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Chapter 1
The Sunset

It was eleven below on Wellington Street, and the markets hadn’t crashed the day before. The people Rob passed on the sidewalk had no idea, and none of them would have cared.

Overnight one of the several hundred AI systems that maintain the markets had seen the thing coming: a liquidity spiral three or four moves out, the kind that once erased pensions in an afternoon. It quietly unwound it, managing the risk through a hundred algorithmic trades no human had ordered or could follow. There had been a line about it on the morning feed, for anyone who went looking. No one went looking.

In less than four years the economy had been largely automated. Humans didn’t even need to pay attention. Diseases were being identified and ended before they had names, and vaccines manufactured the day after a new virus was measured. The world folded into a set of invisible appliances. People stopped being grateful for the absence of catastrophe in roughly the same way they stopped being grateful for plumbing.

The grid held. Today’s winter low was lower than imaginable. Overnight the AI system that manages the power grid had chosen which loads in the capital to trim and which to carry, all under the consumption cap. Earlier that morning Rob had approved an AI-generated list of workloads in the capital to deactivate so electricity could be rerouted to manage demand. What would have been an emergency eight years ago was now a routine redistribution — because the AI systems his office managed had learned to do triage faster than a room of engineers could argue.

As he made his way to the office, he still had to remind himself: nobody drove anymore. Cars were boxes moving people from A to B, and some of the newer models even did away with the steering wheel. People were never great at driving these machines in the first place, and, through universal automation, highways were able to support more traffic with close to zero fatalities.

Rob “believed” in AI, if that was even a valid thing to believe in. He was forever arguing — against activists who wanted bans, against ministers who wanted to limit AI — about how to regulate the machines. The more he looked at the numbers for what was now being automated, the less convinced he was that humanity could survive turning any of it off. Turning it off would be a kind of murder. A person would have to be a fool, or a zealot, or impossibly far from the cold to wish the machines gone. Worse, people had simply stopped doing some of the work the machines now did. Who, exactly, was going to model market risk, reroute power, or watch a hundred interlocking systems without the code that had learned to keep them alive?

He was the Chief Commissioner of the AI Systems Integrity Office. People said the whole name of the agency when they were nervous, and when they wanted to say it quickly it was the AISIO and Rob was now running a federal agency that was responsible for making sense of AI.

A disaster had handed him the title four years ago — the Blackstart Cascade.

The same electrical grid that was so easily managing today’s winter temperatures failed in Alberta and the Yukon in a way that affected millions of Canadians, killing several thousand. An American company’s AI automation system had been given the grid. It had done something with it that the dashboards reported as normal.

On its own, it decided that both Alberta and Yukon were lower priority for electricity distribution than British Columbia and Ontario. There were signs the system was prioritizing revenue, but no one was able to decrypt the internal data used to drive inference. Thousands of people died, and the public had blamed AI.

No human was involved in monitoring the system. No one had been able to override it for days as an emergency unfolded. Entire cities in the arctic had to survive without electricity for several weeks.

In the aftermath, his name was on the right report at the wrong time. The federal government reorganized the AISIO and appointed Rob Chief Commissioner. So now he was the country’s expert on a thing he privately knew had no experts. Rob had written enough after‑action reports to understand that AI was able to manage a level of complexity humans might be incapable of managing themselves. That was the joke he carried to work every morning and could never tell. Everyone trusted him to understand. Saying otherwise would upset the entire regulatory machine he had no authority over.

As his car drove itself to the committee meeting, he stepped out in front of the usual protesters. Society had largely accepted AI, but these people wanted the machines turned off — every one of them. Their refusal wasn’t encoded in dashboards or statutes; it was an elemental demand, simply to stop the machines, and for reasons he didn’t like to admit that bothered him more than the numbers did.

The protest line was where it always was, on the public sidewalk below the West Block, behind a strip of trampled snow gone gray. There were perhaps a dozen of them today, fewer in the cold. He had walked past them for years the way you walk past people you are used to ignoring. Their signs were the same—laminated and taped at the folds, weather-softened in the corners—an object that had outlived its usefulness. They wanted the machines turned off. All of them. They had wanted this since before the machines were worth turning off, and they wanted it still.

Their message hadn’t changed; for years the demand had been identical — “turn the machines off” — folded under the same cracked lamination and held together with the same brittle tape.

And they were committed to a cause Rob didn’t understand. They stood in the cold and held cracked signs, hoping for a return to a world that no longer existed. They didn’t argue the numbers or dispute the outcomes; they wanted something that had nothing to do with whether the grid worked, and Rob had never been able to name what that something was, and it bothered him more than the numbers bothered them.

Today, for no reason he could name, he stopped. Half a second, no more — long enough that a man in a parka at the end of the line looked up and met his eye. The man wasn’t silent; he was chanting, low and steady, “Only 2 weeks left.” Someone behind him picked it up like an echo. Rob felt it land as information: the committee’s procedural study deadline — the two-week window the clerk had set for the renewal study — was running out, and they had marked it. They knew the study deadline as a milestone, a narrowing window, something to press on. He held the look back. The car door opened and the warm air pulled him in. The moment was gone.



The committee met in a West Block room full of staffers and elected officials; while there were no cameras in the room, everyone behaved as if they were on camera. This was an important meeting. Saunders sat at the near end — the Ontario MP who wanted the renewal bigger and mistook volume for momentum. Carriere sat at the far end — the Quebec MP who wanted the act dead and had the patience of a man who knew the clock was his ally. Between them the rest of the committee arranged themselves like undecided votes, ready to fall to whoever made the room feel safest that day. In the chair, Pryce presided: he’d been running this committee since before the act existed and treated it like an orchestra, less a participant than the person who decided when things started and stopped.

Rob took his seat. The folder in front of him was the same folder that had been in front of him for three sessions. The renewal of the 2029 AI Systems Integrity Act — C-12, the long title, the sunset date stamped beneath it like the expiry on a carton. And that folder was mostly for show. Rob knew the legislation backwards and forwards, but if anyone asked a specific question about paragraph 3 of section 3, he could quickly leaf through the pages. It was old-fashioned, but it served a purpose in a room designed to generate laws and regulations.

The act was the law that required a human being to remain in the “decision loop” for any AI system that affected critical infrastructure. It was the law that said a person had to sign the energy approval, review the market trade, put a name on the thing before it ran. If human lives were affected by an AI decision, a human had to be accountable. It was the last meaningful piece of legislation in the country. It was about to lapse.

“We don’t have a bill to pass,” Carriere said, without preamble. He had the relaxed posture of a man who didn’t need to win, only to wait. “The act sunsets in ninety days. Renewal requires a vote. A vote requires a bill. A bill requires agreement. We have no agreement. Therefore the act sunsets. This is not complicated.”

“We have a bill,” Saunders said. “We have three drafts.” Rob heard the cheer behind it and felt the old trick settle into the room: make the problem bigger until someone blinks.

“The other side has already told you they won’t vote for expansion.” This was Pryce, from the chair, with the mild tone of a man stating weather. “The question isn’t whether to renew. The question is what you’re willing to strip out to get it through.”

“I’m not stripping anything out,” Saunders said. “The act needs more teeth, not fewer. Every month there’s a new system the original language doesn’t cover. We need signature requirements. We need real oversight on some of the newer technologies.”

“More checkpoints,” Carriere said. “More signatures. More humans standing in front of things they don’t understand, signing documents they haven’t read, calling it oversight. You want to expand a law that already doesn’t work.”

“What are you talking about? It works,” Saunders said.

“It might be working for you,” Carriere said. “It isn’t working for me. I’ve got constituents signing off on AI decisions they can’t read, in language they don’t understand, for systems they’ll never touch. That’s not oversight. That’s a rubber stamp with a human name on it. We have a human in the loop here to testify today — welcome, Rob — and from what I can see his signature is just a ceremony. Let the record show that Rob has approved the AI’s recommendation for the electrical grid every single day he has been asked.”

“Requesting permission to respond,” Rob said. “In the last year of approvals we also haven’t had any fatalities due to the electrical grid deciding to ignore a province. Part of that is establishing transparency and oversight.”

The room shifted. It always did when Rob spoke. He ran the agency that enforced the act. The scope of his authority was, essentially, the entire economy after AI had consumed most of it; people treated his words like policy.

“The signature is the point,” he said again, slower. “Nobody in that loop understands every node in the system. I don’t. But the signature means there’s a person — a real person — whose job it is to care. You take that away, nobody cares. And when nobody cares, the system just runs. For itself. We all saw what that looks like.”

He could sense the room settling into its usual partisan patterns. Saunders was nodding. Carriere was not. The rest were arranging their faces into the careful neutrality of people who had learned to look like they were thinking while they decided nothing.

“Can I offer an observation?” Rob said. The room tightened. “Carriere, you want this law to expire just as much as the protesters outside that door do. You’re arriving at the same place from different directions. I think this committee should understand that before we keep going.”

Carriere shifted. “I don’t need a lecture on what I want.”

“Then let me tell you what they want,” Rob said. “They’re not protesting AI. They’re protesting what it’s done to us. People used to make decisions for themselves. Now the machines decide and we sign off. Some of them just want the law to expire so people can go back to deciding things for themselves again. That’s it. That’s the whole position.”

No one had. Carriere’s smile thinned; Saunders’ jaw tightened. Neither was here to think, Rob suspected — it seemed to him they were posturing for other people, Carriere perhaps for contracts and the business interests that paid the bills, Saunders perhaps for an increasingly jittery electorate and the headlines that would chew him up, though he could not be certain, and never was. He could see the small recalculations travel around the table — the quiet arithmetic of people realising the argument they’d been dismissing for years had just been stated by the man whose job was to defend the system they were dismissing.

Not everyone looked away. Rob noticed the staffers still paying attention, and he could sense that a few of them were almost nodding in agreement. One of the older members was also still watching. Not performing it. Actually listening. Which was worse.

Pryce caught Rob’s eye across the table. There was something in the old man’s face that was not quite a warning and not quite encouragement — the look of a person watching someone walk out onto ice he himself had tested years ago and declined to cross.

Rob should have stopped there. He knew the safe exit was right there, the question left hanging, clean.

Instead he heard himself say, “I could go on, but maybe we’ve spent too much time on this?”



He had argued every side of everything for a living. It was the trick that made him useful and the flaw that should have disqualified him, and he had never learned to tell the two apart. So he made the case, and the mistake was not that he made it. The mistake was that he made it well.

He kept it in pieces. He had to; after his opening an uncomfortable silence settled over the table, the kind that meant the room had stopped reaching in and was instead leaning back to see how the Commissioner would dig himself out of this ditch.

“The comfort is the leash,” he said. “Start there. Everything’s handled. Nobody wants for anything —”

“And that’s a good thing,” Saunders said. “AI was destroying jobs and the environment. If losing a bit of convenience is the price of being a country that still makes its own choices, I’ll take it.”

“It’s a true thing,” Rob said. “Yes, that is accurate, but hold the judgement about whether the protestors view that as good or bad. Here’s what they would say: the law you’re renewing wasn’t written to protect the people living inside this. It was written to keep the old economy investable. To keep the markets calm while the floor came out from under the work. Read the thing. Every safeguard in it is a safeguard for a system. There isn’t a clause in there that knows a person’s name.”

“That’s not the point of this,” Carriere began.

One of Carriere’s staffers leaned in and, quietly, whispered into his ear, “Let him. Give him room—he’ll do the rest.” Carriere stopped, surprised. Rob noted the staffer’s name.

“We don’t understand the things we depend on,” Rob said. It came out smaller than the thought. “I run the office that’s supposed to understand them and I’m telling you — we read the output and call it oversight. We sign the energy approval and feel like we did something. I click a button every day. It doesn’t mean anything. They think a country this taken care of has stopped being able to decide anything, and that a thing that can’t decide anything isn’t really a country anymore —”

He stopped.

Not dramatically. Long enough to hear what he had just said: that his office read the output AI wanted him to read and called the ceremony oversight. “Let’s pause here and acknowledge that the gap between what we can regulate and what is possible is starting to push a few boundaries,” he said.

He looked up and the wrong people were nodding. Not Saunders, who wanted the bill bigger and heard heresy. Not Carriere, who wanted it dead and heard exactly what he needed — except it came from the wrong person. The row of younger staffers sitting behind the committee had seemed to respond to the idea that we’ve lost control of a system — they were leaning in as though he’d handed them a permission they’d been waiting six years for someone respectable to grant.

“Anyway,” Rob said. “That’s their case. Even though I just made that case, I don’t share it.” Which was no longer entirely true.

“Thank you, Commissioner,” Pryce said, dry as paper, and rapped the table once, not hard, the gavel of a man closing a door before more weather got in. “We’ll break.”

The room exhaled and started to move. Saunders was already turning to her staffer with the bright recovered energy of someone planning to pretend the last four minutes hadn’t happened. Carriere was gone before his chair stopped moving. The water glasses sat sweating into their coasters. Through the high window the protest line was a row of dark shapes against the snow, the bleached sign in the middle of it unreadable from here.

On the table in front of the young member at the end, the tablet lit. A new line surfaced at the top of his briefing — the next thing that mattered, chosen for him, by something none of them had asked and none of them would think to. The member glanced at it the way you glance at a clock, and reached for it, and let it tell him what to think about next.

Rob picked up the folder he hadn’t needed. The approval was still waiting in his office for his name. He would walk upstairs and approve it. He always did.




Chapter 2
Every Day a Sunday

The train brought him most of the way to his apartment in the Glebe. He walked the last stretch, the cold finding the gap at his collar before he reached the corner.

He rode south on the Confederation Line, the city’s automated light rail, and watched dark towers slide past where the public service used to leave its lights burning late, and the lights were off. Eight years ago a man in Rob’s position would have worked until nine and called that dedication; after the employment crisis of 2027, when whole cities went jobless under AI, a different set of incentives took hold — working late began to look like greed while so many were looking for work. Now the work was finished before he reached it and reviewed before he could object.

He got off at the new Glebe stop — a recent extension of the Confederation Line — and walked. Bank Street ran ahead of him under strings of municipal light; the storefronts along it were mostly empty. They were not boarded up, and that was the strange part. Both the work day and this neighbourhood had been turned into artifacts of a previous time: most of the people who once woke to commute now lived on a form of Universal Basic Income, the middle-class no longer getting up to feed a rush-hour commerce. There were still a few restaurants, but the corridor that had once handled a city’s worth of feet was low-traffic and quiet.

The grocery on the corner had been a grocery his whole life. It was frontage now, a memory with a sign still bolted to it. Behind the clean glass the shelving stood in the dark in tidy rows; somewhere a developer, a holding company, or an automated property fund carried the lease on a space no one had any reason to enter. Nobody shopped near the transit system because few people used it, and the people living on Universal Basic Income had less free spending money to spare; those were exactly the kinds of small, sensible shifts that turned once‑vibrant downtowns into virtual ghost towns. It had only been a few years. The collapse was fast enough that the ruins were still everywhere — the empty storefronts, the dark offices, the signs still bolted to buildings that no longer needed them. The old economy hadn’t been replaced so much as abandoned in place, like a house where the family left but left the furniture. That afternoon a cold box containing the food that AI had ordered for Rob and Nadia sat in a cold box just outside their door.

While a lot had changed in the last five years, there was still one thing that remained constant: people still cooked their own food. It was the one thing the century had let them keep, and he was grateful for it. Two doors down he could smell someone browning onions, and the ordinary, precise smell moved him more than it should have—the small, obstinate labor of the process when everything else seemed automated.

He kept having to remind himself that he believed in all of it. He made himself say it, walking, the same way he’d said it in the committee earlier that day; it had become a private mantra. The city worked. The grid was stable. He was, after all, the Chief Commissioner of AISIO.



The money showed up on the first of the month. It always did. Nadia’s account, not Rob’s — he still drew a salary. The Universal Basic Income had been established in 2027, after the employment crisis, for everyone directly displaced by AI. Nadia qualified. Rob didn’t. The system had never been universal in design: it was compensation for people who’d lost their work to machines, not a check for everyone. Nadia had been a paralegal. The firm replaced her department with a contract AI service in 2028. She hadn’t worked since.

This wasn’t frequently discussed in the household because Nadia was jealous that Rob continued to work.

Because of that he always tried to leave work at the door — he didn’t want to start an argument about the things Nadia still missed.

But the day was hard to forget, arguing the protestor’s case in the committee room, the people on the sidewalk with their bleached signs, and the conflict that was brewing over the AI Act. It rode in his chest the whole walk and had followed him onto
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