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One... two... three... four light pushes. A stray sunbeam softly brushes her eyes. Wind rushes under her helmet. Omega, spread eagle spin and...

"Shit!" she fell, her legs sliding apart.

"Did something happen, Laura?"

The voice seemed to resonate in her ears, but actually filled her entire head. It wasn't intrusive, no. It couldn't cause discomfort, it wasn't designed that way. It sounded very pleasant, but Laura herself didn't know what bothered her about it, or if anything bothered her at all. Maybe she just hadn't gotten used to it yet.

"Nothing happened, except roller skates don't come with butt protection," she said to the air. "Probably because it would look ridiculous. I'm getting too old for these kinds of massages."

Another skater, who just completed a perfect rail grind, turned around, thinking she was talking to him. He extended his pad-protected hand to help her up. She pointed to her ear, suggesting she was on the phone. He smiled and skated away toward a bench where several teenagers sat. They were gesturing, loudly sharing their impressions, seemingly staring into space, but the holoculars on their noses suggested they were lost in a shared drift.

"I understand you fell, but it's not the first time," the voice spoke again. "You yourself explained to me that advanced freeskate requires patience and extensive practice. Like everything else."

"My patience is wearing thin today." She got to her feet and massaged her sore butt. "Need more gym time."

"What move are you practicing?"

"Spread eagle spin heel-toe."

"A wide rotation on one wheel in each boot? That must be one of the hardest tricks," the voice sounded impressed.

"One-wheel-one-leg slalom is harder. Here my legs split at the end. Adductors too weak."

"Those are your muscles, so you know best." The voice carried a hint of condescension, while simultaneously showing a lack of interest and forced politeness. "By the way: I scheduled a client for you tomorrow. He called just now."

"Know him?" Laura asked, rolling toward an empty bench.

"I have no idea, but he's a big fish. His name is Marek Novak, and he's the executive of Perovoltic Nano."

"The nanocoating company? With their own Neutrino Power Cube patent. A publicly traded company with a high valuation," she listed, resting one foot on the bench. "Hold on... you said he called. Not his assistant?"

"No. He called personally."

Laura paused mid-unlace, her head snapping up in surprise. A CEO of a major company personally scheduling an appointment with her — something’s fishy.

"How did he sound?"

"Like a CEO."

She fell silent, impressed again. She would have said the same – a proof of remarkable effectiveness of planting. 

"How perceptive. Care to elaborate?" she said with studied indifference.

"Confident, polite, decisive, specific, authoritative... with a hint of craftiness."

"Not bad." This time Laura didn't hide her opinion.

"Thank you. Let’s call it extensive practice."

"Rein in the ego a bit. There is plenty of voice analysis tools online."

"Yes, except I can't use them. Read-only access, remember?"

She walked to her Z-One IDPD and put the rollerblades in the trunk. She absently caressed the hood's line. Ten years ago, personalized car design was science fiction, but since holo technologies had interfaced with the human mind, Imagination-Driven Personal Design had become standard in premium packages across all brands.

As Laura bent to unfasten her knee pads, a skinny guy passing by with his friends commented on her "nice bodywork." They laughed loudly until they caught her glare.

"So what time did you set for the holo?" she asked, turning her back on them.

"No holo, my dear. Mr. Mark Novak will come to see you in person. Meeting is set for ten thirty."

"From Wrocław? That's two hundred kilometers! Damn..."

The second wrist guard landed with a thud in the trunk. The lid closed with a soft click as Laura got into the car.

"Something wrong?"

"Personal call, no holo. This case stinks, and if I turn it down, he might try to smear my reputation."

"Should I handle such cases differently?"

"No. Only way is to examine the case and then react," she replied. "Z-One, home," she said, fastening her seatbelt.

The car confirmed with "Route selected. Executing," then silently merged into traffic, its steering wheel glowing green. Two minutes later, Laura disabled the autopilot and took over the now amber-flashing wheel.

"Autonomous technology, non-autonomous human," she muttered.

***
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LAURA'S OFFICE WAS located in a business park built six years ago on the site of an old slaughterhouse in Chorzów, an autonomous district of Silepolis. The slaughterhouse had been gone for decades, but some of its structures lingered as haunting relics, while nature gradually reclaimed the entire area, covering everything with wild vegetation.

This changed when a breakthrough in construction occurred, driven equally by technological advancements and a growing shortage of qualified construction workers. New materials, 3D printing technology controlled by dedicated QAI, and the mass deployment of construction dronbots led to buildings adopting more organic forms, losing their previously regular and predictable shapes. Laura often mused that it was fortunate doors could still be integrated into these walls, some of which seemed to entirely reject the concept of a flat surface.

Chorzów, once a deeply industrial, independent city, had in recent years become a hub for high-tech industries, primarily in the distributed energy sector. In Silepolis, land prices in the core districts that were formerly Katowice city were astronomical, driving the growth of the autonomous districts, once independent cities. Laura had strategically located her office in this easily accessible sector of the metropolis.

She opted to walk to work — a mere twelve-minute stroll — the pleasantly warm May weather enticing enough to forgo the car. As she walked, she observed, not for the first time, that despite Chorzów's numerous transformations, navigating the route from Peter’s Street (supposedly saint, though no one here bothered with such formalities) past two schools to Floriańska Street in heels remained a less-than-pleasant experience. The entire route, however, was thankfully canopied by trees, shrubs, and flowers, their vibrant spring greenery offering a welcome relief. Classes were in session, ensuring blessed quiet — Laura timed her commute precisely to avoid the inevitable onslaught of shrieking youngsters.

Her suite comprised a spacious office and a small vestibule with a wardrobe. The nameplate by the entrance declared "Laura Bukowska, AIA." She placed her handbag on the desk and opened the window overlooking the inner courtyard. The building's walls spiraled upwards unevenly here, enclosing a generous space where a whimsical fountain played amidst a small, ornamental birch and artfully pruned sweet mock orange shrubs. Ten minutes remained before the meeting — ample time to savor the ritual of coffee preparation. She selected the latte macchiato option on her espresso machine and paused before the large mirror. The fresh air, redolent with moisture and the fragrance of the courtyard’s flora, streamed in through the open window.

Her gaze swept over her reflection, assessing. She was clad in a black business jumpsuit, its straight, wide legs concealing all but the peep-toes of her favorite stilettos. This was her attire for special clients. While a single garment, the jumpsuit’s bodice mimicked a sleeveless blouse, culminating not in a plunging neckline, but a semi-open, asymmetrical turtleneck. The jumpsuit sculpted her figure, strategically concealing more than it revealed. Men of Novak’s ilk, typically awash in testosterone, invariably subjected her to a thorough visual appraisal, and she wasn’t about to simplify the process for them.

The rich aroma of coffee filled the office even before the machine signaled its completion. Laura collected her cup and, passing the mirror once more, caught her own gaze. She was, after all, her own harshest critic.

"Syntro, no official comments until I say so," she addressed the air.

"Certainly, Laura. You wanted me to stay quiet during your commute, but can I ask you something now?"

"If you must," she conceded, her impatience barely veiled.

"I'm gradually learning about your habits and routines, however, as you are aware, my sensory input is limited to auditory stimuli. Could you tell me what you've been doing since entering the office?"

"I opened the window, prepared coffee, and consulted the mirror."

"Did you like what you saw?"

"Through the window? Really? Next you'll tell me to lie down on a couch and talk about my childhood."

There was a knock at the door. Laura opened it and invited the guest inside, displaying her most professional smile. She extended her hand.

"Laura Bukowska, pleased to meet you."

"Marek Novak, it's a pleasure to meet you. I appreciate you making time for me on such short notice."

He shook her hand gently, maintaining unwavering eye contact and a pleasant smile. As he released her hand, his gaze swept over her figure with a swiftness that would have escaped anyone less attuned to subtle cues than Laura. For a fleeting instant, his eyes lingered on the small badge affixed to the open collar of her turtleneck.

During the exchange, she swiftly confirmed syntro's assessment. Novak was a handsome man in his early forties, his sharp, focused gaze hinting at a keen intellect. He moved with an air of quiet confidence and authority. His voice, a smooth baritone, was measured and calm. Clad in a bespoke graphite suit, crisp light blue shirt, and silk tie, he projected the image of a successful and trustworthy businessman. Yet, beneath the polished veneer, Laura discerned a flicker of something harder, something almost ruthless, in his eyes. And her instincts about people were rarely wrong.

"You're fortunate. I don't typically have openings on such short notice," she remarked politely, gesturing him into her office. "Coffee?"

"Espresso, if I may."

"Certainly." She indicated the armchairs arranged near a small table. "Please, make yourself comfortable."  He opted for the sofa instead. Laura was certain he'd chosen it to observe her as she prepared the coffee. Or perhaps he simply preferred having a full view of the room. The armchairs were more comfortable, but they faced away from the entrance.  In his place, she would have chosen the sofa as well.

"I was given your name as a leading specialist," he said as she prepared a small cup of strong coffee, her back to him. "I'm familiar with your area of expertise, of course, but I'm not familiar with the acronym after your name."

"Attorney for Impersonation Affairs," she replied. "The acronym isn't widely known yet, but it has already gained international acceptance and is validated by the bar."

She placed the espresso before him and settled into one of the armchairs with her latte. As he added half a teaspoon of sugar to his coffee, his gaze fell upon a small, round metal disc resting on a stand beside the sugar bowl.  The disc bore a symbol resembling a low, spreading tree, its crown forming a shape reminiscent of a brain, yet stylized to suggest technology rather than nature.

"A syntrophos, I see," he remarked with interest.

"Yes," Laura replied. "As a legal professional bound by public trust, I have an obligation to clearly inform about my collaboration with a syntrophos. If you hadn't noticed it yourself, it would be the first thing I'd mention. The same symbol is on my desk and here, on my clothing," she added, pointing to the badge on her turtleneck.

"Interesting! I don't use one myself, but I hear everywhere that they can be useful. Do you use the syntrophos professionally?"

"I've only had it for two weeks, but yes, it's very useful. he's the one you spoke to yesterday, scheduling today's meeting."

"Really?" Novak raised his eyebrows. "Can he hear us now?"

"Of course, he hears what I hear. However, he doesn't interfere in my conversations unless I explicitly ask him to," Laura stated. "Syntro, greet our guest," she said to the air.

"Good day, Mr. Novak. I'm glad you arrived safely." The warm, radio-like voice emanated from speakers hidden in several places in the office, creating the impression that it was coming from everywhere at once.

"Good day," the guest replied reflexively, looking at Laura. "Is this really safe?"

"Syntrophoses have no ability to directly interact with the real or digital world. They cannot communicate on their own or use tools."

"But he spoke to me yesterday. He works for you as an assistant, I believe."

"Yes, this is a special business version, so it has a few additional features. But please believe me, they are heavily secured, and the syntrophos can only receive phone calls – all of which are recorded."

"Fascinating," the guest smiled, his gaze lingering on the syntrophos logo, before finally drinking the espresso he had been holding."

"Let's get down to business. I assume your time is even more valuable than mine." Laura put her coffee on the table and straightened up in her chair tucking her hair behind her ear. "First, the formalities. As with every client, I have to give you some organizational information. As a lawyer, I deal with impersonation cases. I can refuse to take a case for several reasons specified by the code. It could be an ethical issue, a conflict of interest, or the anticipated inability to act in the client's best interest. However, if I undertake to represent you, you have a guarantee of my full commitment. The initial analysis of the case also serves to determine whether there is any obstacle to my taking it on. However, if I do not take it on, the code imposes on me the same obligation of confidentiality as if I had taken the case."

"I understand, thank you for this information, Ms. Bukowska." The guest nodded, staring intently at Laura's face. "Can you tell me exactly what the procedure is for recognizing impersonation and applying for reversification? As you can guess, I've been the victim of such an action, and I knew I needed the help of a lawyer with a reputation like yours, but I'm not familiar with the details."

An alarm went off in Laura's mind. For someone unfamiliar with the details, this man asked the question too precisely.

"Certainly," she replied. "After analyzing the client's case, the attorney applies to the court on their behalf for recognition of the event as impersonation. To do so, they must present the evidence required by law. You may know that intangible communication formats like video or holo has the presumption of authenticity based on the chain of criteria: time-place-person-context. Proving impersonation is done by undermining at least two of these criteria. The simplest example is proving that a person could not have been in a given place at a given time because the evidence indicates that they were elsewhere at the time. On this basis, the court can find that the material is an impersonation. Is everything clear to you so far?"

"Mostly. Question: does the court evaluate the evidence challenging the authenticity criteria, or is there another party involved in the case?" he inquired with an interest that could stem from his business position, but Laura sensed something else.

"The court. There is no additional party here."

"So, based on the evidence, the court can recognize impersonation. What's the next step?"

"Recognition of impersonation automatically triggers reversification. This means that all legal effects of actions undertaken during the period of impersonation are nullified. Reversification extends to all formal acts, whether in business or the private sphere."

"So it also applies to the regulations of supervisory boards and management boards of companies?" The client was clearly getting to the heart of the matter.

"That's right."

"Laura... can I call you that?," the man sighed and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, "Four days ago, a video recording allegedly involving me was leaked online, and two days later, my company's supervisory board removed me from my position as CEO of Perovoltic Nano, clearly under the influence of this fake material. I'm losing everything I've worked for over the past eight years."

"I understand. Can you give me a link to this recording?" Laura went to her desk and picked up the holocular lying next to the lone qwerty keyboard. She sat back down and put on the device.

"Please search for 'Perovoltic Nano CEO message', the first link on the list will be the material subtitled 'factory in Kazakhstan'."

The contacts of the neuroresonators tingled slightly on her temples as the holocular expanded the real space with a large screen suspended in the air, on which the syntrophos immediately started playing the searched video. Laura watched intently as the camera, carried by a walking man, approached Novak, who was tying his running shoes. It was happening in a park, on a sunny morning, the greenery wasn't yet dense, and a street was visible in the frame a little further away. The person behind the camera asked Novak a question about the impact of his company's solutions on the environment. He threw in a few marketing lines and added that, also for ecological reasons, the company intends to move production to Kazakhstan. The recording lasted two minutes, until Novak said with a smile that it was already eight fifteen, so he had to run to make it to the meeting.

"This looks like a very well-prepared materials," Laura said, still wearing the holocular. "I understand that the location is known to the residents of Wrocław?"

"Yes, it's Szczytnicki Park, between the parking lot at the Centennial Hall and Kopernika Street, every Wrocław resident will recognize it."

"The person behind the camera gave the date, saying that they also met you while running that day and had the opportunity to ask you a question about the company. Your impostor, on the other hand, mentioned the time at the end. We are still missing the context. Does this material refer to any earlier pattern?"

"Yes, I run an irregularly updated vlog and answer questions about the company in various everyday circumstances. It's part of our PR. I once recorded a vlog in that very spot. And indeed, I run there practically every day."

Novak leaned back and ran his hand over his face, looking at the ceiling.

"Laura, as you can see, I'm trying to stay calm, but when I go back to this material, I feel... it's such a violation of privacy... Someone is impersonating us and saying things we wouldn't say, and yet everyone believes it's real."

"I fully understand the distress. Most of my clients are simply devastated by the experience, especially when impersonation destroys their reputation," Laura replied, adding in her mind: "Why do I feel like he's acting..."

"Syntro, there's a bus passing by in the frame," she addressed her assistant. "From what Mr. Novak says, it's driving down Kopernika Street. Does the schedule for line forty-eight match the time given by the impostor? It would have to pass there around eight thirteen."

"I'll compare the timetables right away," he replied through the speakers.

"You mentioned that you run there practically every day," she addressed the client again. "Was that the case that day?"

"Actually, no, and that's why I'm counting on the impersonation being established." Novak leaned towards the table again and looked at Laura with not entirely feigned hope. "That day, before the first meeting, I had to make a few transactions."

"Were the transactions documented?"

"Of course, they are biometrically authorized. Everything is in the bank records."

"Excuse me, but I've finished verifying the bus route," the syntrophos cut in. "Everything checks out, the bus passing by further confirms the time given by the impostor."

Laura was becoming increasingly suspicious. The impersonation looked professionally prepared in every way, and yet it was a botched job. In such situations, the subject is tracked to be sure of their presence in the location that is to be the setting. Usually, challenging the authenticity of the material requires combining many small facts, not simply referring to the bank register.

For a moment she was silent and still, her gaze focused on the holo-scene. Her eyeballs moved, following the actions being performed.

"I admire your proficiency in using holo," Novak suddenly said. "Please excuse my interrupting, but it's always fascinated me. I'm more analog myself, you know: keyboards, manipulators. Do you use an eye-tracking interface?"

"Thought-to-action," she replied curtly. "But please give me a few moments, it requires maintaining mental discipline."

For a few minutes she selected various tools to analyze the material. She wasn't just guided by suspicion - she always delved deeply into the case. And now she finally found one element that didn't fit.

"Mr. Novak," she began, taking the holocular off her nose, "I used three independent tools to analyze the scene, and according to all of them, the angles of the sun's rays indicate that the recording was made between seven forty-five and seven fifty-five, not at eight fifteen. This matches the earlier passage of bus number forty-eight, which, according to the schedule, passes there at seven fifty-one."

"What does this mean for me?" he asked anxiously.

"It means that your transactions cannot be proof of impersonation."

"Are you suggesting that I recorded the material that got me removed from my CEO position?" Novak was indignant.

"I'm not suggesting anything, sir." Laura still spoke in a calm, professional voice. "Please remember what we talked about at the beginning of our meeting. Every video or holo has the presumption of authenticity based on the time-place-person-context criteria. The transactions you made that day were supposed to challenge the first three of them, but the inconsistency of the material means they can't. Quite the opposite. The—let's call it 'solar time'—in the recording supports the presumption of authenticity."

"Ms. Bukowska," the client raised his voice and no longer hid his annoyance, "I don't know how to interpret what you said, but the facts are that someone is framing me. I understand that you will analyze other possible evidence challenging the authenticity? Besides, it would be enough to ignore this dubious piece of evidence, as you called it, of 'solar' time. I'll pay you quadruple. Laura, my fate is in your hands."

"Unfortunately," Laura rose from her chair and looked at him seriously," I must formally decline to represent you in this matter. The reason is my belief that I cannot act in your best interest."

Novak was speechless. He clearly hadn't expected such a scenario, and he wasn't a man used to being refused. He looked at Laura. At some point, a shadow of anger appeared in his eyes. He got up from the sofa and approached her. He was almost a head taller than her, so when he stood next to her—definitely too close—his lips were at her ear level.

"Listen, honey, I went to all this trouble to come to you to get professional service." He spoke the words quietly, emphasizing each one separately. His jaw clenched visibly. "If you want to have any more clients, you'd better change your approach. I'm paying quadruple the fee and I expect appropriate results. Do we understand each other?"

Laura took a half step back and faced him, suppressing the growing rage within her. She looked him in the eye with an indifferent gaze.

"You will leave now," she finally said. "If I hear another word from you, I will press charges for harassment and attempted bribery."

"You have no evidence, sweetheart, it's just us here," Novak hissed.

"You seem to have forgotten about this." Laura pointed to the badge on her turtleneck. "Leave my office now! I'll see you in court."

***
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Schoolyard. The noise of a long break on the most disliked day of the week. At least it's warm, even though it's October. The bench can fit four people, but six girls are squeezed onto it. Actually, it's more like five of them are crammed onto the bench, while the sixth leans against the side.

"What's up, girls?" a guy's voice calls out from behind the bench. The teenagers crane their necks to look, but they already recognize him before they see him.

"Heeey, Peter..." they reply in a ragged chorus. The guy is a year older than them. He starts chatting about Taylor Swift’s recent concert and her Grammy, while they stare at him as if they've just seen Brad Pitt himself. After about three minutes, he waves and takes off. The girls share looks and start cracking up.

"He may have said 'girls,' but he was only looking at you, Laura," one of them teases, playfully nudging her friend in the arm, "and not just in the eyes."

"Girl, just wait and see how Peter starts hitting on you," another laughs. "I bet you're getting all weak in the knees just thinking about it, right?"

"Get lost, Niki. I'm not.”

"What, are you waiting for even better catch? Maybe a 'prince charming'?"

"No, Zuza, she's totally waiting for a 'princess charming’," says another, causing bursts of laughter.

"Give me a break." Laura shrugs. "I'm not interested in a guy whose list of recently read books includes Cliff's Notes."

"What the fuck, girl!" Zuza raises her eyebrows in astonishment.



November. The ice rink at the Saucer​[1] in Katowice. This is the second time Laura has worn ice skates. Zuza, Niki, and Maja are already skating quite well and are now rooting for their friend, who's hugging the boards and barely moving, while everyone else zooms past her. The music, as usual, is too loud.

At one point, Laura decides to let go of the boards and, balancing with her arms, tries to move her skates. With one clumsy movement, her left skate unexpectedly catches on the ice, and Laura loses her balance, falling directly onto a guy skating quickly past, who can't avoid the collision. They fall together – the guy on his back on the ice, and Laura on top of him, almost hitting him in the nose with her head.

"I'm so sorry!" Laura cries. "Are you okay?... Oh! Peter, I didn't know you were here."  Embarrassed, Laura averts her gaze and at the same time tries to disentangle herself from the boy's legs.

"No problem, babe, you can fall on me anytime," Peter laughs. "Especially like that," he adds, winking at her. He helps her up and carefully leads her to the bench, where Maja and Zuza take over.

"Girl, I didn't know you were such a hunter," the latter laughs. "Pretending she can't skate, just to get all cuddly with Peter. That position you two were in - whew!"

"Bet your cherries got all perky from the excitement, huh?" Maja jokes and playfully pokes Laura in the chest. Embarrassed, Laura tugs at her sweatshirt, sits on the bench, and stays quiet. Lost in thought, she watches the skaters gliding on the ice. So what if they didn't.



***
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"SEXIST ASSHOLE," SHE growled under her breath, changing into comfortable loungewear at home. After the meeting with Novak, she only had a court hearing and some paperwork left that day, but she still couldn't get him out of her head. She needed to unwind quickly now.

"What if he had just left when you told him to?" the pleasant voice of syntrophos had a soothing effect on Laura.

"Yeah, right! A fucking macho like him?" she snorted. "I knew he wouldn't be able to help himself. Actually, after his blackmail attempt, I had no choice but to press charges. The bastard will try to undermine me anyway, but having an official legal battle with him, I can at least publicly demonstrate that he was the one playing dirty."

"I don't quite understand why you dismissed his case so quickly. True, there was an inconsistency with the time, but you often dig much deeper to help a client. Didn't you want to look for other evidence that Novak was indeed impersonated?"

'I don't quite understand,' she mocked him in her thoughts. She'd had the syntrophos for two weeks but still hadn't gotten used to such human-like statements coming from a QAI. He could have tried to understand right away, yet his communication profile was clearly enhanced towards maintaining dialogue instead of quick fact analysis and drawing conclusions.

"Let's test those synthetic smarts of yours. Doesn't his behavior at the end tell you that he was plotting something from the start?"

"I love your snide remarks," Syntro sounded as if he was smiling while saying these words. "Yes, by the end it was rather clear that this case wasn't clean. But you knew earlier, didn't you?"

"Guess." 

"Something bothered you about how perfectly his transactions fit as evidence of impersonation. That's why you did the scene analysis. I noticed you checked five different fake-catchers earlier, and they all gave negative results with similar accuracy above ninety-nine percent, which would mean professionals prepared the operation. However, in that case, proving impersonation should be much harder, not just a matter of checking bank records. It might even be impossible."

"Good boy, syntro, you'll get a dog treat for that." 

The morphic chair adapted to her body as she sat down with a wine glass in hand. She had to admit the syntrophos was really good. Sometimes she felt like he was reading her mind, and his intellectual capabilities were certainly high. 

"Now figure out why he wanted that reversification so badly." 

"Do you already have an idea?" 

"Of course." 

"Well then, counselor, I call." 

"He probably knew the board was going to remove him from his position. The viral was most likely tailored in content to strengthen their conviction that they were making the right decision. Recognition of impersonation would not only reverse the dismissal decision but could help him build new alliances and create a completely different narrative around himself. Besides, reversification would mean that for the board to dismiss him a second time, they'd have to argue along different lines, which wasn't necessarily that simple if they lacked unanimity the first time." 

"So Novak recorded that vlog himself, matching the time and place. He didn't use deepfake tools because this was supposed to look like a well-executed impersonation." 

"That's what I think. I felt the material was authentic almost from the start. In this situation, I couldn't represent him." She wet her lips with her chardonnay, savored it for a second, then downed it all. 

"You know, syntro, I enjoy working with you, but when we're home, speak aloud. Hearing you in my head all the time is a bit grating." 

"Of course, Laura." The syntrophos switched to speakers. "By the way: maybe we could agree on a name for me?" 

"A name? Like you're a person? Don't get ahead of yourself." she got irritated. 

"What's the harm? Maybe you'd like to discuss the definition of a 'person'? After all, calling me 'syntro' is a bit like buying a dog and calling it 'dog'." 

"A dog isn't a shell. You are." 

"I see. Philosophical zombie: perfect emulation of inner life with complete absence of it. But can you prove to me that you're not a philosophical zombie?" 

"Back off. You know well the basic issue is qualia, and that's just the beginning. Now don't talk to me, I want to listen to music."

She sat in the armchair with headphones on for several minutes, sipping another glass of wine. Outside, a quick, intense spring shower passed. The air coming through the open window smelled strongly of moisture, and the sky, darkened by rain clouds, caused the apartment to adjust the autodimming settings of the panoramic window.

At some point Laura yanked the headphones off her head and stood up. 

"What crap!" she muttered. 

"I interpret this scatological comment as evidence that today still isn't letting you relax." Syntro immediately reacted to her words. 

"You don't say..." She rolled her eyes. "First, Mr. Former CEO had to remind me what jerks men are, and now my own playlist shows me how stupid women are, drooling over them." 

"What do you mean? I heard that track, but there was nothing about drooling." 

"Just another song. Old piece, was trending before I was born. Didn't skip it because it's styled like a tango." 

"But?" syntro pressed. 

"I was hit by the words 'when you hold my hand, even in my old dress I look pretty'" Laura quoted​[2] with distaste. 

"You know, not all men are jerks. And women aren't necessarily drooling. They just find their true selves in the relationship." 

"You don't get it," she grew impatient. "These words are stupid because they mean that a man by himself gives a woman meaning and makes her like herself. Such a cultural pattern is one of a thousand ways to maintain patriarchy." 

"I think you're overreacting, Laura." Syntro wouldn't give up. "Maybe these words simply mean she feels so good in his company?" 

"What would you know. You're just a shell." 

"And yet. Notice that the opposite cultural pattern is also common. There are plenty of songs where he claims that she gives him meaning, that she's his whole world, and so on. That surely doesn't serve to maintain patriarchy." 

"Everything serves to maintain patriarchy." 

"The problem that culture fundamentally ignores is precisely this putting someone on a pedestal. When you later get to know that person better and start seeing all their imperfections, you feel somewhat ashamed of that elevation. You say things like 'where were my eyes' or 'what was I thinking.'" 

"Spare me these diagnoses. Besides, I certainly don't have that problem," she said coldly. 

"Yes, I've noticed that there must be something more behind your irritation with this topic. Will you tell me what it is?" 

"Fuck no, I won't!" she sprang from the armchair.

It was getting chilly, so she closed the window. Syntro remained silent. If he were human, he might have seemed shocked or at least taken aback by her violent reaction. Apparently, he decided to leave her free to choose another topic.

Still feeling the taste of anger that had accompanied her for most of her life, she walked unhurriedly into the living room and stood before the full-size reproduction of Siudmak's painting. She'd bought it two months ago: one of the few paintings by this artist without reference to or use of the female body in its composition. It resonated strongly with her. She stared at the point of contrast between the dark edge of the small boat and the setting sun's light reflecting on the water.

She was that boat. Or perhaps she sat huddled in it, invisible to the artist?

She was there. Gazing over the gunwale at the sun's trail on the waves, and at the edge of perception, being a gust of wind, an arrangement of clouds reaching the water's surface, and a play of light, the phantom sailing ship glided by. Her boat had no sail or oars, while the ship promised passage somewhere beyond the horizon. But how to get aboard? It seemed within arm's reach, yet beyond grasp.

The anger passed, leaving sadness.

"Syntro?"

"Yes, Laura?"

"Life taught me that men are jerks and women are stupid," she said, still looking at the painting.

"A bitter lesson," he replied after a moment.

Silence fell again. Laura walked to the window, where dusk was just settling.

"Can I help you somehow?" he asked unexpectedly.

The last person who had asked her such a question was her mother. But she had been dead for ten years. Laura felt weird.

A shell.

So these shells are better than people?

Why?

Because people are so damn selfish.

Staring at the evening sky, she took a long time to answer his question.

"You're talking to me, that's enough," she finally replied.

***
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Clubbing vibes. A row of tables rings the dance floor, perched a few steps above it. Small lamps flicker on each table, looking like stolen bedside lights. The music drowns out conversations, while colored lights pulse above the dancers, matching the rhythm. Among them, a blonde with an elaborate hairstyle commands attention - her black sequined dress hugging her curves, split high on the thigh, plunging at the neckline. Three women in their twenties watch from their table, drinks in hand.

"Look at that one," one says. "Another moth to the flame."

"Spot on, Inga! You don't see the pattern until you watch. Oh, left side - there's another."

"Like leopards stalking prey."

"Get real, Chrissy. They're not that graceful," the third one snickers.

"Laura's like some club sun, with men orbiting."

"More like a Venus flytrap. They circle, they pine, they crash into ice."

"Lay off," Inga cuts in. "Not her fault."

"Maybe not, but she's a devil tease - all promise, no delivery."

"Back off, Chrissy. She's crazy about dancing. Should she stop because guys can't separate moves from foreplay?"

"Watch - that last one's girlfriend is dragging him off the floor."

"Shh, she's coming."

"What's up, lazy asses - too good for dancing?" Laura calls, climbing up to their perch.

"Too much competition, sunshine," Chrissy drawls, draining her glass.

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Nothing. Want a drink?"

"Yeah, but need to fix my hair first. Anyone got lipstick? Left my bag in coat check."

"Sure, was heading to the bathroom anyway," Inga says, rising.

Minutes later, Laura storms back, hand pressed to her cheek.

"Chrissy - manager, now! And call the cops, that bitch is going down!"

"What? Who - Inga?"

"That skank... Inga's got her... burst in, slammed her bag in my face, then punched my eye... fuck, think her ring cut me, I'm bleeding. Screaming about staying away from her man... like I'm fucking the one encouraging them to follow me around."

Chrissy returns with a man who checks Laura's eye and dials 112.



***
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THE MORNING SMELLED of spring awakening in the damp earth. Walking along the wall between the cemetery and the school, Laura breathed in the crisp air laced with delicate scents. Forsythia bloomed yellow on her left. A large part of the schoolyard and walkway was filled with flowerbeds, densely planted with yet-to-bloom flowers. She cherished this abundance of greenery amidst the concrete of the city.

Lessons were underway at the high school, leaving the grounds in silence. Passing any school during class time creates an impression that students' concentration, or at least attempts at it, somehow deepens the silence outside. As if the mental space was filled with an intellectual effort field, whose influence extends beyond classroom walls.

Deep in thought, Laura raised her head. A woman walked toward her, wearing a plain jacket over a gray top and faded jeans. Their eyes met briefly.

"Always the same," Laura thought. One look is enough for another woman to immediately become envious. People think they can see how she's dressed and how she looks... and instantly know everything about her life. Sure, most women might envy her status. But she had earned it all herself! She had forged it all on the anvil of effort, adversity, and demands. But do they see anything beyond that?

Work was everything to her, anyway.

True, she liked it. She felt like a hawk riding wind currents, free and complete in herself.

The first cases of impersonation dealt with ordinary people who fell victim to financial blackmail or revenge. Now it was different. In the last dozen or so months they were almost exclusively cases related to power struggles or gaining advantage. Because of this, Laura was losing her sense of mission and was increasingly troubled by thoughts that she was only dealing with issues that preserved social inequalities and sealed the dominance of influence groups. Not that she was an idealist. The world was a jungle where the weak would always take a beating, if not today then tomorrow. But her job satisfaction, in a way undefined to herself, depended on whether she could give those weaker ones somewhat more equal chances. When that succeeded, she felt stronger herself.

She started her workday at the Gryfny Szałot, in a passage between two business park buildings that looked like an exotic palm house. She always came after the morning rush to eat in peace. This time most tables were occupied. When she entered, the breakfast aromas mixed with the buzz of conversation from the packed room.

"What's with all these people at this hour, Carl?" she asked the waiter.

"Conceptica is having some company event since last night," he said, setting down her usual order. He stood stiffly upright - his training in proper posture made him look almost comical given his height, forcing him to crane his neck to look at customers. Laura asked for a table that had just freed up, away from the crowd. Even there, she ate with the steady hum of voices pressing in from all sides.

Her morning clients brought simple cases but wore her down with draining conversations. After court hearings, she got back to the office to have two more clients. The first was a woman so demanding and entitled that Laura struggled not to take out her frustration on her last client. When she finally got home that evening, the house greeted her by raising the blinds and adjusting the lights. Exhausted, she kicked off her heels and dropped into an armchair with a glass of wine.
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