
The Counterfeit

The real and the fake version of every profession built on trust — and the

mercenaries who’ll be whichever one you pay for

Every profession that runs on trust comes in two versions. From the outside they wear the

same uniform and speak the same words. Underneath, they are opposites. And then there’s

a third figure who can put on any of the uniforms at will, because he’s already sold the one

thing that made any of them worth wearing.

Learn to tell them apart. The counterfeits are counting on you not to bother.

The influencer comes first — the newest of these, and the one with the least settled

conscience. The real one treats an audience as people: the whole point is that the strangers

on the other side of the screen end up better off, better informed, more capable, less alone.

They tell you when something’s paid for, turn down money that would cost them your trust,

and lose followers before they’ll mislead them. The counterfeit treats the same audience as

ore to be mined. Attention is the only number that counts, emotion is the fastest road to it,

so they manufacture it — outrage on a schedule, intimacy as a sales funnel, a fresh crisis

every week. You aren’t their audience. You’re their inventory. One question sorts them: has
this person ever told their followers something the followers didn’t want to hear? The real

one has, and it cost them. The counterfeit never would — the truth doesn’t convert.

The investigator is next — the private kind, since that title has become a favorite costume.

The real one serves the evidence, and the admirable, almost unnerving thing about them is

that they’ll come back with nothing. “I looked. The thing you suspected isn’t there.” They’ll

clear the person you wanted guilty and hand you a true disappointment rather than a

satisfying lie. The counterfeit runs it backward: he begins at the conclusion the client paid

for, then reverse-engineers something he can call evidence. He’s loud about “receipts”

precisely because he hasn’t got them — the announcement is doing the work the proof

can’t. A real investigator can return a finding of nothing. A fake one only ever returns guilty.
How can a man be in the business of finding the truth when he already knows what he’s

been paid to find?

The journalist is the oldest of the three, and the most built out of accountability. The real

one puts a name on it, lets the subject answer before printing, separates what they know

from what they think — and when they’re wrong, corrects it loudly, in the same place the

mistake ran, because the correction matters as much as the story. They aim up, at power

that can defend itself, not down at the vulnerable. The counterfeit inverts every line of that.



The narrative is set before the reporting starts, and the reporting only fetches what fits. No

right of reply, because a reply would complicate the story. The allegation runs across the

front page; the correction, if it ever comes, runs where no one looks. The tell: has this
person ever corrected themselves where it cost them? The real one has. The counterfeit

treats a retraction as a confession, and won’t sign one.

Now notice what the three real ones have in common, because it’s the whole secret. Each

serves something larger than himself, and pays a personal price to do it. The honest

influencer loses the easy money. The honest investigator loses the client who wanted a hit.

The honest journalist loses the scoop that wouldn’t survive a second source. Their integrity

costs them, out loud, and they pay it anyway. That willingness to lose something is the real

signature of a trustworthy person, and it can’t be faked for long, because faking it is

expensive — and the counterfeit got into this to avoid expense.

The three fakes share the opposite, just as exactly. They serve themselves, everyone else

is a means, and they hide — behind anonymity, behind a crowd, behind “sources say,”

behind the title itself. The uniform is the disguise, and they’re betting that most people can’t

tell a real one from a fake one at a glance. Often enough, they’re right.

Which brings us to the third man — the one who takes the money and lies to everybody.

He is worse than either, and the hardest of all to catch by name, because he is the most

careful. The true believer at least believes his own poison; you can argue with a conviction.

The mercenary believes nothing. He’ll be your influencer, your investigator, your journalist —

whichever the check specifies — and he’ll do all three fluently, because he has practiced the

look of each and kept the substance of none. Hand him a target and a number and out

comes the outrage, the “evidence,” the exposé, indistinguishable on the surface from the

real thing. He lies to the audience he’s selling to, the public he’s performing for, sometimes

the client who hired him, because loyalty is one more thing with a price and his is always for

sale. He sold the single asset that made any of these jobs worth trusting — his

independence — and he sold it cheap, and he’s betting no one checks the receipt.

So here’s the test that works on all of them at once: follow the cost, and follow the

accountability. The real one tells you something you don’t want to hear, signs his name to

it, and stands there while you’re angry. The counterfeit tells you what sells, and is gone

before the bill comes due. And the mercenary tells you whatever was bought — fluent,

certain, for hire — which means the only honest words he has ever spoken are the ones

printed on the invoice.

Learn the difference. It’s the difference between someone trying to help you see, and

someone being paid to make sure you don’t.


