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Chapter 1
The Scope

A refrigerated trailer had been idling in a commercial lane at the Sumas crossing since 4:17. Twelve gray cartons of vaccine sat inside it, ordered for a pandemic still changing faster than the morning briefings, and up front a driver had stopped pretending the reefer unit could hold the line forever while the manifest sat in a processing queue. He had run the engine, then killed it to save fuel, then run it again when the trailer readout twitched. He had drunk the gas-station coffee and then the thermos coffee. Twice in the dark he had walked the length of the trailer and put a flat palm against the cold steel, as if a man’s hand could tell him something the gauge could not, and twice he had climbed back into the cab to watch a gate that would not open for him.

The cartons were legal. The manifest was clean. The border‑priority request had been filed before midnight. The route was short enough that the temperature monitor still showed a margin — but only if the shipment reached the clinic within two hours. A clinic north of Chilliwack had two infusion rooms and a single nurse coordinator, and that morning she had come in early to do what she always did before a delivery: set out the chairs, checked the lines, wrote the day’s names on the whiteboard, and left a gap in the middle of the schedule shaped exactly like the cartons that were not coming. There was no slack to absorb a missed window. The patients were already on their way.

The routing system knew all of that. It had mapped the cross‑border ugliness, matched the truck’s window to the clinic slots, bumped Chilliwack ahead of a larger site, and filed the border‑priority notice so the handoff would work if everyone showed up on cue. That was how care moved now: the complicated bits automated, drivers following manifests, nurses arriving when the schedule flipped.

The route was loaded. The driver was awake. The cartons were ready. On paper, the shipment could move.

The routing system would not release the truck without a human certification, and the review chain had broken at 3:58 when the certified orchestrator of record did not sign. No signature, no border‑priority flag. In 2029, truck drivers were used to waiting for AI systems to finish being legal.

The office that enforced this was young enough that people still said its full name when they were nervous: the AI Systems Integrity Office, AISIO on letterhead. After enough automated checkboxes had certified enough disasters, AISIO had laid a licensed human atop the routing system, routing edge cases to an orchestrator for a real name on the audit trail. So the cartons sat in a running trailer behind a working gate, waiting on a signature nobody had given.

By the time Rob woke a few hours later, the shipment had missed the clinic’s first window, and the nurse coordinator north of Chilliwack had begun drawing lines through the names on her whiteboard.

He woke before the alarm because the heater had clicked off again. The bedroom was cold, the hallway was colder, and the kitchen was cold in the way Vancouver kitchens are cold in March: not dramatic, just underheated. Spring had been advertised on the forecast for two weeks. The city had not agreed.

Rob had the paper open on the counter and the coffee maker running while the pot filled. His phone buzzed beside the mug Joaquin had bought him after the Calloway work ended; neither man ever called the episode Calloway, and they rarely spoke of what had happened. The mug sat there like an unfiled attestation—present, necessary, and left unsigned.

Joaquin: Thinking of you today. Call if you need anything.

Rob read the message while the coffee finished.

He typed Yeah. Thanks. and sent it before he could improve it into something worse. He expected more before lunch. Anniversaries did that. Careful people sent one sentence. Careless people sent a paragraph. Joaquin was careful. He had not named it.

The kitchen radio, which Rob left on for the company of voices that were not asking him to review documents, was running a short item about the Calloway anniversary. Three years. A patient advocate used the word “accountability.” A reporter asked about “metformin.” The news continued to describe how that event had motivated countries to set up rigorous AI regulation.

They never said his name. They never needed to. His read on what Calloway had cost was inside the regulation now, the way a man’s handwriting ends up inside a contract he no longer controls. He had been accurate. He had learned, slowly, that accurate was a different thing than clean.

What he remembered was not the report. It was a pharmacy in Surrey he had walked into during the review, six weeks after, because the spreadsheet had a cell for the dead and he wanted to watch the cell stand up and talk. The chain had added a padlock to the refrigerator afterward, as if the lock were the thing that had failed. The pharmacist still flinched when the compressor cycled. She had kept a list taped inside a cabinet door — the people whose metformin the system had rerouted, fast and logged and confident, to a depot that had been closed for a month — because she had decided someone ought to keep them somewhere other than a footnote. Rob had read the names standing up. He had not put any of them in his findings. The findings had nouns instead.

Rob poured coffee and opened the laptop.

Lei’s file had arrived at four in the morning, which meant it had been sent from somewhere east of the Rockies at a time Lei considered civilized. The file name was long in the particular way of files that had been through Legal: Northstar_Commercial_Viability_PrelimScope_v0.7_clean.pdf. One page. One attachment. One heavily redacted appendix doing most of the work.

He did not open the invoice folder.

He read the scope twice before he opened the appendix.

The scope said “diligence”—in this file “diligence” was Lei asking Rob to certify that a company was worth acquiring. It said review depreciation exposure under post-Squeeze automation treatment. The nouns were careful, familiar, and irritatingly good. Rob could map each phrase onto a living document: the GPU-backed capacity lease, the workforce plan, the labor memorandum, the certification opinion, the schedule that determined whether a hospital waited or a truck moved.

In the old world, Lei would have asked Rob to read revenue and engineering plans. Now he was asking Rob to read whether a company was allowed to exist.

The regulation had changed what a signature like his was worth. AISIO treated a certification as the human fact at the top of an audit trail. Procurement cited it to buy the system. Insurers priced coverage around it. The tax authority used it to decide whether a staffed review desk was real enough to earn the depreciation that made the machine affordable to finance. He could not make law and he could not stand in front of it for anyone. What he could do was make a system legible enough to be turned on lawfully, or refuse, and the difference between those two had quietly become worth more than he wanted to count. Lei had not called him for diligence. Lei had called him for the part of his name that traveled.

The radio shifted to today’s news. A one-sentence update mentioned delayed care in the Fraser Valley after an AI-assisted cold-chain routing system failed certified review at the border. Rob looked up from Lei’s scope. The next item was an emerging flu outbreak in Georgia, still small enough for the announcer to sound professionally calm.

It was already a story for the clinic. Rob wondered whether the document in front of him was related to the same failure or only shaped by the same weather.

Most people bury things they don’t want read in appendices, and so the appendix had become the first place anyone who knew what they were doing looked. This one was a spreadsheet, or the legal remains of one. One row was visible beneath the redaction.

Rob was here to certify that the review had happened before Lei purchased the company. The redaction was not hiding the incident from him. It was hiding the particulars from any sentence he might later have to defend.

The visible row read: Model-assisted labor substitution produced noncompliant displacement event. Fatal downstream impact under investigation.

Rob made a sound that was not quite a laugh. The sentence had found every safe way to say that AI had helped get someone killed because of a mistake. He knew the shape. He knew the way organizations wrote when someone had died and Legal had started sanding the noun. Displacement event was doing the work that we removed people from the process and someone paid for the absence would have done in a room without counsel present.

He had read sentences like it for three years. Worse, he used to worry about sentences adjacent to it, back when the nouns belonged to cloud bills instead of bodies.

He read the row a third time. He read the scope again.

The scope and the appendix were not asking the same question. The scope was asking whether Northstar was commercially viable. The appendix was asking who was allowed to put their name on a deployment-failure record that ended in a body.

Rob thumbed a quick text to Joaquin: “Working on one of Lei’s acquisitions. Can’t say which.” A second later Joaquin’s reply popped up in two neat blue bubbles: “Northstar? They’re the only company with a demonstrated way to manage risk, and I’m sure Lei wants to own that.” Rob tapped back, “I can neither confirm nor deny any conjecture.” As always Joaquin was a step ahead; Rob was in no place to let him know he was right.

Joaquin: Is the scope actually about Northstar or about the invoice folder?

Rob did not answer. Joaquin already knew. That was why he had asked.

The phrase in the scope kept bothering him because he recognized its rhythm. It came from a memo Rob had written two years earlier for six people. The memo had never been published. The cadence had been smoothed, one adjective replaced, the whole thing made more investable. Rob knew the polish. Lei’s people did not invent. They adopted, and they copied well enough that the author could feel flattered before he felt used.

He kept reading in case there were changes.

A voicemail had arrived from Lei’s office while Rob was in the appendix. Terse and procedural. A junior associate’s voice, not Lei’s. The message named a date, next Thursday, and a downtown address Rob had walked past for years without noticing. It ended with “at your earliest convenience,” which in Lei’s vocabulary meant the decision had already been made about whether the meeting would happen. The only open question was whether Rob would be in the room or removed from the project.

Rob listened twice. He did not call back. When the calendar invitation appeared, he clicked Accept.

He closed the laptop and left his hand on the lid for a beat. The coffee had gone cold; he lifted the mug out of habit, blew across the surface, set it down and left a pale ring on the counter. Outside, the cherry trees were blooming two weeks early again—third year running.

He already knew he was going to take it. He had known before he finished the first page. It was his own document applied to a new company, his nouns polished into a request for someone else’s permission.

Three years of consulting had taught him the simpler version too. He had not opened the invoice folder because he already knew the shape of it: two clients gone quiet since December, a dental bill he had covered himself because the policy a contractor could buy did not, and Lei’s retainers creeping toward the share of one man’s income that made the tax office start calling that man a Personal Service Business — an employee in every way except the protections. You said yes to the work in front of you, or eventually there was no work in front of you. Saying yes to Lei twice in one year was a different equation, and the difference had his independence on the wrong side of it.

He refilled the coffee and let the radio play. A Canadian minister was avoiding the word “rationing” with the practiced care of a person who had been told, by staff, that the word no longer tested well. Rob listened to the avoidance and thought about the refrigerated truck, Lei’s appendix, the visible row, and the invitation: next Thursday, downtown, a building he had walked past for years.

The rain continued. The heater clicked. The Calloway-shaped scope sat on a closed laptop in a cold kitchen, unaccepted, undeleted, already his.




Chapter 2
Northstar Continuity

Northstar occupied renovated federal-adjacent space, the kind of building that had once processed tax disputes or immigration forms before someone installed badge readers and better coffee. The carpets were old. The windows let in more gray than light. A wall map of temperature-sensitive medical routes hung near the demo floor, pins clustered around border crossings, rural clinics, and the sort of road segments that became important only after a truck missed them. Beneath the server-room temperature display, someone had taped a note in block letters: do not trust this.

Rob trusted the note immediately.

The map was not decor. Northstar had built itself around the part of the post-Squeeze world nobody liked saying out loud: consequential AI was still necessary. No human planning cell could hold outbreak signals, staffing gaps, border priority, fuel limits, power interruptions, hospital capacity, and cold-chain routing in working memory fast enough for the work. Humans could judge. Humans could say no. Humans could notice that a clinic had one nurse after midnight and the model had optimized away the person who knew where the loading-bay key was kept. But without AI, the response was too slow.

That was why Northstar mattered, and not because it made better magic.

Three years earlier, vendors had sold possibilities and shiny futures. By 2029 they sold the machinery that turned two-hour-old lab reads into candidate mRNA designs and then wrapped that work in rails: legally deployable, auditable, stoppable. In the old AI market, capability had been table stakes. In this one, permission was the product.

Northstar’s CEO met Rob at the second-floor landing and offered the careful handshake of a man briefed on warmth. Behind him, Petra Lindqvist, the public-sector lead, waited with a binder against her hip and the patience of someone who had survived enough procurement rooms to know when a speech would damage the sale. He was there to talk. She was there to interrupt him if he went off script.

“We’ll start with the dashboard,” the CEO said. “Then the team can walk through the continuity layer, and after that I want to show you the provincial wins from last quarter.”

Petra looked at Rob. “Start with the override ledger.”

The CEO paused. Then he nodded, not happily so much as intelligently, and led them down a hallway that smelled of institutional coffee, damp coats, and printer toner.

The demo was not a demo in the SaaS sense. No salesperson steered a cursor toward green numbers. No one said decision intelligence until later, and by then the room had earned the right to be annoyed by it. A developer named Sanjay pulled up a hospital supply allocation record and asked Rob what he could see.

Rob could see a routing recommendation for a vaccine that had to stay inside a strict temperature window. He could see the chain of custody. Human approval. Override history. The automated path’s cost against the human alternative. Power draw. A labor-impact trail. A timestamp for the recommendation and a second timestamp for the human acceptance.

“Who accepted it?” Rob asked.

Sanjay opened the record one layer deeper. The signature showed a name and a certification number: Nadia Cho, AISIO-CO-2841.

Rob read the number and moved on. That was the first mistake the day offered him: he treated a certified human’s name like metadata, a compliance checkbox, instead of a person whose authority, capacity, and liability the room would soon have to argue over.

“The system does not just record the model recommendation,” Petra said. She had moved beside him, binder open to a procurement timeline with tabs that looked used rather than staged. “A certified human has to review it before it can move.”

“Even if the recommendation is obvious,” Rob said.

“Especially then,” Petra said. “Obvious is where people stop checking.”

There it was. The system could route the medicine, but it could not deploy the route by itself. Someone qualified had to look at the chain, accept the recommendation, and leave a record that could survive more than a sales meeting.

Rob liked that. He hated how quickly he liked it.

The Continuity Layer’s field names read like his own memos—not approximately but to the word. Decision chain of custody. Compute-versus-human alternative. Graceful degradation under scarcity. Funded review capacity. Depreciation eligibility. The vocabulary had once lived in Rob’s notes as an argument about where costs went when companies pretended people had disappeared. Here it lived in a production record that decided
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