely destroying Priax’s concentration, causing him to miscast the spell he was attempting. 

Luckily for Priax, he was in a much stronger body than his own, and he easily sprang away from the advancing spearmen, using a short, stone wall as partial protection from his enemies. Impudence, he cursed, rage borne of a feeling of superiority welling within. Without conscious thought, Priax’s form altered from the tall, good-looking shape of the villagers’ god to a vicious looking beast, with a man’s face, a lion’s body and a huge spiked tail. He roared, exposing four rows of razor sharp teeth, and bound over the short wall to decimate the remaining spearman. 

There was no way the spearmen could be prepared for what happened. A man had leapt over the short wall to escape them and a beast came from his hiding spot. The manticore swept one man’s shield to the side and it’s tail jerked forward, firing spikes deep into the surprised man’s chest. He fell to the ground, clutching at his grievous wounds and wailing in pain. The man next to him held his shield firm, but raised it too high in reaction to a feint of the manticore’s tail. Four rows of teeth tore through the man’s leg, severing it. Priax pounced on the dying man and tore him to bits, reveling in his new form.

A sharp pain in his back brought reality back to Priax and he whipped his head around to find the young warrior leader poised for another strike with his spear. He fired some tail spikes at the man’s face, but his shield work was quick and he easily batted the projectiles away. Of course, it was Priax’s intention to distract the man to give him time to get some distance between him and the sharp spear. The man and the beast now faced each other, circling warily. Priax tested the warrior’s reflexes with feints and found him more than up to the task. But the warrior had never faced a manticore before, and Priax’s next move caught him completely off his guard. Sucking air into his massive chest, he let out a roar like a thousand trumpets, buffeting the young man with a wave of sound. Without thinking, both spear and shield were dropped to free his hands so he could cover his ears, and even as the warrior shrunk away from the sound, Priax attacked, slashing with his claws, and mauling with his many rows of teeth. 

In moments it was over.  Priax had reduced the proud man to a crumpled heap, blood issuing from countless wounds. He stood over his kill, one great paw on the dead man’s chest, as he gazed around the now deserted village square. His chuckle was the rumble of thunder in the great beast’s chest. I am even more powerful than I had imagined! He gloated to himself. Imagine what heights I can reach when the fool dwarves build the Mirror! 

His thoughts of future conquest were broken by the sound of soft mumbling behind him. He turned to find the old shaman, tears bright in his eyes, shuffling toward him. He seemed oblivious to the obvious danger, and although tears flowed down his cheeks, he held his head up defiantly. He pointed at Priax while he moved, and although he still mumbled quietly, Priax found he could hear him quite clearly.

“You have used the guise of our God to destroy us. We should have seen through your ruse, and this is our punishment. But for your offense to our God, your great skill to change your form will always be incomplete. Your eyes will show you as false to those who care to see, and nothing you do will let you hide your evil.”

Priax froze for a moment as he realized the old man was not just condemning his actions, but actually cursing him. He whipped his tail forward, and many spikes shot out to strike the old man down. As he leapt forward to finish the shaman off, he saw the look of relief on the old man’s face, and he knew that the curse had been completed. For a moment, rage overtook him and he roared, planning to rip the shaman apart. But he quickly regained his composure, and he simply stood over the old man and laughed, knowing the wounds he had already inflicted were sufficient to cause a slow and pain filled death. He stayed and watched the old man, savoring each shudder of pain as the man succumbed to his wounds. But Priax found the exercise strangely unfulfilling, due to the look of contentment that never left the old man’s face.

After the shaman died, Priax found that he wanted nothing more than to resume his real form. Concentrating for a moment, he suddenly found himself on his hands and knees on the ground, panting from the effort and sudden loss of strength that always accompanied the change. It took a few moments before he had the strength to regain his feet, and the motion caused his head to swim. Knowing he lacked the energy to trudge all the way back to his keep, he attempted to teleport himself, but found he couldn’t summon the power necessary for such a feat. He slowly turned around, looking for any signs of life, but the only movement was the flapping of canvas tents in the desert breeze. He made his way to the closest of these and peeked inside, hoping he would find it unoccupied. His wish was granted, as the only occupants of the tent were a few mats and pillows that made up a simple sleeping area, and a small square piece of bronze that was attached to the center pole, which acted as a mirror for grooming. Eager to regain his strength away from the hot sun and unconcerned about the owner of this tent’s return, Priax entered the cool tent, immediately heading for the inviting pillows. As he passed the center of the tent, he passed the small mirror, and stopped dead in his tracks. Almost against his will, he slowly turned to look at himself, and his breath caught in his chest. With the exception of his eyes, he appeared as he always had, sallow skin, thinning hair, but he would never again be called “normal-looking.” For his eyes, which used to be a milky gray, were now blood red.  In a rush, he understood the old shaman’s curse, and knew no matter what form he took, his eyes would be the same shade of vermilion. This was his mark, and there was nothing he could do to hide it.

Gazing into the mirror now, Priax reviled the old man, as he always did when he was reminded of his curse. When it had first happened, he thought he would never be able to deceive anyone of more than minimal intelligence. But what he found was that the words of the curse were true. Only those cared to see the flaw could see it, and remarkably few cared to see. The one he remembered most vividly was that annoying Dwarven priest with the bronze hammer, who seemed to watch him wherever he went when he traveled to the Citadel Abdar to get the mirror built. The rest of the greedy dwarves seemed to consciously ignore the “new dwarf’s” flaw, but this one was a constant thorn in Priax’s side, and he had considered, more than once, to eliminate the problem. He had always decided that it would cause more problems than it would solve to kill the irritating priest, but he held a special distain for him, and often dreamed of killing the dwarf slowly, in very imaginative ways. 

The important thing was that the Mirror was constructed, and now was his.  And he put it to great use, creating an army of orcs from any animal he could lay his hands on by placing the wand he created at the mirror’s center. He had a limitless supply of warriors to wear the Dwarven Citadel down, and when he finally broke the stubborn dwarves’ will, he would rule the area unopposed. With Dwarven slaves and an ample supply of mithril, he could become the most powerful wizard in the North!
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