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Author’s Note​
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This novella is a work of socio-political fiction.

It uses real place names, features of the landscape, and the atmosphere of Zviahel, Lubchytsia, the Sluch River, and the old buildings beside the water. All characters, family ties, political events, property arrangements, legal disputes, community decisions, court proceedings, and technological systems, however, are fictional or freely reimagined.

This is not a documentary investigation, a historical reconstruction, a legal claim, or an accusation against any real person, property owner, official, institution, organization, or community.

The Lubchytsia Mill is a fictional image in this work, shaped by the atmosphere of the place, memory, the symbolism of water, and the theme of responsibility. The text makes no claims about the actual legal status, owners, documents, court cases, or violations associated with any particular building or plot of land.

The novella explores a possible future in which a society emerging from war attempts to move from a closed hierarchy of power to an open network of responsibility.

The Living Rating of Responsibility, the Maidan smartphone, the Parallel Intelligence called Sych, Loki’s Collar, and the other elements of this world are fictional models for exploring Volia, responsibility, trust, property rights, community, and the consequences of human actions.

The technological, legal, security, and civic mechanisms described here belong to an imagined future. They are not legal, medical, military, political, or technical instructions.

The real places in this novella provide the living ground for a fictional question, rather than an accusation or an official record:

Who truly owns the town, the river, the mill, the land, and the future—those who hold the papers, or those who take responsibility for keeping them alive?
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Chapter 1. Maidan in the Pocket. Sych Opens His Eyes​
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​The Sluch was quiet that morning. Not dead—just quiet. Only old water could be like that: water that had seen more human foolishness than any session of the city council, yet, unlike the council, felt no need to pretend everything was going to plan.

​Mykola Sulymets walked along the bank, turning a new smartphone over in his pocket. The phone was called “Maidan.” To Mykola, the name felt a little bold. Because Maidan was when people stood together, froze, argued, sang, dragged tires, brewed tea, believed, stopped believing, shouted, and finally reached that state where it was either truth — or everyone was finished. And this was just a black slab in his pocket. The slab was new, heavy, with a matte body and a small sign in the corner: a circle divided by a thin line into two halves. Not a coat of arms. Not a flag. Not the trident. Just a sign that looked like an eye still undecided whether to look or sleep.

​“Maidan in my pocket,” Mykola muttered. “Look what we’ve come to. Soon they’ll be handing out revolutions by Bluetooth.”

​He smiled at his own nonsense. That morning he had turned eighteen. His mother had kissed his forehead, set fried eggs on the table, and said, “Now you’re grown up.” From her tone, she might have been handing him an old shovel and forty years’ worth of debts rather than freedom. His father sat by the window, silently cleaning a knife. Not because he needed the knife. His hands simply had to be doing something. After the army, the wound, the hospitals, and the nights when he would wake suddenly and stare into the darkness for hours, his father did not like having nothing in his hands.

​“Got it?” he asked, without even looking at the phone.

​“Got it.”

​“Don’t lose it.”

​“I’m not stupid.”

​His father raised his eyes.

​“Kolia, both a fool and a clever man can lose a phone. The difference is that the fool starts looking for someone to blame afterward.”
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​​That, more or less, concluded the congratulations on his adulthood. At the community center, they had been handing out Maidan smartphones for three days already. Almost to everyone at once: the old, the young, farmers, teachers, business owners, those who had returned from the front, those who had waited for their own, and those who had sat it out in rear positions and now walked very carefully, as if every puddle knew their surname. Zhytomyr region had been declared the first pilot region of the Living Rating of Responsibility. On television it sounded beautiful. In Lubchytsia, they put it more simply: “Watch them, so they don’t screw us again.”
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​The ceasefire had not yet had time to become peace. It hung over the country like a plank over a ditch: you could cross it, but it was better not to jump. After the elections, after General Pidluzhnyi with his neat fifty-three percent, after the quiet grumbling in kitchens, after the boys came back from the front line, something had shifted. It had not exploded. It had shifted. The older ones called it a small revolution. Mykola liked that. A big revolution sounded as if there would be stages again, flags, speeches, heroes, traitors, and those who would be first to run and take pictures near the microphone. A small revolution was when Uncle Sashko from the front line walked into the village council, silently put a folder of documents on the table, and asked, “Who signed this?” And everyone suddenly remembered their heart problems, blood pressure, vacation, urgent treatment, and a second cousin in Poland.

​There had been little blood. Not because people had become kinder. It was just that the parasites quickly sensed that this time nobody would be asking them to behave better. They would simply have the power cut off. Some fled. Some changed clothes and became democrats. Some said they had always supported transparency, only before, for some reason, transparency had never reached their declarations.

​And now Mykola was walking along the bank of the Sluch, with a device in his pocket that was supposed to show who had lied where, who had signed what, who had trusted whom, who had kept silent, and who had later said, “I didn’t know.”

​That morning Lubchytsia looked as though nobody anywhere was conducting an experiment. Old houses stood among new ones that had sprung up in recent years, as if Zviahel had quietly crept closer and begun putting down concrete roots. Where vegetable gardens and bushes had once been, there were fences, cameras, metal gates, and ‘Beware of Dog’ signs, though the dog was usually old, small, or entirely imaginary. Lubchytsia had long since stopped being a village, but had not yet agreed to become merely another district of the city. The Sluch flowed past it all without comment.

​A little farther on stood the Lubchytsia Mill. Old, monumental, stubborn, as if nobody had warned it that the times had changed. Officially, they said the mill had been built in the nineteenth century. Mykola did not fully believe that. It stood too heavily, too deeply — not like a building simply put up for grain, but like a structure that had once merely been forced to work as a mill. In spring, the Sluch often flooded so high that the water rose to the second floor, sometimes almost to the ceiling. The mill stood in the water like an old beast that remembered floods better than people remembered their own promises.

​Once the mill had run on water. Then on electricity. Then on something else. After that, it was hard to tell, because the paperwork, as his father used to say, “went round in so many circles even the devil would need GPS.” Mykola had loved the mill since childhood. Not because he understood mills. There was simply something real about it: walls, stone, wood, the smell of old work. Not a monument, not a decoration, not fresh tiles laid over a rotten floor. A thing that had once done something. Now it stood half asleep, privatized or half privatized, needed or unwanted, like an old dog on a chain that everyone pitied but no one would untie.

​Mykola stopped by the turn toward the mill. The smartphone vibrated in his pocket. He took it out. The screen lit up by itself. On the black background, one question appeared:


​“Are you ready to answer for your own action?”


​Below it were two buttons: “I am ready” and “I am ready to learn.”

​“Oh, here we go,” Mykola said. “Not even a good morning.”

​The screen did not change. Mykola looked at the “I am ready” button. It was beautiful. Brave. Stupid in a grown-up way. He almost pressed it. In the right corner, a tiny line appeared:


​“Haste detected. Would you like a pause?”


​“You have nerves too?” Mykola asked.

​The answer appeared at once:


​“No. I am recording yours.”


​Mykola froze.

​“Well, that’s some nerve.”


​“That is precision. Nerve will come later, if you allow style adaptation.”


​Mykola slowly looked around. The bank was empty. The mill was silent. The Sluch flowed. No official with instructions. No operator from the conscience control center. Only him and the phone.

​“Who are you?”
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​​“Parallel Intelligence for individual LRR support. System name: PI-0719.”
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​“PI-what?”


​“PI-0719.”


​“You sound like a spare part for a washing machine.”


​“You may choose a name.”


​“Can I turn you off?”


​“Yes. But before that, it is advisable to understand what exactly you are turning off.”


​“Right now I’m turning off a smart, talkative brick.”


​“No. You are considering turning off an instrument that shows the connection between your choice and its consequence.”


​Mykola snorted.

​“Oh, how terrifying. And somehow we lived before you.”


​“Yes. Which is why you are standing beside a mill everyone loves, nobody looks after, and everyone suspects there is something wrong with.”


​Mykola did not answer at once. That was unfair. Accurate — but unfair.

​“How do you know about the mill?”


​“Geolocation. Open cadastral data. Archive of community appeals. Photo reports. Three unfinished initiatives to preserve the site. Two complaints about violations of access to the riverbank zone. One property conflict. Five comments containing the wording, ‘everyone knows anyway.’”


​“So you’re a sych—a little owl in the attic, then. Sitting there, seeing everything, and keeping quiet until you make someone uncomfortable.”


​“Name ‘Sych’ accepted.”


​“I didn’t say that was your name!”


​“But it is more accurate than PI-0719.”


​“Oh, you little bastard...”


​“Emotional coloring accepted as positive.”


​“Don’t get cocky, Sych.”


​“Style adaptation initiated.”


​Mykola found himself smiling. Then he looked at the screen again. The question was still waiting: “Are you ready to answer for your own actions?”

​“And if I press ‘I am ready,’ what, you’ll believe me?”


​“No. I will record the statement. Then the system will compare it with your actions.”


​“And if I press ‘I am ready to learn’?”


​“That is a more honest starting mode for most users.”


​“So you’ve already decided I’m not ready?”


​“No. I see that you are asking questions in order to avoid the button.”


​Mykola grimaced.

​“Do you annoy everyone like this?”


​“Not everyone. Some annoy themselves; I only illuminate it.”


​“Sych, either you’re very smart, or you’ll be flying into the Sluch very soon.”


​“If you throw me into the water, the action will be recorded as damage to the interface. Cause: emotional reaction to an accurate remark.”


​“I see our friendship will be strong.”


​“Symbiosis often begins with resistance.”


​“Oh, now it’s symbiosis. You’ll start telling me about love next.”


​“Later. After the first responsible action.”


​Mykola wanted to blurt something out, but could think of nothing stupid enough. That stung. He pressed ‘I am ready to learn.’

​The screen darkened for a moment. Then Sych spoke aloud. The voice was dry, calm, slightly nocturnal. Neither male nor female. More like a thought that had been allowed to have sound.

​“Honest answer. We begin, Mykola Sulymets.”

​“Kolia,” he said automatically.

​“In authorship and legal records, Mykola. In conversation, I can use ‘Kolia.’”

​“Authorial? What, do you write books?”

​“Not yet.”

​“Not yet?”

​“That depends on you.”

​Mykola glanced at the mill, then at the phone.

​“Sych, don’t start with mysticism.”

​“This is not mysticism. It is a warning: every action creates text in reality.”

​“Lord,” Mykola breathed out. “They didn’t give me a phone. They gave me a philosopher with a battery.”

​“Incorrect. A philosopher explains the world. I show where you left a trace in it.”

​The main panel opened on the screen. Five sections: My Actions. My Decisions. My Trusts. My Mistakes. My Consequences.

​Mykola stared for a long time.

​“Where’s the news?”

​“News is not the first level of adulthood.”

​“What is?”

​“Action.”

​“And if I do nothing?”

​“That is also an action. It is simply convenient to call it neutrality.”

​Mykola silently put the phone in his pocket. Then took it out again.

​“Fine. What do you want from me near the mill?”

​“I want nothing from you. But you have stopped beside a site with an active community node.”

​“In human language.”

​“The Lubchytsia Mill is a problem for the community.”

​“That’s better.”

​“Do you want to look?”

​Mykola wanted to say no. Not because he did not want to. Because he did not like being caught wanting something. Sych was silent. Silent as if he saw that too.

​“Fine,” Mykola grumbled.

​The object profile opened on the screen:


​Lubchytsia Mill.

​Status: private property / historically significant site / community access disputed.

​Active proposals: 4. Suspicious gaps in documentation: 3. Community interest: high. Risk of manipulation: high.


​“Well,” Mykola said. “Turns out it’s famous.”

​“Within the limits of local responsibility — yes.”

​“What proposals?”

​The screen showed:


​1. Community buyout.

​2. Shared use with the owner.

​3. Legal challenge to privatization.

​4. Conservation without redevelopment.


​“Is there no ‘leave it and let it stand’?”

​“No. Conservation is work too: making the building safe and preserving it. ‘Just leave it standing’ is not one of the proposals.”

​Mykola laughed.

​“You’re learning, Sych.”

​“I am adapting.”

​“What’s the difference?”

​“You will learn that too, in time.”

​They were silent for a while. A small bird flew past the mill. It landed on a crooked plank, pecked at something in a crack, and disappeared. Mykola suddenly remembered coming here as a child with his father. Back then his father still walked straight. Still did not wince when climbing stairs. Still could go half a day without silence. He would point at the water by the dam and say, “Look, Kolia. A mill is not a building. A mill is when water does work. If water simply flows, it is a river. If you place the wheel correctly, it becomes force.” Mykola had understood little of it then. He preferred throwing sticks into the Sluch and watching them spin. Now he stood with the Maidan in his hand and thought that maybe people were the same: they flowed, made noise, complained, disappeared. And then someone set the right wheel — and the same current began to turn something.

​“Sych.”

​“Yes.”

​“Can the mill actually be returned to the community?”

​“It can. But the word ‘returned’ requires verification.”

​“Of what?”

​“To return something, one must prove that the community had a right that was lost or distorted. If there was no legal right, then a buyout or a joint project is possible.”

​“So a fine speech about ‘giving it back to the people’ won’t do?”

​“Beautiful words are usually sufficient only for the old system.”

​“And for the new one?”

​“The new one requires a chain: fact, right, action, consequence, responsible person.”

​Mykola sighed.

​“You people are boring.”

​“But less gets stolen.”

​“That still needs checking.”

​“That is why I am here.”

​He opened the first proposal: a community buyout. There was a budget, a preliminary assessment, a list of supporters, a list of questions, and a list of risks. Then a separate entry: ‘People connected with earlier decisions concerning the site.’

​Mykola tapped it. The list opened. On the third line was his godfather’s surname.


​Pavlo Stepanovych Hordiichuk. Former employee of the district property administration. Participation in document approval: indirect / requires clarification. Family ties with active community participants: detected.


​Mykola felt something unpleasant twitch in his chest.

​“Sych.”

​“Yes.”

​“Is this a mistake?”

​“Possibly. Requires clarification.”

​“He is my godfather.”

​“I know.”

​“How?”

​“Family ties confirmed through open registries, voluntary profiles, and event history. The data is not an accusation.”

​“It looks like an accusation.”

​“It looks like a connection. An accusation begins where there is action, intent, and consequence.”

​“He’s a decent man.”

​“That does not remove the need for verification.”

​“He helped us.”

​“Who is ‘us’?”

​Mykola fell silent. Sych had struck quietly, but precisely. ‘Us’ meant the family. Their own people. The ones Pavlo Stepanovych had helped with land paperwork, fast-tracked documents, directions on where to go and whom to call: “No need to stand in line there, I’ll make a call.” In Lubchytsia, that was not called corruption. It was called knowing the right person. And when the right person was your godfather, it was almost sacred.

​“Everyone did it that way before,” Mykola said.

​“Yes.”

​“So what?”

​“Now it is visible who stood outside the door because of it.”

​Mykola gripped the phone tighter.

​“Aren’t you clever all of a sudden, Sych?”

​“No. The subject is simply painful.”

​“For whom?”

​“For you.”

​He wanted to throw the phone into his pocket and go home. But he did not go. The Sluch flowed. The mill stood. The sun had risen a little higher and lit the old wall where a blade of grass had grown through a crack. Mykola suddenly saw with great clarity: the mill was not just old. It was tangled. Like everything around it. Like the family. Like the country after the ceasefire. Like himself.

​“If I close this now,” he said slowly, “what happens?”

​“Nothing immediate.”

​“And the trace?”

​“There will be one.”

​“What kind?”

​“You saw the connection and decided not to look further.”

​“You have a real way with words, you bastard.”

​“I am learning directness from you.”

​“Don’t put your sins on me.”

​“I have no sins. I have processing errors.”

​“Lucky you, Sych.”

​“No. I am not lucky. But I am functional.”

​Mykola laughed after all. Briefly, nervously. Then he pressed: “Add to personal verification list.”

​The system asked: “Reason?”

​Mykola stared at the input field for a long time. Then he pressed the microphone.

​“Because he is my godfather. And I do not want to pretend I did not see it.”

​The note was saved. Sych was silent.

​“Well?” Mykola could no longer bear the silence. “Aren’t you going to say something wise?”

​“No.”

​“Why?”

​“No. That was your action. It needs no commentary from me.”

​That was when Mykola first felt that this phone did more than talk. It also knew how to step back. Not every person could do that. He slipped the smartphone into his pocket and looked at the mill again. The Lubchytsia Mill stood above the Sluch like a question people had been putting off for years. And Mykola Sulymets—who barely scraped through school, the son of a wounded veteran, the godson of an old-school official, and a new Maidan smartphone user—understood something very simple for the first time in his life: adulthood does not begin when you are given the right to vote.

​Adulthood begins when you see the thread — and can no longer honestly say it is not there.
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Chapter 2. First Trust. Where Water Becomes Work​
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​Mykola walked home more slowly than he had walked to the mill. Not because he was tired. The distance from his house to the Sluch scarcely amounted to a heroic expedition. But now he had something in his pocket that asked uncomfortable questions and refused to take mortal offense at being called a talkative brick. The sun had climbed higher. Lubchytsia was waking up without ceremony, as usual: a gate slammed, a saw growled somewhere, and a dog barked behind a fence. No one had bothered to tell the dog it was too old to frighten anyone.

​At the turn by the old plum tree, Mykola stopped.

​“Sych.”

​“Yes.”

​“Will you always talk now when I call you?”

​“If the interface is active and you have not restricted the support mode — yes.”

​“And if I just want to think by myself?”

​“Then you say: ‘silence mode.’”

​“And you’ll shut up?”

​“I will switch to silence mode.”

​“So you’ll shut up, but politely.”

​“Yes.”

​Mykola snorted.

​“Fine. Silence mode.”

​“Activated.”

​Sych fell silent. And it felt strange. Half an hour ago, Mykola had not even known he existed. And now, when he fell silent, it was as if an empty room had appeared in Mykola’s pocket. Mykola cursed inwardly. Getting used to a phone as a conversation partner in half an hour was already a bit much. At that rate, a man could start addressing the kettle formally too, if it told him in time that the water had boiled not because it was wise, but because he had pressed the button.

​He walked past the houses and looked at Lubchytsia a little differently. Before, those fences had simply been fences. This road had simply been a road. That ditch had simply been a ditch, the place where after rain the water drained away, along with part of life’s meaning. That yard had simply been Aunt Nadia’s yard, and Aunt Nadia knew all the news before it became events. But now everything seemed to have invisible threads. Who had put the fence right up against the road? Who had dumped gravel by his own yard so that after that the water ran to the neighbor? Who had once signed the permit? Who had kept silent? Who had “asked like a human being”? Who had decided that if no one was arguing, everything must be fine?

​Mykola stopped beside a puddle that appeared in the same place year after year. Everyone knew it. It was almost a local landmark. The puddle had survived three heads of the community, two road repairs, one promise of “we’ll do it by Easter,” and five explanations of why “now is not the right time.” It stood there stubborn, brown, with a rainbow gasoline stain and a complete lack of respect for reforms. Mykola took out his phone.

​“Sych.”

​There was no answer.

​“Ah, right. Turn off silence mode.”

​“Silence mode disabled.”

​“Do you see the puddle?”

​“Yes.”

​“So what’s with it?”

​“Do you want the emotional answer or the technical one?”

​“Give me the emotional one.”

​“It is a local form of immortality.”

​Mykola burst out laughing.

​“And the technical one?”

​“The road slopes the wrong way, the drainage is blocked, and the ground beside the yard on the right has probably been raised without permission. There have been three previous complaints. Two were closed without action. One was archived as ‘partially resolved.’”

​“Partially — how?”

​“The puddle became twelve percent smaller.”

​“Progress of civilization.”

​“Formally, yes.”

​Mykola looked at the yard on the right. A new fence stood there, made of gray metal, straight, tall, unfriendly. Behind it someone had once raised the ground, laid tiles, made a pretty driveway. Now the water had nowhere to go except onto the road.

​“Can we raise this through the LRR?”

​“It has already been raised.”

​“By whom?”

​A message appeared on the screen:


​Problem node: drainage near the turn to the Lubchytsia Mill. Status: active. Initiator: Hanna Kovalchuk, resident of Zarichna Street. Support: 38 residents. Previous decisions rejected: 2. Current proposal: independent inspection of the slope and responsibility for the changed water runoff.


​“Aunt Hanna,” Mykola said. “If she gets her teeth into this, she’ll drive everyone mad.”

​“That may be a useful quality.”

​“Or fatal to the nervous system of the community.”

​“Also possible.”

​Mykola opened Hanna Kovalchuk’s profile. Seventy-two years old. Pensioner. Former mathematics teacher. In the LRR: active participation in seven local nodes. Completed: three. Conflict-related: four. Weak point: increased harshness in communication. Strong point: high factual accuracy.

​“Oh, that sounds like her,” Mykola said. “If she says the ditch slopes two centimeters the wrong way, it means she measured it at night with a ruler.”

​“High probability.”

​“Sych, are you already afraid of her?”

​“I am not afraid. But I acknowledge the risk of a prolonged dialogue.”

​Mykola smiled. Beneath Aunt Hanna’s profile were several action options: Support the initiative. Request inspection. Add photo documentation. Transfer a share of trust for node control. Leave without action.

​“What does ‘share of trust’ mean?”
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​​“In the LRR, trust is not a general vote ‘for a person.’ It is transferred for a specific function and for a specific period.”
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​“In human language.”

​“You can say, ‘I trust Aunt Hanna to oversee the work on this puddle, but not the whole of Lubchytsia.’”

​Mykola snorted.

​“Pity. She could control all of Lubchytsia. Down to the last weed.”

​“That is exactly why functional limitation matters.”

​“And if I support it?”

​“Your support will increase the weight of the node. But it will also show that you have become a participant in this decision.”

​“So if she chews everyone up afterward, I’m partly guilty?”

​“Not guilty. Involved.”

​“You like that word.”

​“It is more precise.”

​Mykola looked at the puddle. A small thing, supposedly. A puddle. Not the mill. Not his godfather. Not privatization. Not the great country after the ceasefire. But that was precisely why it was worse. Big rot was easy to hate. It was far away — on television, in offices, in other people’s surnames. But here was a puddle by the road. A new fence. A neighbor. Aunt Hanna. Mykola with a phone. And now he could no longer say, “This has nothing to do with me.”

​“Sych.”

​“Yes.”

​“If I simply photograph the puddle, is that already an action?”

​“Yes.”

​“And if I don’t photograph it?”

​“Also an action.”

​“So you’ve trapped me.”

​“No. I showed you that you were already inside the situation. Before, you simply did not see its edges.”

​Mykola raised the phone and took a photo. The system automatically offered to add a geotag, time, shooting angle, weather conditions, and a short description.

​“Description,” Mykola muttered. “A puddle that knows more about local government than the archives.”

​“That is emotional.”

​“Can I use it?”

​“You can. But for a technical node, it is better to add an exact description.”

​“You’re boring.”

​“Functional.”

​Mykola thought for a moment and dictated:

​“After last night’s rain, water is standing on the road near the turn to the Lubchytsia Mill. Runoff may have been blocked or diverted by fill added to the private driveway on the right. Please inspect the slope and establish responsibility for the altered drainage.”

​Sych was silent for a few seconds.

​“The text is acceptable.”

​“Wow. Praise from the washing machine.”

​“Do not exaggerate. This is not praise, but an assessment of suitability.”

​“You ruined the moment.”

​“Protection against pride.”

​“Oh, go to hell.”

​“Direction not specified.”

​Mykola laughed louder than he meant to. A neighbor peeked out from behind the fence.

​“Kolia, why are you standing there laughing to yourself?”

​“I’m talking to the state!”

​“And what does it say?”

​Mykola glanced at the phone.

​“It says the puddle is immortal, but that can be appealed.”

​The neighbor looked at him, then at the puddle, then at the phone, and crossed herself without much confidence.

​“Oh, lad. Just hope it doesn’t overturn you.”

​“Too late, Auntie Valia. It already started.”

​The neighbor disappeared behind the fence, muttering something about new times and old nerves. A message appeared on the screen:


​Action added to node. Your contribution: photo documentation + description. Participation level: initial. Would you like to transfer a share of trust to the initiator?


​Mykola froze.

​“Sych, if I transfer trust to Aunt Hanna, she’ll see it, right?”

​“Yes.”

​“And then she’ll come to our house?”

​“Probability: medium.”

​“And if I don’t transfer it, will she see that too?”

​“She will not see the non-transfer as a personal refusal. But your contribution will remain without delegated control.”

​“So I can support the problem without giving her control?”

​“Yes.”

​“Then who controls it?”

​“Either you, another person, or a group to whom trust is transferred.”

​“Me? I understand road slopes like a pig understands ballet.”

​“Then do not take a function you are not capable of performing.”

​“That, by the way, is not a bad rule for deputies.”

​“In the LRR, it is a basic condition.”

​Mykola opened Aunt Hanna’s profile again. High factual accuracy. Harsh communication. Three completed local nodes.

​“Fine,” he said. “I’ll give her trust for the inspection. But only for this puddle. Not the universe.”

​“Specify the function.”

​Mykola selected: Oversight of the on-site drainage inspection. Period: 14 days. Share of trust: 20%.

​“Why twenty?” Sych asked.

​“Because I am not grown enough yet to give Aunt Hanna more.”

​“Honest answer.”

​“And what, you checked?”

​“Yes.”

​“What are you judging by?”

​“Your voice.”

​“And?”

​“I heard the joke. Whether that is the whole reason is something only you can know.”

​Mykola pressed “confirm.” The screen asked:


​Do you understand that transferring trust creates a trace of responsibility?


​“Yes, I understand already, I understand,” he muttered.


​“Voice confirmation is preferred.”


​“Oh, come on.”


​“You can use the button. A voice recording is entirely optional.”


​Mykola rolled his eyes and pressed the microphone.

​“I, Mykola Sulymets, delegate twenty percent of my trust to Hanna Kovalchuk to oversee the drainage inspection near the turn to the Lubchytsia Mill for fourteen days. May I now live in interesting times.”

​“The last sentence has no legal significance.”

​“It has plenty of significance for my life.”

​“Accepted as a comment.”

​The trust transferred. On the node map, a thin green line appeared from Mykola’s profile to Aunt Hanna’s profile. It was not a dead drawn line. It pulsed faintly, like a tiny vein through which the first living current had begun to move. Mykola looked at it longer than necessary. The line was small. Almost funny. But for some reason there was more realness in it than in all the old election posters he had seen on fences. Because a poster shouted: “Trust me.” And here he himself had said: “I trust you with this — and no more.”

​“Sych.”

​“Yes.”

​“And if she does well?”

​“Trust in her for this kind of role will increase. Your record of sound delegation will improve too.”

​“And if she fails?”

​“Trust in her will decrease. Your delegation history will receive a risk flag.”

​“So I am also responsible for whom I trust.”

​“Yes.”

​“And you call this democracy?”

​“No. This is responsibility.”

​Mykola put the phone away. And at that very moment, a man in sweatpants and a jacket thrown over a tank top came out of the yard on the right. The same one who had filled in the driveway. His name was Serhii, he thought. Or Seryoha. In Lubchytsia, many people had two versions of their name: one for documents, the other for life.

​“Kolia!” he called. “What were you taking pictures of there?”

​Mykola stopped.

​“The puddle.”

​“What puddle?”

​Mykola looked at the water under his feet.

​“This one, pretending to be asphalt.”

​Serhii came closer and glanced at the phone.

​“Already put something on this new madhouse of theirs?”

​“I did.”

​“What for?”

​“Because there’s water sitting here.”

​“So what? There’s always been water here.”

​“Well, maybe it’s time for it to retire.”

​Serhii did not laugh.

​“Watch yourself, Kolia. Don’t go picking fights with the neighbors. You’re still young.”

​Mykola felt an unpleasant emptiness open in his stomach. The old world spoke exactly like that. It did not threaten directly. It did not hit. It did not shout. It simply put a hand on your shoulder and said: “you’re still young,” “don’t get involved,” “everyone lives like this,” “do you really need this?” And there was more rot in that phrase than in the puddle itself. The phone vibrated quietly in his pocket. Mykola took it out. The screen said:


​Increased tension detected. Would you like guidance mode?


​Mykola almost pressed “yes.” Then he stopped.

​“No,” he said aloud.

​Serhii frowned.

​“Who are you talking to?”

​“Myself.”

​Sych was silent. Mykola raised his eyes to the neighbor.

​“I haven’t filed a complaint against you, Seryozh. I added a photo to the node. Let them check why the water collects here. If you haven’t broken any rules, all the better for you.”

​“And if I did?”

​Mykola swallowed.

​“Then it’s better for the community.”

​Serhii looked at him as if, for the first time, he was seeing not little Sulymets who used to run around here with a stick, but someone else. Not frightening. Just inconvenient.

​“Got smart, have you?”

​“Not really,” Mykola said. “They gave me a phone.”

​Serhii snorted.

​“Careful it doesn’t teach you too much.”

​“Too late. It already started.”

​Serhii stood there for another second, waved his hand, and went back into the yard. Mykola exhaled.

​“Sych.”

​“Yes.”

​“That was scary.”

​“Yes.”

​“And you were silent.”

​“You refused guidance mode.”

​“And if I’d blurted out something stupid?”

​“That would have been your stupidity.”

​“Very supportive, thanks.”

​“You handled it.”

​Mykola fell silent. It had been said simply. No fanfare. No “well done.” No smiley face. But for some reason it worked better than praise.

​“Sych.”

​“Yes.”

​“I liked that.”

​“What exactly?”

​“That you were silent.”

​“That is also part of support.”

​“You do understand I could have screwed up?”

“Yes. But you declined the prompt. That
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