Spell interruptions can spell disaster

by Donald Hoverson

As the rules currently stand, if a spellcaster is interrupted during the casting of a spell, his spell is merely lost.  However, a wealth of possibilities exist in magic gone awry beyond mere dissipation.  The casting of spells requires the focusing of powerful magical forces.  Just because the caster has lost control of these forces does not mean that they are going to go away, although he might wish that they had.

The fantasy literature that deals with this sort of thing often hints at the awful and strange things that can happen if a spell goes bad.  Schmendrick, the young wizard from Peter S. Beagle’s The Last Unicorn, and Fizban, the senile mage from TSR’s DRAGONLANCE® saga, come readily to mind as examples of wizards whose spells do not always perform as expected.

The problem with any attempt to systematize this sort of thing is that the uses of magic encompass virtually limitless possibilities.  It is somewhere between nothing and infinity that I have erected this framework, with tables showing some of the aftereffects of a ruined spell.

In order to determine if a spell is interrupted, the normal initiative system given in the AD&D 2nd Edition rules is used.  As per pages 93-96 of the Player’s Handbook, the casting time of a spell is added to the initiative roll for the caster; if anyone strikes the caster before the spell is completed, the spell is interrupted.  

A 20-sided die is then rolled on the following table:
 1d20    Effect

 1-2     Malign effect

 3-18    Dissipation/Spell lost

 19      Neutral effect

 20      Benign effect

In order to determine the severity of the error, roll 1d100 on the following table:

 1d100     Effect

 01-75     Minor effect

 76-95     Medium effect

 96-00     Major effect

Minor effects are either convenient for or annoying to the characters but do not involve much damage or healing.

Median effects are not always life threatening but might be bad in certain situations (paralysis in combat, for example).  Anything that heals or harms for less than three-quarters of its victim’s current hit-point total is considered medium (this would include most spells that backfire on their spell-caster for normal effect).

Major effects kill or resurrect instantly.  The creation of powerful magical items or beings is a major effect, as is the making permanent of powerful spells that are not normally permanent in duration or effect.

As a rough guideline, effects that mirror spells of 1st or 2nd level are minor.  Effects that mirror spells of 3rd to 6th level are median, and spells that mirror spells of 7th to 9th level are major.

Malign and benign effects either harm or help the caster, respectively.  Neutral effects neither help nor hinder the caster or else help both the caster and his opponents equally.  If the color of a fireball were changed, it would not effect its operation.  A fairy fire that works for both attackers and victims is equally neutral.

In order to determine the specific effect of the miscast spell, a 20-sided die is rolled on the following table.  Because of the variability between situations and the variability of spell effects even within the same spell school, it is impossible to classify all of the effects given in this table as either malign, benign, or neutral.  If a listed effect is inappropriate, then either roll again or choose one.  Following the table, spells are further broken down by school for more specific suggestions.

 1d20  Specific effect

 1     Spell affects caster.

 2     Spell affects 1-4 members of caster's party, if any.

 3     Spell affects caster and caster's party.

 4     Spell affects caster's possessions (clothes, weapons, money, food,

       magical items--one or all).

 5     Spell affects caster's and party's possessions.

 6     Spell effect is limited: i.e., it will affect only a certain

       substance or being.

 7     Spell's area of effect takes on a different shape.

 8     Spell affects targets' possessions.

 9     Spell affects nearby object/area/being, as determined randomly.

 10    Spell increases or decreases in power by 1-4 levels, for purposes

       of duration, damage done, etc. (maximum 9th level, minimum 1st

       level).

 11    Area of effect of spell is doubled/halved.

 12    Spell effect is reversed (e.g., ESP becomes transmit thoughts).

 13    Spell changes to another spell of same school, either higher or

       lower in level.

 14    Spell changes to another spell of a different school, either

       higher or lower in level.

 15    Spell effect becomes long-term or permanent (assuming transitory

       duration), or else transitory (if of permanent duration).

 16    Spell effect oscillates in duration or effect (over a period of

       1-100 rounds for one day).

 17    Spell effect is delayed (maximum delay of one day).

 18    Spell dissipates but does damage to caster equal to caster's level

       in hit points.

 19    Spell effect occurs at long distance (100-1,000').

 20    Spell effect is in same school but does not resemble any "known"

       spell.

Many of these effects are not mutually exclusive, and the DM can choose as many effects as desired.  Also, because some spells can change into others in the same school, it is necessary to be familiar with the types of spells covered by each.  Some examples of such spell changes follow:

A mage miscasting an Invocation/Evocation spell could find that his fireball had become a ball of darkness, while an interrupted stream of magic missiles could turn and strike the caster.

The miscasting of a Conjuration/ Summoning spell could be used by the DM to introduce new technological or magical items into the campaign.  Any item thus conjured and later found to be too powerful could simply disappear because the duration of the spell ran out.  The only way to discern the properties of conjured materials is to test them; the wizard would not automatically know what he has brought forth.  Messing up this type of spell could easily fill a dungeon corridor with stuffed toys or tin cans, to no doubt be puzzled over by future explorers.

If a Summoning spell goes wrong, the creatures that appear are not necessarily under the control of the spell-caster (this does not preclude the possibility that they might be friendly anyway).  The DM might wish to use this avenue to introduce unique monsters or beings (even new player characters) into the campaign.  As with conjurations, the summoner will not necessarily know the properties, abilities, or dispositions of summoned beings.  This is especially true of any vegetables that might be summoned:

An oak tree might have exploding acorns, the pollen of flowers might heal damage if inhaled, etc.

The miscasting of an Enchantment/ Charm spell like charm person could turn every creature within a 10-yard radius against the caster.  A major error in such spell-casting could result in insanity or amnesia.  Putting someone to sleep permanently would also be quite possible.

If a Abjuration spell is miscast, it could bring about whatever condition the spellcaster was trying to get rid of: e.g., an error in dispel magic could bring on a random magical effect or else drain charges from charged magical items.  It could also temporarily or permanently drain minor magical items that don’t have charges (e.g., potions and scrolls).

Miscast Necromantic spells are extremely dangerous (which is as it should be).  While a small slip in an animate dead spell might make the spell simply fail to function, it has the potential to harm the caster or else summon up a skeleton, zombie, or other undead.  Trapping the soul of the caster in a nearby object could easily result from a bad necromantic spell.

One potential result from a miscast Illusion/Phantasm spell would be that the illusion that was created became real (5% chance).  Of course, the caster would attempt to disbelieve his creation (to no avail) if it turned on him.

Miscast Alteration spells could affect material objects creatively. 

What would you do if your wand of magic missiles suddenly became 10’ long?  The fighter’s long sword +2 could become a sphere +2, which would limit its usefulness somewhat.  The potential to polymorph things also has great potential; you could change your companion’s shield into a roller skate or your enemy’s wagon into a feather bed.  The teleport spell and its kin could have (ahem) far-reaching consequences if miscast.

Divination spells that are miscast would reveal false or undesired information: e.g., a detect magic might function as detect evil.  Conversely, the opponents of the spell-caster (or perhaps someone else entirely) might receive the spell’s information—but about the spell-caster!

The purpose of this article is to provide variety and surprises to magic.  Lethal effects should be avoided if possible.  It should be noted that these rules apply to all if this system is adopted.  If used for the players, it should be used for the NPCs as well.
