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  The Boys Are Back in Town




  by Douglas Smith




  The shrill cry of a harpy sounded as I stepped into our tavern. A pair of them sat slumped in a booth, heads on the table, wings flapping feebly. The Sibyl plopped two drafts between them, and one harpy lifted its head briefly to emit a high-pitched “screeee!” At the bar, an elderly tourist couple and two centaurs stood sipping red liquid from tall glasses. A Tarot spread lay on the bar in front of the ample frame of Dino, my partner, and when the Sibyl returned, she began turning cards. I slipped onto a stool beside her. Dino was scowling.




  “Problem?” I asked.




  He jerked his head at the harpies as he cleaned a glass. “They keep crapping on the carpet. Stinking spawn of Oceanus.”




  “Take them out back. They can wait there.”




  He shook his head. “They don’t like being near the gate.”




  I nodded toward the tourist couple. “Any trouble?”




  He shrugged huge shoulders. “Gave them a shot of ambrosia, and they’ve been fine, ‘cept for complaints about the noisy college kids.” He glared at the harpies again.




  I grinned. We really didn’t mind harpies, nor centaurs, fawns, or even an occasional cyclops. The humans were no trouble, either. Better credit risks, too. The real problem in running our establishment was the mix—as in mixing twentieth-century, good-credit humans with creatures that weren’t supposed to exist, let alone be buying you drinks in a quiet little tavern.




  Keeping it a quiet little tavern—and not a news feature—required some special measures. An illusion spell, activated at the door, convinced humans this was all quite normal. The spell lasted until the ambrosia took hold. After that, lawyers flirted with nymphs, tourists played pinball with satyrs, and professors debated hydras. Tough bet, that last one. Hydras aren’t too bright, but just try getting a word in against multiple heads.




  The Sibyl turned another Tarot card, white eyes staring straight ahead. “Old friends coming.”




  “On the ferry?” I asked.




  No reply. Conversation wasn’t her strong suit but she’d answer questions. Eventually. I was glad she was back on the Tarot. Lately she’d been into goat entrails, and that had really stained the bar.




  I glanced at the clock: 7:10 in the evening. The gate would open in forty-five minutes. Then many of our non-human guests would depart the tavern and this world. Forever.




  Dino caught my glance. “You weren’t in much this week.”




  I shrugged. “Busy. I miss anything?” “Last night the gate opened at 7:50.”




  I laughed. “Come off it. Three centuries, every night, 7:55 on the dot. Never a miss. Why would it suddenly change?”




  “Maybe somebody doesn’t want to wait.”




  I chuckled. “You think one of this lot can cycle the gate?”




  He didn’t smile. “No. Nobody here.” The centaurs banged on the bar, calling for wine. “Hoofs off the marble, you two,” Dino roared, “or you’ll take the ferry out of here, not the gate!”




  He left to pour their order while I sat musing. Nobody we knew could cycle the gate except me. Nobody on this side anyway.




  The Sibyl turned a card. “Not by the ferry they come.”




  “Then how?” I asked. No answer. I had a sudden urge to check out back. Sliding off the stool, I walked to a door marked Employees Only and stepped into the grove.




  ~*~*~*~*~




  Located on an island in the Toronto harbor, our tavern entirely spanned a tiny finger of land, blocking access to the peninsula’s tip. Evergreens lined the shore behind us, broken only by a hidden inlet. We designed the grove to conceal.




  I walked a gravel path to stone steps worn smooth over the years by a variety of shapes at the end of a variety of legs: talons and claws, hooves both cloven and uncloven, and the occasional serpentine patron with no feet at all.




  I climbed the steps to an octagonal dais ten paces wide and set on mortar and stone eight feet above the grass. Blue flames burned in high recesses of the eight marble pillars that supported the domed roof. Images of gods and demons from scores of ancient religions were carved in each pillar. Carved by my hand. A conceit, but our patrons expected a bit of atmosphere.
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