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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?
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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.”

“Discount! That miserable moth-eaten mage was discounting me? Doesn’t he…didn’t he know who I am?” The wings disappeared again as red flames flickered in yellow eyes.

Hari looked at the still-bubbling pool on the floor. “Apparently not.”

“Well, thief, I am…” The demon paused to make a series of disgusting noises that Hari interpreted as demon throat-clearing. “I am Lewee-thorbruster-tenfi-makaluster-indockondingy-loinclutcher-prewsatar…”

Hari looked up to the tower window above him. Even if he made it, the demon could follow him outside. He sighed and stretched out on the shelf. This would take a while.

“…tintinganalong-quionverbat-rah-tay-toe-malfeasiator…”

Hari examined his fingernails as the demon paused for a breath.

“…do-do-do-dah-dah-dah-dah-helfion-zarfbuket-squidprokwo-hamnjeez-ohnrie-dupplcapa-…” The demon took another breath and finished, “…joenz.”

Hari lay on the shelf, leaning on an elbow. “Yeah, I know. I listened for five days while Sanfalor practiced saying it, and he still blew it.” He looked down. “Loinclutcher?”

The demon flashed those pointed teeth again. “A demon trick. Throw a bit of humor in the middle of the name. The wizard starts chuckling halfway through and messes up the rest.”

“Do-do-do-dah-dah-dah?”

“Do-do-do-dah-dah-dah-DAH. See? Everyone does that. They leave off the last ‘dah’. I got that from this music group on this world called Earth. Works really well when someone from there tries to summon me. They start singing the song and screw up every time. Then, dinner.” He looked up at Hari. “Which reminds me…” His wings opened again.

Hari sat up. “Wait a minute! Why are you after me?”

The demon shrugged. “You know the rules. If you mess up in the summoning—wrong pattern on the floor, bad hand movements, improper incantation etiquette, mispronounce the demon’s name—the summonee, me, is not bound, and the summoner, you, is demon bait.” The wings flapped.

“Hey! I’m not the summoner. Sanfalor called you, and Sanfalor messed up. You’ve already had your revenge on him.”

“But I’m hungry,” the demon whined, staring at Sanfalor’s remains and rubbing his chin. “I get caught up in the moment. Let loose with a blast of demon bolts and ‘poof’—there goes my meal.” He looked at Hari again. “Fortunately, I have other options. Besides, you hired him.” The wings flapped harder.

“I just watched. He did the summoning. Don’t you guys have rules?” Hari drew a long dagger from his leather tunic.

Eyeing the dagger, the demon dropped its wings again. “Of course we do! The laws surrounding the summoning of demons are clearly stated in the Demon and Wizard Covenant in the year of Our Darkest One, 666. We got a fancy scribe called a ‘lawyer’ from Earth to do it. He did a bang-up job, and it didn’t cost us a cent, since he’d already sold his soul to the boss.”

“And it says that you can kill innocent bystanders?”

“How innocent can a thief be?” The demon eyed the dagger again. “What do you want me for anyway? Or to be more precise, what are you trying to steal that you can’t handle?”

“I can handle it—probably. I just want things to go smoothly with no, uh, complications.” Hari glanced at Sanfalor. “You’re my insurance.”

The demon threw back its leathery head and emitted a guttural hacking sound, which Hari assumed was a laugh. “Yeah, right. Translation: I take all the risks and do all the dirty work. So, what’re you after?” Another explosion cut off Hari’s reply. When the smoke cleared, a handsome young man stood in the demon’s place, clothed in rich silks and leathers.

“Do you have to keep doing that?” Hari growled, gripping the edge of the shelf.

“Doing what?” The demon’s voice was deep and melodious.

“Exploding like that. It’s very irritating.”

“Really?”

“Yes!”

The demon exploded again. Hari cursed, rubbing smoke from his eyes. Another human male stood below, broader and blond, but also richly attired. The demon looked himself over. “One of my best. Major babe bait! Chick chaser extraordinaire.”

“Excuse me?”

“Chicks, babes. Les femmes! Girls. Women. You know?” Rubbing his hands together, the demon ran an inhumanly long tongue over very red lips. “Nothing like a little human poon-tang to get the ol’ demon juices flowing.”

“You have sex with our women? That’s disgusting.”

“Damn right. Especially when I change to demon form halfway through.” The demon grinned. “But we all need a hobby. Now, back to the subject. What’re you after?”

Hari used the point of the dagger to clean under his nails. “Oh, just a little jewel called the Orb of the Porcine Prince.”

The demon howled with laughter, and Hari tightened his grip on the dagger. The demon kept laughing till tears streamed down his face. “The Pig’s Eye. He’s after the Pig’s Eye,” he said to no one in particular. “Oh, this is rich.”

“A wild guess, but I gather you’ve heard of it.”

The demon stopped laughing and drew a breath. His face became solemn. “Five hundred and seventy-two,” he said.

“Five hundred and seventy-two what?”

“Dead thieves!” The demon started to howl again, slapping his thigh with a broad tanned hand. “That’s how many of your kind have gotten toasted trying for the Pig’s Eye.” He stopped laughing again and glared at Hari. “Not to mention several of my brethren that got hauled along on the attempts.”

Hari shook his head and tried to look confident. “That won’t happen to you.”

“Damn right. I won’t be there.” The demon straightened and folded its arms across its chest. “Well, see you around.”

Hari sat up on the shelf. “Wait! What do you mean? You’re leaving? You’re not going to try to eat me?”

The demon shook his head. “Nah. I’ll get you next time.”

“Next time?”

“Oh sure. I know thieves. You have it in your head to go after the Pig’s Eye. You’ll try to summon me again. You’ll screw up. I’ll eat you. Simple.”

Hari scowled. “Sanfalor has the necessary materials here, and I have his books. I know the pentagram procedure.”

The demon shrugged. “Easy stuff. Child’s play. Probably still a challenge for you, though.” Hari growled, and the demon continued. “The hard part starts with the hand manipulations when you begin the incantation. Very tricky.”

Hari grinned and raised both his hands before him, moving his fingers through an intricate dance in the air. The demon stared at him. “Hmm, pretty good. Forgot you were a thief. Quick hands. Still, there’s the name. You have to get it just right. If you don’t…” He looked at Sanfalor’s remains. “Well, be seeing ya!” He exploded.

A pile of dead rats lay where the demon had stood. Hari scrambled down and, avoiding the rats, walked over to stare at the now congealing mass that had been his wizard-for-hire. “Yes, indeed. There is the name.” Hari scratched his chin.

“Affected accent, indeed!”

Hari spun around. “Who’s there?”

“Moth-eaten mage, am I? Why, that refugee from an offal heap just caught me on an off day!”

Hari stared down in amazement at a small brown toad, hopping about among the broken flasks and spilled powders on the tower room floor.

“Sanfalor?” he said, feeling extremely silly.

“The same. I saw that look on its face when I summoned it, and I knew I had been less than exact in my conjuring. So I was ready when he most wrongfully attacked my person, having prepared this good creature to accept my cons…consc…”

“Consciousness?” Hari offered.

“Exactly. Thank you, thief. Smaller brain, you know. Has trouble with those polysyll…polysyll, uh, big words.” The toad hopped over to look up at Hari.

Hari cleared a spot among the debris and sat on the floor facing the toad. “Where’s my money?”

“Money? What money?” The toad began to hop away. Hari’s hand flashed out. He raised it to his face and opened it. The toad quivered on his palm. “I warn you, sir, put me down or the most dire con…con…”

“Consequences.”

“Thank you…will befall you.”

“What’re you going to do? Give me warts?”

“Very well, I did warn you.” With that the toad closed his eyes and began to quiver. Hari heard a “poof” behind him, and turned around. A scrawny rooster, looking very dazed, swayed back and forth. It lifted a bedraggled head and offered a tentative “cock-a-doodle-doo?” before falling over.

Hari turned back to the toad. “Very impressive.”

The toad lowered its head and placed a front leg over its eyes. “I was trying for a cockatrice. It’s this toad brain. I can’t fit all of my conc…you know, all of me into it.”

“You didn’t do much better with a whole brain, if you ask me. I want my money back. You didn’t deliver me a demon.”

“Yes, I did.”

“A bound demon, mage.”

The toad trembled on his palm. “I spent it already.”

Hari lifted his hand so that the toad was right in front of his face








































































































OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
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...

What’s in a Name

D@ LAS
S [\/l I 1T H





