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What’s in a Name?

by Douglas Smith

Hari is the greatest thief that Taryaryo has ever known. Well, at least he was until he tried to steal a certain jewel from the most powerful wizard in the land. The theft went, uh, less than perfectly.

Instead of the jewel, Hari finds he has stolen a curse. Now Hari has to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. All the time. Kind of career limiting for a thief.

But Hari has a plan to win the jewel and rid himself of the curse. A plan that is also going less than perfectly. The wizard that Hari hired has just been killed by the demon that the wizard summoned, and that demon is about to eat Hari.

At least things can’t get any worse. Can they?


WHAT’S IN A NAME?

“I SAID ‘RAH-TAY-TOE,’ and he said ‘Rah-TAH-toe.’” Hari glanced at the steaming pool of melting flesh and bubbling bodily fluids that had moments before been the wizard Sanfalor. A glance was all he could afford as the demon that Sanfalor had summoned, a tad less than perfectly, was lurching toward him.

“Rah-TAY-toe is correct,” the demon rasped, scuffling splayed feet through the pentagram drawn in yellow powder on the tower-room floor. The demon resembled a six-foot purple parrot, except for the scales and snakelike arms ending in gleaming talons.

“It was that phony nobility-class accent he always affected,” Hari said, scanning the room for an escape route.

“Even for a wizard, Sanfalor was a snob.” The demon took a nasty swipe at Hari with a dripping green appendage. The little man scooted back. “You’re fast,” the demon said.

Hari leapt over another slash, landing among broken flasks and scattered scrolls. Rolling to his feet, he scrambled up a wall of dusty shelves toward a high window, throwing down leather-bound books as he went. Ten shelves up, he stopped and looked down, breathless.

“Pretty nimble, too.” The demon smiled up at him, then closed its eyes, seeming to concentrate. It exploded.

A spray of green ichor hit Hari in the face, and a stench of rotting meat punched him in the stomach. He wiped his eyes on the sleeve of his shirt and looked down again. The parrot-demon was gone, replaced by a creature with the hindquarters of an eagle, front quarters of a lion, and a head reminiscent of a crocodile.

“Where’d your buddy go?” Hari asked, holding his nose.

“It’s still me,” the demon hissed in a throatier voice. “I just needed some new equipment, given your location.” Large black wings unfolded from the creature’s broad back.

Hari swore and threw a large volume of Lycanthropy for Fun and Profit, scoring a hit on the thing’s mottled snout.

“Ouch! Good shot.” The demon rubbed his nose with a paw. “Fast, nimble, good with the hands, and in need of a demon.” Something that Hari took for a grin curled around rows of pointed teeth. “You’re a thief!” The demon’s tone was triumphant.

Hari snorted. “A thief! I, oh malodorous one, am none other than Hari of Trana, purloiner of the Pendant of Peetbro, acquirer of the Amulet of Ankster, stealer of the Spittoon of Sudprie, and famed throughout Taryaryo.”

The demon shrugged. “Never heard of you.”

In spite of his predicament, Hari felt injured. “Never?”

“Never.”

Hari scowled. “Well, I’ve never heard of you, either, lizard snout. I don’t know why I let Sanfalor talk me into a peasant-class demon. I wanted a demon lord. Oh, I remember now.” Hari grinned down. “He gave me a discount on you.”
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Hari's morning so far:
Steal cursed jewel. Hire wizard to lift curse.
Wizard summons demon. Demon eats wizard.
It's going to be a long day...
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