Mitzvot

and Selected Letters






Mitzvot

and Selected Letters
Post-Self book IV

Madison Scott-Clary



Also by Madison Scott-Clary

Arcana — A Tarot Anthology, ed.
Rum and Coke — Three Short Stories from a Furry Convention
Eigengrau — Poems 2015-2020
ally

Post-Self

Qoheleth
Toledot
Nevi'im

Mitzvot

Sawtooth
Restless Town
A Wildness of the Heart

Learn more at makyo.ink/publications

Copyright © 2020, Madison Scott-Clary. This work is licensed under
the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. To view
a copy of this license, visit creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ or send
a letter to Creative Commons, PO Box 1866, Mountain View, CA

ISBN: 978-1-948743-27-3
Mitzvot

Cover and illustrations © Iris Jay, 2020 — irisjay.net

First Edition, 2023. All rights reserved.

This book uses the fonts Gentium Book Basic, Gotu and Linux Bi-
olinum O and was typeset with Xg4TEX.



I Conversation
[l Conflict

Il Apprehension
IV Reconciliation
Selected Letters

Appendix

71

137

221

353

429






Whatever it is in your power to do, do with all your might.
For there is no action, no reasoning, no learning, no wisdom in

Sheol, where you are going.

— Ecclesiastes 9:10






Part |

Conversation

What lives we lead we lead in memory.

The grandest contribution offered by newborn immortality is
the ever-living memories of the dead. Our lives become a cease-
less eulogy.

From Ode by Sasha






loan Balan — 2349

How has this become my life? loan thought—as ey always did—
when stepping away from home to the now familiar café.

May had—as she always did—dotted her nose against eir
cheek, licked over eir nose alittle too wetly, and said, “Good luck,
have fun, and do not die,” and then ey stepped from home to ar-
rive in front of the squat wood paneled coffee shop. The same
sign proclaiming “Open 24 hours” fading in the sun. The same
chipper baristas. The same sparklingly clean espresso machine.
The same couch in the corner.

The same thing, month after month: step into the coffee
shop to order the same coffee—delicious as always—and wait for
the same True Name to arrive.

Their standard greeting would be for Ioan to stand and
bow—ey was always there too early—set up a cone of silence and
share a bit of chit-chat, however many little nothings felt ap-
propriate for the day, for the month since they’d last seen each
other, before settling back down on the L-shaped couch, each to
work on their own projects.

Then, as ever, one or the other of them would call an end to
the meeting, if meeting it was, and they’d stand once more, bow,
and each would step back home.

Or, at least, ey would always step back home, where May
would—as she always did—congratulate em on not dying. Ey
didn’t know where True Name left to.
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The only thing that seemed to change was the topics they
talked about—the this-or-thats of life—and True Name herself.

She was always smartly dressed, she always smiled brightly
to em, always ordered the same mocha with extra whipped
cream, and would always seem to get dabs of it on her nose-tip;
but over time, the skunk had slowly picked up some ineffable
quality about her that Ioan could only ever describe as ‘harried’.
It wasn’t in her grooming, for her whiskers were always neat and
orderly, the longer fur atop her head well brushed, and her claws
neatly trimmed. It wasn’t in the things she talked about, for she
always had some interesting bit of news about any of the three—
four, if one counted Artemis—Systems out there.

It was, ey decided, something to do with her eyes, her cheeks,
the way her hands moved. It was in her voice, in her mien, in her
bearing.

Once a month, ey’d meet True Name for coffee, and each
time, she seemed that much more worn down, carrying that
much more tension in her features, looking just that much older.

When ey first described this to May, the skunk had spent a
silent minute staring out into the yard—or at least the corner
visible from her beanbag—then stretched out on her belly, drap-
ing over the outsized cushion. “Have you asked her, my dear?”

Ioan had shaken eir head. “It never felt polite to.”

“Some day you should,” she had said. “Though it is my suspi-
cion that she is, as you have said, losing her easy confidence. She
is struggling with the fact that she must constantly dump energy
into keeping up the appearance of always being so in control.”

Ioan had leaned back in eir chair and stared up at the ceiling.
“That certainly tallies with what she’s said in the past.”

“She is the type of person who will always take more upon
herself, more and more and more until she cracks,” May had
murmured, quiet enough that loan had to strain to hear. “That
she has been at this for more than two and a quarter centuries
and the strain is only now showing is, if anything, a testament
to her perseverance. Or obstinance, perhaps.”
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Ever since that day, that conversation would rise to the fore
of eir memory whenever ey met up with True Name for coffee.
They would have their conversation, sip their drinks, and then
get to whatever projects they were working on—but there would
always be a small portion of eir mind dedicated to squaring what
ey knew of her with just how old she was.

What ey’d strategically left out of that conversation with
May, however, was that eir fascination seemed to be driven by an
almost pathological need to help. Somehow. Ey wanted to find
what it was that was wearing so much on True Name and find
a way to ease it. There was a problem there, and problems were
made for solving, yes?

It was something about em that May knew, ey was sure, but
which ey’d never shared with her, as ey knew that her response
would either be the gentle teasing that she was so good at heap-
ing on em or the gentle inquisition that she was equally adept at
conducting. She’d ask em where the feeling stemmed from: was
it from within eir mind, or within eir heart? Was it related to all
problems? Was it because True Name looked so much like her,
eir partner? When had it started? Launch? Convergence? Never
mind if it were a problem that ey could not solve, as was almost
certainly the case, what would ey do if it was a problem she did
not want solved?

Ey knew she’d ask em those questions because whenever ey
asked them of emself, ey heard them in her voice. Even when
ey’d asked Sarah, eir therapist (or, well, all three of their thera-
pists), there was some subconscious overlay of the skunk’s lilting
voice floating above the question, and ey’d find emself dropping
contractions and leaning on the anaphora that all Odists seemed
stuck with.

“You seem particularly lost in thought today, Ioan.”

Ey jolted at the sudden intrusion of a voice on eir thoughts,
then smiled sheepishly at True Name. “Sorry about that. I hope
[ wasn’t mumbling to myself.”
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She grinned. “Not this time, no, though your lips were mov-
ing, so I suspect you were not far off.”

Shaking eir head, ey capped eir pen, tucking it into a pocket
and closing eir notebook on one of the place-marker ribbons. “I
don’t doubt it.”

“What was on your mind, if I may ask?”

Ey hesitated, considering eir options. The desire to fix, to
help, to aid and assist, still hung around em, but it’d be imper-
tinent for em to just offer that out of nowhere. Instead, ey said,
“Something May said. About you, I mean. Hopefully that’s not
weird.”

The skunk laughed. “It depends on what she said, does it
not? Though I am flattered to have been in your thoughts. What
did she have to say?”

“That you're the type of person to take on whatever’s in
front of you, even if your docket’s already full. I was trying to
piece together how much of that applies to the rest of the clade,
too.” After a moment, ey shrugged and added, “And myself, for
that matter.”

True Name looked up to the ceiling, head tilted thoughtfully.
“I do not think there is any disputing that I will load myself up
with responsibilities, often to the point of overloading. I remem-
ber some of that from before I was forked, though I do not think
Michelle was of quite the same temperament. She took on more
than she could handle more out of a sense of social obligation
than...whatever it is that drives me.”

“Determination? Persistence?”

She shrugged. “Perhaps. What is it that Dear says so often? ‘I
do not make art because I know whys; if I knew why, I would not
need to make art’? It is like that for me. I do not strive because
I know what drives me. If I knew what that was, who knows if I
would continue to strive?”

Ey marveled, as ey so often did, at just how many of the
Odists seem to speak in well structured paragraphs. Thesis, hy-
pothesis, synthesis.
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“It seems like it’s wearing on you,” ey said. Realizing that it
had been nearly five minutes of em trying to psych emself up to
say so, ey added, “All that you've got going on, I mean.”

She frowned, leaned forward to pick up her coffee, and took
alapping sip. “Does it? I am feeling increasingly overloaded, yes,
but that is not new. How is it visible?”

“You just seem more tired every time I see you.”

She nodded. “I am, yes.”

“Is there-" Ey caught emself up short, forcibly tamped down
the urge to offer to help, and instead said, “I mean, what all are
you working on? I can never tell with you and May. It just looks
like thinking.”

“It is perhaps a problem with doing all of one’s work in one’s
head.” she said. “We are not blessed with your affinity for paper.”

“Or cursed.”

She chuckled. “Your words, not mine. But, well...with the un-
derstanding that I cannot tell you everything that I am working
on, I will say that there is much to be done when it comes to
shaping sys-side sentiment around all of the various new tech.”

“Oh?”

“The expanded ACLs on cones of silence, for example. It is
nice to be able to obscure the occupants, yes? No more hiding
one’s mouth or expression. Limiting sensorium messages into
or out of them by individual or clade is also quite nice for guar-
anteeing information security. Your interlocutor cannot be used
to spy on you, yes? Ditto the refinements on sweeping unwanted
occupants. We may shape our interactions more exactly with
this tech. But how does one pass on the knowledge of the up-
grades to the System? There are various feeds, yes, but even
something as small as that requires some thought put into how
to announce it. Do we hail it as a technological advancement, or
do we put a tone of resignation on it, as though we have been
given something no one wanted? Perhaps we announce it with
a resounding chorus of ‘fucking finally’”

“It seems to have gone over well, at least.”
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“It did, yes.” Then, with a tilt of her head, ey felt the ACL-
scape of the cone they were within shift, and there was a subtle
blurring to the world around them as she opaqued the cone from
the outside. “Now consider the effects of audio/visual transmis-
sion between sys- and phys-side.”

Ey blinked and sat up straighter. “Wait, what?”

“You see? Much thought must be put into managing expec-
tations.”

“Back up a moment. Are we going to actually get that?”

“It is already enabled in a select few locked-down sims, yes.
AVEC, we are calling it. Audio/Visual Extrasystem Communica-
tion. A faint hope to foster a sense of connection between our
two worlds with a pithy name.”

“Holy shit.”

She laughed. “Holy shit, indeed. I have no clue as to the tech
that goes into it, which is made all the more complicated from
it being inspired by our dear Artemisian friends, but what I do
know is that this will shift many of the plans in place around sta-
bility. When I sit here in silence, drinking my coffee and looking
deep in thought, I am working on that. I write my speeches or
talk with my cocladists or other versions of myself, and fill out
the exo I have dedicated to the topic.”

“And that wears you out?” Ey hastened to add, “Not to say
that it isn’t work, of course.”

The skunk gave a hint of a bow in acknowledgement. “It is
part of a larger work landscape in progress, yes. So much to keep
in my head, so many conversations to be had, so many tiny social
interactions to monitor, both in person and over the text of the
perisystem feeds.”

Ey nodded. There was so much to process in just the new
tech, not to mention the reminder that, even if ey’d long since
started thinking of True Name as a complete and complex per-
son and not some shady, two-dimensional villain, she still had
her fingers in just about every political pie that could possibly
exist on the three incarnations of the System.

10



Madison Scott-Clary

“Does writing not wear you out, loan?”

“Well, sometimes,” ey hedged. “I guess it depends on what
all is going into whatever it is that I'm writing. The History wore
me out at some points, particularly during research, but for the
most part, writing was just...what 1 did. It didn’t wear me out any
more than breathing might.”

“And theatre?”

“Oh, that definitely wears me out.”

“Iremember that, yes. Even just standing backstage, waiting
for one’s moment to enter felt exhausting sometimes. I would
get all worn out and want nothing more than to go home and
fall over, afterwards.”

“Didn’t you go get shitty diner food or whatever?”

“Oh, nearly every time,” she said, grinning. “I would never
let so sacred a ritual be spoiled by something as silly as sleep.”

Ey nodded. “A Finger Pointing certainly holds to it like a rit-
ual, yeah. It’s a toss up whether or not she drinks us all under
the table.”

“Of course.” The skunk grinned and finished her coffee, set-
ting the mug down on the table. “We studied long and hard to
build up such a tolerance.”

“Doesn’t sound super healthy.”

“I suppose not. At least, not back phys-side.”

“I noticed that seems to be unevenly distributed,” ey ob-
served. “May and I rarely drink unless it’s with someone else,
but Dear and its partners seem to drink quite a bit.”

“So I have heard. There are a few aspects of our past life that
were only picked up by a few of us, beyond the obvious interests.
Drinking, theatre and art, furry, that sort of thing. I have never
figured out whether there is any rhyme or reason to it.”

Ey nodded. “Makes me wonder if I might've done the same if
I were more of a dispersionista.”

“Perhaps,” she said, shrugging. “Codrin has diverged quite a
bit from you. They both have. You can put at least some of that
on us, though. May Then My Name and Dear, I mean.”

11
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“Right,” ey said, laughing. “May’s fond of saying that it’s the
Odists’ job to fuck with us until we loosen up.”

True Name folded her paws in her lap primly, grinning to
em.

This is it, ey thought. This is why I keep coming back. Even if she is
consciously turning up the friendliness to maintain some weird status
quo, or even if she’s naturally like that, she’s still nice to be around.

Ey considered letting the topic continue, but the thought
was intriguing enough to voice out loud. “Why do you do this,
True Name? Get coffee with me, I mean.”

“There is nothing nefarious about it, if that is what you are
asking,” she said, pausing briefly. “In confidence?”

“Of course. I imagine most of what you say is in confidence.”
“Indeed. I trust that you will not share the news about AVEC
yet.”

Ey nodded.

“Right. Then I suppose it is just nice to have a friend, for lack
of a better term.”

A conversation from years back wafted up through eir mem-
ory. “You said back during convergence, ‘We will never be close,
you and I Has that changed?”

“I do not know. Has it?”

Ey frowned.

“That is why I say ‘for lack of a better term’. We are on good
terms, are we not? We are able to co-exist, to talk about news
and nonsense, yes? To chat?” She shrugged, smiled to em. “That
is perilously close to friendship, I think. If you do not feel that
the label fits, I understand, but I stand by what I said: it is nice
to have a friend. Someone who is not another me.”

“Aren’t you friends with Jonas?”

The hesitation was brief, but still notable for just how tense
it was. “We make pretty good colleagues, and we have a mode of
interaction that is comfortable for us, but the dynamic that you
and I have is far closer to friendship than that of mine and his.”

Ey tilted eir head, asking, “Was that always the case?”

12
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The skunk’s expression never changed, but her tone grew far
more careful as she bowed her head politely and said, “I am not
comfortable with this topic, my dear.”

“Of course. Sorry, True Name.”

She nodded once more, the relief in her expression as plain
as the exhaustion that came with it. “Thank you for being under-
standing. All of that to say that I enjoy our coffee and co-working
sessions because there is a sense of friendship to them, and even
I need that sometimes.”

“Well, I’'m happy to provide,” ey said. The Bilan clade seemed
to have undergone a collective reevaluation of True Name over
the last few years, but even so, the plain earnestness led to a
moment of tamping down suspicion that ey was simply being
played. “And for what it’s worth, that lines up with my thoughts.
Glad we have the chance to do so.”

She raised her cup in acknowledgment. “Thank you, Ioan.
That is perhaps a good note to end on, as I would like to reconcile
memories across my instances.”

Ey nodded. “Sure. Until next time?”

The skunk stood and bowed. “Yes. Until next time. Enjoy the
rest of your day, my dear.”

The cone of silence dropped, letting in a jolt of noise, and the
skunk stepped from the sim. Ey finished eir coffee, then stepped
back home.

“I am pleased to see that you did not die,” May said, looking
up from her notebook.

Ey kicked off eir shoes and set down eir own notebook on eir
desk before walking over to give the skunk a kiss between the
ears. “Nope, not this time. Stuck with me for a while yet.”

She set her pen down and stretched before leaning up to
dot her nose against eirs, arms draped up around eir shoulders.
“Good, I am not finished wringing all I can out of you. One day,
you will be left a broken husk of a Bilan and I will move on to my
next victim.”

Shaking eir head, ey returned that nose-press before

13
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straightening up. “You’re doing a crap job of it, May. You keep
adding to my life rather than taking away from it.”

She laughed. “Even when you are joking, you are adorable.
Love you too, my dear. How was True Name?”

“Oh, fine. Much the same, I guess. We just worked and chat-
ted and drank coffee. Nothing unusual.”

“Well, that can be good, right?”

“Yeah, comfort in familiarity. She did at least confirm your
hypothesis that she’s just been overloading herself.”

May nodded, stood, padded to her beanbag, flopped down.
“Of all of us, she is most prone to that, I suspect.”

“I don’t think the Artemis dump is helping out, there.
They’re pulling all sorts of stuff from it.”

“You are as well, are you not?”

Ey laughed. “I suppose I am, at that.”

She reached out and snagged one of eir hands, pulling em
down onto the beanbag beside her. Ey lay back and let her rest
her head against eir shoulder before settling eir arm around her.
Comfortable, familiar.

“She said something else that was interesting I'd like to dis-
cuss, but I don’t want to keep talking about her if you're uncom-
fortable with it. It can be later.”

She shrugged, doodling a dull claw lazily over eir stomach
through eir shirt and vest, sitting just shy of ticklish. “I do not
mind. You know that I have been working on it.”

“Sure, I just didn’t want to-"

“Iwill tell you if I would like to drop the topic, I promise,” she
said, then laughed. “Sorry, Ioan. I did not mean to interrupt.”

“No, it’s okay. She actually did that quite well today.” Ey
leaned eir head back on the beanbag. “I asked why she kept up
with me with the coffee meetings, and she said that it’s just nice
to have a friend.”

May tilted her head up, enough to bump her nose against the
underside of eir chin. “Are you? Friends, I mean.”

“That’s what we talked about. Neither of us could really de-

14
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cide on anything beyond ‘friends for lack of a better term’”
Ey hesitated, feeling incredibly conscious of eir partner resting
against em, her stated resentment of her down-tree instance,
how that had veered for so long into hatred over all that she had
done. Ey continued, speaking carefully, “I like having interest-
ing people to talk to and she’s been pretty good company. She
likes having someone to just be around and talk with that isn’t
herself or Jonas.”

“Are they still not getting along?”

“Worse, maybe. That’s where she requested that I drop the
topic. She said that they made good coworkers, but not neces-
sarily friends, and I asked if that was always the case, and she
said she wasn’t comfortable having that conversation. Very po-
litely, of course, but it looked like it took a lot of effort.”

“Mm.” The skunk lowered her muzzle, letting em peek down
at her again. “I have been working on how I define myself in re-
lation to True Name. I do not like that I spent so long hating
her. I do not want that to be a part of who I am. I am May, who
loves, yes? I hold no such compunctions about Jonas, though,
and I am sorry that she still feels she must engage with him. He
was a piece of shit then and I imagine that he is far worse now.”

“Huh?” Ey shook eir head as ey pieced together what she
meant. “Oh right, sorry. I guess you were forked off after he and
True Name started working together.”

“Yes. I remember that from when I was her. We were not
friends then, and I am glad that she is not his friend now.”

“I only met him those few times years back, and yeah, I'm
glad she isn’t, either. He was definitely a piece of shit.”

She laughed and poked em in the belly. “Mx. lIoan Balan, you
watch your language.”

“Hey, I curse!”

“Not well, Ionut.”

“Yeah, well, fuck you too,” ey said, smirking at the teasingly
diminutive form of eir name.

15
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The skunk sat up and gave em an exaggerated frown. “I am
warning you, young man.”

Ey rolled eir eyes. “ ‘Young man’?”

“Little miss?”

Ey grinned, shook eir head. “Try again.”

“Young gentlethem.”

Ey laughed. “I don’t know what your hang-up is, you nut. I
learned it from you.”

“What, ‘fuck you too’?” May shook her head. “It just sounds
so strange coming from your mouth.”

“I'm not as good at the well placed profanity as all of you.”

“It is an art we have perfected. It increases the impact when
they do show up. Even True Name does it, I am sure.”

“She has once or twice, yeah. You two still sound similar
enough in terms of your voices, so I feel like I'm used to it.”

May nodded, leaned down, and licked em squarely across the
nose before settling down against eir front again. “Yes, I suppose
we do. Here is where we drop the topic, however.”

“Alright,” ey said, wiping eir face. “What should we do for
dinner?”

“To be built to love is to be built to dissolve. It is to be built
to unbecome. It is to have the sole purpose in life of falling apart
all in the name of someone else.

“We all have a bit of that in us, do we not? You find your-
self at a bar or maybe in some class somewhere, you look over,
and there they are, right? You look over and you maybe catch
their eye and you come undone at the seams. You fall into those
big, beautiful eyes—for when you are built to love, every eye that
catches yours is the most beautiful thing of all time—and you be-
gin to flake away at the edges.

“And to be built to love is to be all edges. They catch on your
clothes, they brush against walls and furniture. You are all edges

16
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so that love can fill the cracks and soften those jagged corners.

“You are spiked and barbed. It is as if you are built that way
on purpose, so that the slightest breeze can blow you about and
catch you up on some future love.”

The skunk had been sitting on a barstool, hunched over a
pint and slurring half to the glass, half to some absent bartender.
She slid to her feet, wobbled for a moment, then righted herself.

“Actually, you know what? I have heard it said so many times
that to hate—truly hate, burn up inside with that passion—is to
actually be in love with the object of your hatred, but I think
there is a little bit of hatred in love, too. You fall so completely
for someone that you just cannot help but resent them. It is a
mirror of that hatred for yourself, for all your jagged edges and
prickly burrs, a reflection of the resentment that you feel to-
wards yourself for having been built to love. And look at me!”
She gestured down at herself, a grand sweep of the paw outsized
in her intoxication. “I fuckin’ loathe myself! Can you imagine
how deeply I must love others, then?”

After a moment’s wild laughter, she stumbled back until her
tail crumpled against the edge of the stool. “Ow! Fuck. Yeah, I
deserved that one, I think.”

She moved to finish her pint, frowned on finding it empty,
and shuffled away from the bar.

“So yeah, you hate yourself, and it actually feels kind of good,
does it not? Hatred can fill in those cracks as easily as love. Sure,
it may not leave so pretty a pattern as the...whatsit...the patina
that stains a tea cup with crackled glaze, but maybe the edges
of you do not catch on so many things anymore. Maybe those
prickles are dulled and you bounce off everyone around you. You
can ping-pong through life, then, loving everyone and loathing
yourself.”

The skunk stood up straight again, brushed her shirt out,
and brought her tail around to rub at where she’d bumped it
against the stool.

“Good Lord, May,” loan said, laughing.

17
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She grinned widely, all that feigned drunkenness suddenly
gone from her expression. “How was it, my dear?”

Ey slouched back against the front row seat ey’d claimed,
tapping the end of eir pen against eir lower lip. “Really, really
good,” ey said. “Was the stumble intentional?”

“The movement itself was,” she said. “Though hitting my tail
was not.”

“So no ‘I deserved that one’?”

She sat down on the edge of the stage, kicking her feet idly.
“It was not in there, no, but I think I will keep it.”

Ey grinned and closed eir notebook around eir pen, setting it
aside to stand. “Yeah, it’s good in there,” ey said, leaning forward
to give the bridge of her snout a kiss. She squinted her eyes shut
and then scrubbed a paw over her muzzle. “I mean, the whole
thing’s good. Only note I really had is that you say ‘hate’ four
times in a pretty short span right after you stood up. ‘That to
hate’, then ‘truly hate’, then ‘object of your hatred’, and then
‘little bit of hatred’”

“Should I make them all different?”

“I'd keep the first two because it works as an echo, so maybe
just change the fourth? ‘Loathing’?”

“Excellent, O great wordsmith.”

Ey laughed and tweaked her ear before hoisting emself up
onto the edge of the stage next to her. Predictably, she scooted
closer so that she could lean against eir side. “Who would've
thought, hmm? You getting me into theatre and me getting you
into writing.”

“This is still theatre! Just earlier on in the process,” she said,
indignant. “But yes, it is proof that the Balans can shove us
around instead of only the other way around.”

Ey gave her a playful shove with eir shoulder, at which she
let out an outsized yelp followed by a whimper. “So mean!”

“Yeah, that’s me. Meanest person you know.”

She rolled her eyes.

Ey let along silence play then, looking out into the cool dark-
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ness of the theater while May summoned up her notebook and
scribbled down eir tip from earlier.

“Do you really feel that way?”

“Mm?”

“The jagged edges and self-loathing.”

She shrugged. “There is some of me in there, yes, but it is still
theatre. It is about taking the particular and making it universal,
if only for a little while, yes?”

Ey nodded.

When ey didn’t reply otherwise, she shrugged and contin-
ued, “I would not say that I agree with that ‘I loathe myself, so
imagine how much I love others’ bit. I do not loathe myself, and
yet I still love others. Have loved and will love in the future, even,
and I see no change in my rare moments of self-loathing.”

Ey laughed. “‘Will love in the future’? You leaving me for
some handsome guy you met in a bar, then?”

“A bar? Ugh. I am apparently more of a ‘hunt nerds in the
library’ type.” She poked em in the belly. “But I love you, Ioan,
and will continue to do so.”

Rubbing at the spot where she’d poked with her dull claw, ey
nodded. “Love you too, May.”

She beamed happily and settled back in against eir side, head
resting on eir shoulder. “I am glad, my dear. I know we agreed
early on that this—us being together, I mean—does not need to
be permanent, but that does not change the fact that I will con-
tinue loving you. Even if we should split, I will not stop.”

Ey nodded slowly.

“I have no plans for such,” she added quickly. “You are stuck
with me for a good while yet.”

“What? Oh, no,” ey said, shaking eir head to clear a few too
many thoughts. “I trust you on that. Just got me thinking. Do
you still love all the others you've been with?”

She laughed. “What I said does not apply just to you. Of
course I still love them. Some long-diverged forks of me are even
still in relationships with their partners.”
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“So you've said. You still love them as the root instance,
though?”

She nodded. “I do not begin relationships as anything other
than my root instance. I do not know why, but it does not feel
fair of me to do anything but.”

“Oh, so none of your forks went on to fork for other relation-
ships?”

“Not that I know of, no. It is a firm conviction, so I would
imagine that they hold to it, but perhaps some older ones have
diverged. We do not speak much.”

“How many are there, anyway?”

She lifted her head to dot her nose against eir cheek. “Are
you jealous, my dear?” Her voice was calm and curious. Calm
enough and curious enough, some distant part of em noted, that
it kept em from falling immediately into defensiveness.

“I get the occasional pangs, more so early on,” ey said after
a long moment’s thought. “When ey was first getting settled in
eir relationship, Codrin told me about something that Dear had
told em shortly after ey’d been forked, ‘jealousy is a sign of needs
not met’. Whenever I start feeling jealous, that’s usually a sign
for me to take a step back and think about what need that might
be”

“See, this is what I like about you, Ioan. You feel a thing and
then think about it until you understand it. Sometimes a little
too much, but it has served you well.”

Ey tilted eir cheek to rest it atop her head, a bit of closeness
that also served the purpose of stopping her ear-tip from tick-
ling eir neck.

“I feel a thing and am helpless before it. I cannot but wrap
myself up in...it...” she said, pulling out her notebook again to
jot down the words as they came. “Love, hatred, hunger, ex-
haustion. I am built for them all, and I cannot do a thing about
them...”

Ey shared a secret smile with emself as the skunk trailed off,
continuing to write, tongue-tip peeking out from her muzzle.
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“Also,” she said once she’d finished. “The answer is that I do
not know how many of me are still in relationships. There are at
least three, and I know of at least five that have quit, though I de-
clined the merges out of privacy. I never made it a requirement
that they keep in touch. Beyond that, I think there are...mm,
seven, perhaps?”

“So that makes me your sixteenth relationship?”

“Something like that, yes. Sixteenth truly serious one.” She
slid over and swung her legs up onto the stage so that she could
rest her head in eir lap. “Did my monologue really get you think-
ing about all this?”

“It’s a good monologue,” ey said, petting over her ears. “Or
start, at least. You said it should be five minutes, right?”

She nodded. “Around that, yes. I am still working on it.”

“Mmhm. It’s good so far, though. It got me thinking, but 'm
also just fascinated by you, which helps.”

“Why, because I am weird? I think that is an Odist thing,” she
said, laughing.

“What, am I not allowed to be fascinated by my partner?”

“Absolutely not, no.”

Ey tugged on her ear. “Fascinated and annoyed.”

“Yes, well, too bad. You remain stuck with me, Mx. Bilan.”
She continued more seriously, “I did not expect this to be fas-
cinating to you. I try to be careful talking about my other rela-
tionships.”

“I don’t really mind,” ey said after giving it due thought.
“That was past May, right? It'd be like getting upset over some-
one else having exes. If it were multiple partners at the same
time, that’d probably be a separate conversation.”

She shook her head. “I could not do that. I am not built the
same as Dear. I am only in multiple relationships in the sense
that there are multiple mes, but there is only ever one me in-
volved with one other. It is parallel monogamy.”

“Why?”

“Because,” she said, rolling onto her back so that she could
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smile up to em. “I am also helpless before devotion, and that
takes the whole of me.”

“What about Douglas or A Finger Pointing?”

“I hold no romantic feelings for A Finger Pointing.” She
laughed. “She is nice, but in a boss-you-drink-with-on-Fridays-
and-I-guess-occasionally-have-a-fling-with sort of way.”

“And Douglas?”

Her answer was a while in coming. “Were our friendship to
head in that direction, I would fork, but I do not foresee that
being the case.”

“Really?” Ey frowned. “Wouldn’t that be awkward? Us going
over there to see him and the other you together?”

“Oh, incredibly awkward,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I have
done similar in the past, and it would take a year or two to shake
out. It is uncomfortable for me, as well, as I am left with the same
desire even as my down-tree instance gets fulfillment and they
are left with love for you.”

“I can imagine.”

“No, loan, I do not think you can,” she said primly. “You actu-
ally think about the way you feel as you are feeling it like a nor-
mal person rather than just crashing headlong into overwhelm-
ing emotions like a fucking Odist.”

“Well, fair.”

“I do not think we need to worry about that, though. I am
comfortable with my friendship with him just as I am comfort-
able loving you, and should someone catch my eye-"

“You’d need to start going to more libraries, I think.”

She laughed and shook her head, continuing, “-should
someone catch my eye—or yours, for that matter—we will tackle
it then with plenty of talking.”

“Oh, I believe you on that. Skunks never shut up.”

She made as if to bite em on the belly and, when ey flinched
away, grinned up to em. “Mx. loan Balan, you are the one asking
all the questions with long, involved answers. Do not pin this on

”

me.

22



Madison Scott-Clary

“Yeah, yeah. You just got me thinking is all. I think you’re
giving me too much credit saying someone might catch my eye,
though.”

“Why?”

Ey shrugged. “I'm not exactly that observant.”

“You worked as a professional observer for, what, a cen-
tury?”

“Not that kind of observation.”

She laughed. “Well, okay, yes. I will not discount the possi-
bility, though. If we are in this life for yet more centuries, there
is no harm in being deliberate. Plus, I will get an inordinate
amount of satisfaction out of seeing you fall for someone. It was
so wholesome the first time! I see no reason why it should not
be the same subsequent times.”

“I guess. I don’t know if there’s anyone who-"

She waved a paw dismissively. “If there is not, there is not.
We can speak in hypotheticals like fucking grown-ups.”

“Fine, fine.”

When the silence drew out, May grabbed one of eir hands
and started mouthing on eir fingers, sharp skunk teeth just
pricking skin.

“Ow!” Ey laughed and tapped a finger on her nose lightly.
“Pest.”

She licked at eir fingertip, saying, “Thank you, my dear, in all
earnestness. It makes me happy to be able to have a conversation
about this.”

“Of course, May. I figure it ought to be an open topic for us.”

She nodded and stretched out on the stage. “Agreed. We can
come back to it later, though. I would like to run this through
once more,” she said, waggling the notebook at em. “And then
head home to get ready for dinner. Debarre is coming over and
I plan on flirting with him outrageously in front of you all night
long to see if I can make you jealous.”

Ey laughed and pushed at her until she sat up before sliding
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off the stage and walking back to eir seat. “Alright. Once more,
from the top.”

Ioan pulled together a stack of eir notes and, with a little
concentration and a gesture, moved them over to a once-blank
notebook, the pages now filled with eir scratchy shorthand. To
this was added one of eir nicer pens, clipped to the cover, and a
few slips of foolscap besides.

Tucking those under eir arm, ey walked over to May’s desk
and bent down to give the skunk a kiss atop her head, right be-
tween her ears. “I'm heading out. No messing with my pens,
okay?”

Rather than the usual ‘do not die’ joke, she turned on her
stool, looped her arms up around eir shoulders, and pressed her
nose to eirs. “You will be okay, yes?”

Ey hesitated. Something about her tone pointed more to-
wards anxiety than simple seriousness. Ey leaned forward to set
eir notebook down, tugged up on eir slacks, and settled to eir
knees in front of her. “Of course, May. Will you?”

“I will be fine,” she said, smiling. “I am just a little worried
today, is all.”

“Any particular reason why?”

“Ijust am. I am trying to build trust, but...” She shrugged.

“Want me to leave a fork behind?”

“Will they be intolerable and antsy?”

Ey laughed. “Depends on how much pestering you do.”

She lifted her snout enough to lick eir nose-tip, then shoved
at em playfully. “I am busy, my dear.”

“You fork more than anyone I know, you could just-"

“I am trying to tell you to get out of here, loan,” she said,
grinning in earnest. “Do not mind a little bit of anxiety. I am
sorry that that spilled over. I will think on it and we will talk
later. Good luck, have fun, and do not die, okay?”

24



Madison Scott-Clary

Ey shook eir head and stood again, grabbing eir notebook.
“Skunks. I swear...”

Ey stepped out of the sim before she could kick eir shin.

Ey ordered eir usual coffee and staked out eir usual spot on
the couch. Rather than getting to work while ey waited for True
Name, ey simply sat and enjoyed eir coffee as best ey could, star-
ing off into nothing while mulling over May’s words.

You will be okay, yes?

Ey frowned and shifted eir gaze down to eir coffee, half gone
by now. There were relatively few things that would bring about
such anxiety in May, and ey knew the majority of them stemmed
from within herself.

She had occasionally gotten upset at em, usually when ey’d
not picked up on some cue that she’d given for some emotional
need ey wasn’t meeting. In each case, she would express as best
she could after the initial burst of anxiety. Her down-tree in-
stance was another source, though that hatred she’d borne for
so long had softened to something more like distaste of late.

All of the other times, though, had come from within. What-
ever dire emotions that dwelt beneath the chipper, goofy, sar-
castic, and delightfully earnest layer that made up the most of
her would peek through and a little spark of something more
profound and inexplicable would come over her.

Ey frowned down to eir coffee and considered whether ey
should start laying in supplies in case she asked em to leave
should waves of uncontrollable emotion take her, that ‘over-
flowing’ that seemed to affect most—if not all—of the clade. If
this was the first sign, though, ey at least had some time yet.

“Mx. Balan?”

Ey jolted and sat upright. True Name stood on the other side
of the low table from em, not yet having made the move to sit.
“Sorry, True Name.”

She smiled kindly and bowed. “May I join you? You looked
quite deep in thought, and I am happy to meet up at another
time.”
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Returning the bow apologetically, ey gestured toward her
usual spot on the couch. “No, no. Sorry, I was a bit stuck up in
my head. Could probably do with getting out more often.”

The skunk nodded and sat, blinking a cone of silence into
being. She lapped at a bit of the whipped cream atop her mocha
to get down to the drink. “I quite understand. Bit too cooped up
of late?”

“A little, I guess. Heads down, maybe. End of the year perfor-
mances, helping May write a monologue, working on my own
next project.”

She grinned. “Plenty on your plate, then. May I ask how May
Then My Name is doing?”

“Oh, she’s alright.”

Ey must have hesitated before responding or not kept eir
own anxiety out of eir voice, as True Name’s expression fell. “Say
hi for me?”

Ey nodded. “Of course.”

“I am also curious to hear about her monologue. It is some-
thing I remember thinking about occasionally and yet never got
around to doing. I am pleased that one of us is.”

That also felt like a closed topic given its context of being
purpose-built, so ey shook eir head. “I'm not comfortable talking
about that without her permission. Sorry, True Name.”

She smiled disarmingly and held up her free paw. “Of course,
Ioan, no trouble. Can you tell me about your own project, per-
haps?”

Ey opened eir mouth, closed it again, then laughed. “I feel
like I laid a bunch of conversational landmines around me.
Hopefully it’s not uncomfortable, but with all that went down
on Castor, I've been toying with rewriting On the Perils of Memory
as a play.”

The skunk got a strange look on her face, then laughed. “Oh
really? Cheeky! I do not know if I will be able to make it to a
performance, but I will be delighted to read the script, if you
wind up publishing it.”
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Ey laughed as well, more relieved than anything. “I'll make
sure you get a copy, then. Was worried you’d be upset by it.”

She waved her paw dismissively. “Of course not, my dear.
That whole kerfuffle was, what, forty years ago? Forty-five? It
has been comfortably relegated to memory and is thus fair game
for artists.”

Nodding, ey finished eir coffee and set the cup down on the
table so ey could pull out eir notebook and get to writing.

Ey worked for a few minutes. They both did, if True Name’s
thoughtful gaze up into nothing was anything to go by. Ey’d
wound eir way past all those conversational mines—May, her
monologue, the play about Qoheleth—and now felt free to relax
into the afternoon.

“You know,” the skunk said thoughtfully, bringing em out of
eir writing. “I was quite pleased when that book came out.”

“What, Perils?”

She nodded. “It was something of a relief in a strange, round-
about way. While I would have preferred that it had not ended
the way it did, it wound up being a pretty efficient way to bring
all of that to the surface. A lot of very smart people have been
thinking abou