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The Truth of the Matter


Nic studied the
reflection in the mirror.

Familiar eyes stared
back, set in a face somewhere just between masculine and feminine.
Soft curves had given way to more angles, but they remained gentle
and light. Skin, smooth and hairless. Lips set in a firm line.

This is my face, Nic
thought. Why am I so afraid to show it? Why was ze hiding in this
guesthouse on the outskirts of Tangerine South?

Because, ze thought,
turning from the image in the mirror. Once I tell them, it will
never be the same. It never is.

Nic crossed to the
window, pulled the curtain aside. The Tangerine sky, as befit the
world's name, was a soft orange hue. A few white clouds were
painted up there, hanging beside the rising yellow sun. Autocars
and pedcabs rolled along the street.

You stupid fool
gendercycle. Nic cursed zirself, shaking a head now adorned by
short, straight red hair. Not a fashion decision, but an attribute
of zir unusual physiology. Nic's hair changed as ze did, along with
zir body, bones, and even organs.

Nic let the curtain
fall back. Turned to one of the twin beds—the guesthouse had had no
single rooms available—and picked through some of the clothes ze'd
removed from the partially unpacked bag. Found a suitable shirt and
pulled it on. The last vestiges of zir feminine breasts were a
subtle swell beneath the tight fabric. Ze was less than a day from
the androgynistic peak of zir cycle.

It's been
almost four days, ze thought. It's going to be too much of a shock.
Four days since the Perilous had landed on
Tangerine and Nic had snuck off, found this out-of-the-way
guesthouse, and checked zirself in. Four days fighting with
zirself. Changing plans. Deciding and then undeciding. Ze should
just leave them for good, let them go. That was one thought. Blake
Starwater wanted Nic off his ship anyway. Sure, he'd asked zir to
stay on eventually, but he'd made his opinion known right from the
start. And that was when he thought Nic was a normal, full-bodied
female.

Nic sealed zir bag
and slung the bulging pack over one shoulder. Ze gathered up the
roomkey, took a last look around, and then slipped out of the room
into the hallway. Pulled the door closed, tested the locked
knob.

In the lobby, ze
spared a quick glance at the portly human woman behind the
reception desk while ze dropped the key into the deposit slot. It
had been the same woman every time that Nic passed through the
lobby, except for one late night when there'd been a tall,
bald-headed Testu male working the desk. He'd looked up in the slow
manner of his race and smiled, and Nic heard zirself complimenting
him on the lovely appearance of his polished shell.

But presently it was
the portly woman. She looked up briefly from a telescreen behind
the desk. Nic forced zirself to keep moving, eyes ahead on the
floor. Did the woman's eyes linger for a second longer than usual?
Did she notice that the red-haired young woman who had checked in
four days ago no longer had the wide hips, the full bosom, the
curves and feminine manner? Had ze stayed too long? Maybe ze should
have found another guesthouse.

Nic banged through
the door, out into the humid orange morning. Above zir, the wind
brushed together the fronds of the twin palm trees standing to
either side of the entrance.

Maybe it was time to
stop running.

Nic sighed, slid a
hand over the short red hair on zir head, found some of it messed,
sticking up and spiky. The breeze snuck through, tickled zir
scalp.

Ze had to
return to the Perilous. Tell the crew.
Ze owed them that. There would be consequences, but ze would face
them. For a gendercycle entering any sort of shared setting, there
were always consequences. Nic had run from zir family and zir home
on the Farmworld, Delta; ze'd fled into the relative safety and
seclusion of a virtual education, and the medical center on Abbott
V had been zir first posting as a medic. Nic had thought that a
small location would be easier, with only a few colleagues to
explain the nature of zir identity to. Ze'd been wrong. Fear
paralyzed zir. Words failed. The change happened and ze'd not
prepared anyone properly, least of all zirself. So Nic flew, first
chance ze'd found. Hopped on board the Perilous, having convinced zirself that Blake had been obliquely
offering a position.

Nic shook zir head,
cursing. To him, ze had been a silly young woman dreaming of
joining a space crew, nothing more. Right now, that's still what ze
was to him. To all of them. Well, except the doctor, Drago. He knew
zir secret and claimed not to care. He'd even tried to contact zir
by message these last four days. Ze had ignored him, but now . .
.

It was time to tell
the others.

Maybe . . . maybe it
would be alright. Well, ze could dream a happy ending.

Anyways, they
deserved the truth. Whatever was meant to happen, ze thought, would
happen.

Nic waved down a
passing pedcab, driven by a male Roo. Ze climbed into the back and
the Roo began pedaling towards the spaceport, his thick muscled
legs propelling them at a brisk pace.

Whatever was meant to
happen, would happen.

Hopefully, ze wasn't
meant to be alone for the rest of zir life.


 


Kitty purred as
strong fingers worked through her fur, kneaded the receptive
muscles of her back.

"I so needed this,"
she murmured, the right side of her face pressed flat against the
mat. "I've been so tense."

The fingers continued
their work. The owner of the fingers chuckled as he kept at it.
"You've been in here four straight days, Kitty. I have to be
honest"—he switched to a different, thumb-centric movement near her
spine—"I don't feel an ounce of tension remaining in you."

"But it feels so
good."

She arched her back,
hips and bottom rising into the air as her purring continued. Lying
prone on the massage mat, she was naked save her fur. Her tail
straightened and twitched.

"And I'm glad it
does," her masseuse replied.

"I get tense when I'm
not being massaged." She peeked over her shoulder. "You
understand."

The masseuse, who was
himself a Felion, allowed a smile. "Of course I do."

Kitty continued,
"I've always said we Felions give the best massages." The Felioness
arched more, purring and vibrating. "And we receive better than
anyone else, too."

The Felion masseuse
nodded and continued working. "We are a perfect match indeed."

Kitty could only
silently agree as the Felion's fingers worked their magic over her
sensitive skin, eliciting satisfied purring and eager twisting
stretches. Many other races were uncomfortable giving a Felion or
Felioness a proper massage, as the full nudity and raised bottom,
the arching back and twitching tail and all the purrs and moans had
a tendency to unnerve those not familiar with the Felion body,
turning licensed massage therapists into blushing awkward
prudes.

"I'm so glad I found
you, Casper," she told the Felion masseuse. "Every time I'm back on
Tangerine, I'll come see you. Every time."

"You are leaving
soon, then?"

"We fly today.
Ship's all fixed up nice and new and"—she shuddered, let out a low
blissful growl. "That's nice."

"Well, the pleasure
has been all mine," said Casper. Kitty could sense, from the
location of his hands and the current motions, that her session was
reaching its conclusion.

"That's
entirely not true," she told him. "I assure you.
The pleasure's been mine."

"I've got an opening
in my schedule after your session." Thumbs worked up alongside her
spine, kneading. "I don't mean to be presumptuous, but . . ."

"Please," she said,
"presume."

"Would you care to
join me for a bath?"

His fingers continued
their work, and the pleasure intensified. Kitty's nails extended
and retracted, digging into the firm padding of the mat. She wagged
her hips, tail curling. Purred and purred.

When the Felion eased
up long enough for Kitty to regain the ability to form words and
speak, she said, somewhat breathless, "That sounds delightful."

With a
satisfied grunt, Casper returned to working on the Felioness's
back, running his hands down the length of her, over her rump, and
extending the electric feel of his fingers all the way to the very
tip of her tail.

Kitty vibrated and
purred.

 


 


Tevin Drago
stood with his hands on his hips looking over with satisfaction the
stocked and cleaned and organized interior of the
Perilous's sickbay. Nodding with approval, he thought to
himself: not bad.

And then because
there was no one else around to see or to comment, he said aloud,
"Looking good, Tevin."

He nodded some
more.

After a moment, he
clapped his hands together. "Well." He crossed to the counter—it
was cleaned and disinfected and lined with neatly-arranged plexi
containers and glass bottles pushed back against the wall, all of
them labelled clearly and obviously so that even someone not
familiar with the individual contents by sight could read the
labels and find the correct item in a split second. He scooped up
his discarded chalkboard. There, upon the dark-green surface, was
his to-do checklist. Every item except the last had a line drawn
through it, indicating that he'd finished the task. It had been a
busy and productive four days.

A little of his
money, a little of Blake's, and they now had a fully-functional,
fully-stocked sickbay. Oh, there were still a few things he could
add to complement what was here; but with the current setup, Drago
felt confident that he could handle almost any emergency imaginable
as well as if he were in a staffed and stocked hospital or medical
center somewhere on solid ground.

He picked up the
chalk, took one last look around, and then drew a line through the
final remaining item: Take Final Look Around.

Satisfied, nodding,
he set the chalkboard down on the counter. Time to go tell Blake,
the sickbay was officially open for business. No—Drago shook his
head. Best not to say it like that. Might sound like he was too
eager for clients. Hopefully, there would be little cause to use
most of the gear in here. It's strictly for emergencies.
Emergencies that hopefully won't happen. But if they do . . .

"We're all ready down
here," Drago said aloud, testing. "Er, down there. We're all ready
down there. I'm all ready. Down there. For whatever."

The doctor
looked around the quiet, empty sickbay. "I'm ready. For, you know,
whatever." He cleared his throat. "Sickbay is ready to go. And so
am I." He coughed into his hand. Opened his mouth, closed it. Shook
his head.

Turning, he swept out
of the room and into the corridor.

Daylight poured
through the open cargo hold doors. The ramp extended down to the
ground outside, where Drago could see a patch of orange sky. The
bright light without emphasized the shadows within. The dark hold
was empty except for a pair of vehicles parked against the
right-side wall, and a few crates stacked against the wall to his
left. Mechanical pieces and parts that the Azurian, Joany, had
requested. Back-up components, tools, all useful stuff to keep on
hand she'd assured Blake. She also had some sort of project in mind
(the exact details of which Drago had failed to hear), and Blake
seemed to be quite accommodating of his new engineer's wants. To be
fair, thought Drago, Blake had been quite accommodating to him as
well. He'd accepted all of Drago's suggestions and basically let
the doctor fix up the sickbay exactly how he thought was
best.

A shadow darker than
the others crossed the floor, moving towards Drago.

The doctor let out a
little yelp before he could stop himself, and hopped back a
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