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THE ENTRYWAY SENSED their presence and dissolved in a shimmer of green light allowing them entry into the bar, along with a cloying gaseous swirl of the outside Altarian atmosphere. Once they crossed the threshold the force shield winked back into place.

I watched 'em come in with a wary eye, and I knew from the start they was doomed. He was Humanoid. She was not.

With my left arms I wiped the bar down and swiped the paper credits and coins left behind by a hairy Tarantilyte into my tip trough under the bar. I selected two tumblers and set them on the bar with my right arms, filled them with ice, water, vodka and a splash of vermouth. Being quadra-limbed comes in handle when you're a barkeep at the Formex Bosh, a bustling gin-joint at the ass-end of the universe.

I slid the ancient Earth drinks across the teak bar to my Human customers: a male and a female. We didn't get many of them out here. They told me they were on their honeymoon. I didn't ask what that was.

My attention was back on my two newest arrivals as they made their way passed the crowded bar. He put a furry, protective arm around her shelled carapace and she leaned into him, her compound eyes nervously reflecting everything around her.

All conversation in the joint stopped. A small pocket of gray-skinned, tri-ped Irys' in colorful ceremonial gowns scuttled back to give them room, a group of Altarastan maintenance workers playing Tingarbo paused their bets, even though the lights and bells of the gaming table continued to ring. All eyes were on the two of 'em, tracking 'em till they found an open booth at the back of the room and sat down. 

This was gonna be trouble, I just knew it. 

But, I thought, nothing a solid baseball bat or a laser blaster wouldn't handle. I gave a quick glance at my equalizers strapped under the bar and within easy reach. The bat came from an Earthen who passed this way several years ago, the blaster had been my brother's 'fore he was killed. I tossed the wet bar rag over my shoulder and pulled out an order pad. 

An uneasy sense of normalcy slowly returned to the bar. At the booth, I pulled a stylus from the back of my ear. With it posed over my order pad, I wiped down the table with my other hand and rearranged the assortment of stacked condiments with my third one. "Welcome to Formex Bosh. What can I get ya?"

The Diter-atelur, that was the he, glanced over to the Thysanrinae with his yellow and black pupillia eyes. "Darling?"

She plucked at the wiry brown hair poking out like short spikes around her compound eyes. They glistened, reflecting back the bar's swirling lights in a thousand honeycombs of color. Her two antennae quivered while she rubbed her top two twig-like legs together to make a low, twittering sound. 

"What are they having?" she asked pointing a jointed leg toward the Humans staring back at us.

I raised one side of my thick, graying unibrow. "They’re called martinis. It’s an ancient Earth drink. Don’t get much call for ‘em out here.”

The whiskers around her bulbous brown head twitched excitedly, what passed for a mouth spread into a wide smile. “I want one.” She looked at her companion. “Can I get one, Scoyn?”

“Of course, Phyura,” Scoyn said. “You can have anything you want.”

“They’re pretty strong,” I warned.

“Get her what she wants, Hye, then maybe the filthy twig will get outta here.” The insult carried over the stringy Al-tar music from the adjacent booth. Suth, one of four Diter-nicolet hunters sitting there—regulars—had his thick hairy arm slung over the back of his seat. His tusks gleamed wetly.

They were just in from a hunt. High from the orgy of the kill, they were drunk, mean, and looking for trouble.

I gauged the distance from there to the laser blaster under the bar. “Settle down, Suth. I don’t want no trouble in here.”

He snarled. “Then don’t let in the swamp maggots.”

“Yeah. This used to be a respectable place.” This from Suth’s younger and stupider brother Jun.

“Both you, cut it out,” I warned. “Or it’ll be you twos out in the fog on your furry asses. Got it?”

Neither of ‘em said anything, deciding instead to go back to their smoldering drinks. I turned back to the Thy and the Diter-atelur. I didn’t apologize for their behavior, I drew the line at that, but I gave ‘em a look that said it would be okay.

With the stylus on my order pad, I said, “A vodka martini. What about you?”

“Same,” he said. “No wait.” He glanced over to Suth’s table. “Those are Kuma Volcanoes, aren’t they?”

I nodded with a sideways glance. Four half-finished drinks, along with eight empties and the ravaged remains of picked apart beetle nuts, some of their little legs still squirming, littered the table.

“Strong stuff,” I said, marking the order down. “Don’t know many –atelur’s willing to try ‘em.”

“My Scoyn is very brave,” Phyura said.

Yeah, right. “Anything to eat?”

They shook their heads. I thought about offering to move ‘em, but there was nowhere else in the crowded bar to move ‘em to. Instead, I tucked my stylus behind my ear, gave the table a final swipe, slipped my pad under the waistband of my apron, and gave Suth and his table another warning look before heading back to the bar.

There, I mixed the drinks—glasses, ice, liquid from tilted bottles—my four arms twirling in a frenzy. I noticed the two Humans watching me, a bemused look on the male’s face, a concerned one on the female. Her eyes kept darting over her shoulder to the table of -nicolet hunters.

“That’s amazing,” the male said. He was referring to my four arms. I was use to that. What amazed me was how any species got along with only two. 

“What was that all about?” the female asked, her interest focused across the room, not on me.

I told her I’d talk to ‘em when I got back. 

I delivered the drinks, took another round to Suth and his underlings, then returned to the bar, making sure the rest of my customers were set along the way. They were.

Taking advantage of a brief respite, I used the power shooter to fill a glass with water and drank it down. Idly, I wiped away the water rings on the bar, dunked a few dirty glasses in the sudsy wash water, and pulled dry glasses from the drying compartment.

“You were, um, going to tell us about those guys,” the female urged. She indicated the Diter-nicolet table with a sly nod of her head. Her eyes were wide, bright, and full of curiosity. 

And blue. That was creepy.

“Yes,” the male said. He rose from his stool, leaned over the bar and extended a hand toward me. I recognized the gesture, a Human offer of greeting. “Robert.”

I shook his hand. “I am called Hye.”

The female offered her hand. “Jane.”

Humans are warm blooded creatures, their flesh hot and soft. And while they came in many different skin shades, they were mind-numbingly similar in appearance. 

“Those two?” I looked at Scoyn and Phyura while I wiped down glasses. “The male. He’s Diter-atelur.”

“Which one is that?” Robert asked. His two eyebrows—another Human oddity—moved together and his forehead wrinkled.

“The furry one.”

“Has a face like a weasel,” Robert said.

The reference lost on me.

“The other one, she’s a Thysandrinae. Her people came from a planet that blew up ‘bout a century ago. They had nowhere to go, so they invaded Diternia, the fourth planet in this system. They live in the soil, burrow into caves where it’s dark. Like it damp and cold as a bitych’s—” I cut myself off, my eyes sliding over Jane’s form. 

She wore a sleeveless, yellow one-piece, had it unzipped in front, exposing the curve of her two breasts like some deformed circus freak. I know Human females are supposed to have only two, but why did they insist on advertising their shortcomings that way.

“Anyway,” I said, “The Diter and the Thysandrinae been at each other ever since. The skent of it is they’ve dragged most of the neighboring worlds into their war, too.”

There was a shout from one of the hanger workers. He must of scored Tingarbo. Several of those around him pounded ‘em on the back. One shouted, “A round, barkeep.”

Returning to the bar, I continued my little history lesson for the curious Human tourists. “The Diter-Thy Conflict’s been going on for centuries. The first immigrants were hunted down and exterminated. Those that survived were enslaved—”

“Slavery. That’s horrible,” Jane said. 

I nodded without comment. An argument could be made either way. “In spite of Diter efforts to contain ‘em, the Thy multiplied in numbers, in swarms. They staged peaceful protests at first. Then growing in number, and discontent, they became bolder, stronger. Soon revolts broke out all over Diternia, and then, organized and with enough weapons and off-world support, they declared all out war. That was nearly a century ago. Over time, as the conflict worsened, more and more neighboring worlds were dragged into it.”

“How?” Robert wanted to know. I refreshed his drink. 

“Their own fault in a lot of cases. In war there’s opportunity. Not all of this system’s worlds are as economically secure as we here on Altar. We can afford to be neutral. But a lot of people joined the war effort, some as mercenaries, some as gunrunners and black market profiteers, others for misguided ideological or political reasons.”

Like my brother.

“Protesters.”

“Sure. Protesters, relief workers, thrill-seekers, others with more determined Altartarian reasons.”

Jane gave him a quizzical look. “You don’t approve.”

I shrugged and busied myself with straightening up behind the bar. The under counter lights appeared very bright to me, too harsh. “Ideology belongs in the classroom, politics in the Senate Chambers. Not in the streets, not on the battlefield.”

“How do you effect change, then?” 

She was one of them. I’d heard Humans were like
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