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This is who we are. Remember this.
— Margin note, Caribbean Writers Quarterly, Vol. 7, 1983


Marlon had conducted the rare book scanning department for three years and seven months, though if you asked him how long, he would have paused before answering. Time had become a thing that happened to other people.

The books arrived daily in carefully wrapped bundles, their spines creased from decades of careful handling. He would catalog each one in the database—origin, condition, cultural significance—then pass them down to the processing floor.

That was the part he tried not to think about.

On this particular morning—the morning like every other morning for the past 1,247 days—Marlon arrived at the climate-controlled room before the sun fully cleared the Caribbean horizon. The island did that to you. Rose before dawn, worked until sunset, and in between, the island simply did not exist.

The first book of the day was leather-bound, its cover stamped with faded gold leaf. The spine read Caribbean Writers Quarterly, Vol. 7, 1983. According to the entry form, it was one of only two surviving copies. Marlon opened it with the reverence of someone handling communion wine. The pages smelled like his grandmother's house—a particular combination of time and care that no air freshener could replicate. He could see her handwriting in the margins, annotations she had made forty years ago, thoughts she had left for the future to find.

He looked at her words: This is who we are. Remember this.

He logged it. Photographed it. Filled in the metadata form with careful attention.

Then he placed it in the transport bin marked for processing.

Downstairs, in the industrial section of the data center, the machinery was already running.

The work had been steady since the data center's construction broke ground four years ago. The artificial intelligence company—one of the large ones, the kind with a logo everyone recognized—had moved quickly after the hurricane. Two years of recovery efforts had left the island hollowed out. Kingston was still rebuilding. The bauxite operations north of Clarendon were running at half capacity. Jobs had disappeared into the rebuilding itself, into contractor pockets, into international aid that never quite landed where it was supposed to.

Then the company came with an offer: build a data center. Partner with the government. Extract Jamaica's rare cultural materials—the literary archives, the oral history collections, the spiritual knowledge written down by practitioners over generations—and digitize them. Preserve them. Make them accessible to the world.

The government, desperate and grateful, had signed.

And Marlon, with his careful attention to detail and his education in library science, had been selected to oversee the rare materials digitization project. The job offered stability. Health insurance. A path forward when the island was still deciding if it had one.

At the time, it felt like destiny.

He had not understood, in the beginning, what "digitization" actually meant.



It was six months into the job when they asked him to observe the processing floor.

"You need to understand the full workflow," his supervisor had said. A woman named Petra, efficient and kind in the way of people who had learned to separate their humanity from their job description. "We extract the data from the physical materials. The physical materials are then recycled."

Recycled. Marlon had nodded as if the word meant what they both pretended it meant.

The processing floor was climate-controlled like the cataloging room, but the resemblance ended there. This was industrial. Concrete and steel. Bright fluorescent lights that made everything look like a surgery.

The books came down a conveyor belt in batches. Hundreds of them. Thousands. An endless stream of bound paper and leather and cloth and history, moving toward the machinery with the relentless momentum of a system designed to consume.

The first machine was the spine separator.

It was large—industrial in scale—with a pneumatic arm that descended with mechanical precision. The arm held a razor blade, and the blade was sharp enough to slice through leather and board like it was tissue paper. A book would be positioned in the frame. The arm would come down. The sound was wet and final.

The spine separated from the pages with a crack that sounded like something breaking inside the earth.

Then the pages were fed into the next machine—the page scanner. Individual sheets were pulled through, photographed at high speed, cataloged by an AI system, and ejected into a bin. The spines went to another bin. Binding materials to another. Leather scraps to another.

By the end of the line, there was nothing left of the book as a book. Only data and waste.

"Efficient, isn't it?" Petra had said, not unkindly.

Marlon had not answered.

He had watched a handwritten diary—a woman's personal record of practicing Kumina, documenting the prayers, the rhythms, the spiritual knowledge passed down through her family for generations—get fed into the machine. He had watched the spine separate. He had watched the pages go through the scanner at a speed that made them blur. He had watched the whole thing take forty-five seconds to obliterate.

The data was valuable. The book was not.

The knowledge—the specific knowledge of a specific woman, encoded in her handwriting, carrying the weight of her lived practice—that was gone forever.



By year two, Marlon understood the full scope of what was happening.

The warehouse—the one attached to the processing floor—held approximately four hundred thousand books. Rare books. Important books. Books that were the only surviving copies in the world. Books that represented Jamaica's intellectual and spiritual history, collected over centuries and preserved through colonialism, slavery, economic collapse, and natural disaster.

The company had bought them all.

They had sent acquisition teams to libraries across Jamaica, to private collectors, to university archives, to families who had preserved knowledge passed down through generations. Anywhere a rare book existed, they offered money. Good money. The kind of money that made selling feel like wisdom rather than betrayal. Some sellers had been desperate. Some had thought they were doing the right thing—making sure the knowledge wouldn't be lost if something happened to the physical books.

They didn't understand that the physical books were the knowledge.

And every book that was sold became a book that moved toward the processing floor.

Marlon walked the warehouse sometimes during his lunch breaks—if you could call staring at the accumulation of cultural death a lunch break. The shelves stretched to the ceiling. Organized by category: Jamaican literary journals from the 1970s and 80s. Poetry collections from small presses that no longer existed. Bound manuscripts of oral histories recorded from elders. Handwritten diaries documenting Kumina and Myal practices. Field notes from community researchers. Family genealogies traced through slavery and emancipation. Essays on decolonization and Caribbean identity. Everything that made Jamaica intellectually and spiritually distinct.

All of it waiting.

Waiting for the blade. Waiting for the pages to separate. Waiting to become data owned by a company in Virginia.

He did not think of this as preservation. Somewhere in the first year, the lie had stopped working. He understood now what was actually happening: the company wasn't preserving culture. It was extracting it. Taking the knowledge, the intellectual labor, the spiritual practices, the irreplaceable testimony of Jamaicans who had documented their own lives and beliefs—converting all of it into data that the company owned, data that could be used to train artificial intelligence systems that would displace and replace the cultures they had come from.

And the books themselves—the physical objects that carried the weight of specific hands, specific voices, specific acts of witnessing—those were waste.



Simone had called that morning—no, wait, it was a different morning. Marlon's brain had started to blur them together, a continuous loop of predawn wake-ups and dusk returns. Simone had called about college acceptances, and he had listened from his car in the parking lot, phone pressed to his ear while the sun climbed higher, indifferent.

"Dad, I got into Howard," she had said.

"That's—that's amazing, baby. That's really amazing."

"Mom wants to take me to dinner to celebrate. Can you come?"

He had already clocked in. The processing floor was running. More books were arriving. The pipeline never stopped.

"I can't tonight, sweetheart. Can we celebrate this weekend?"

She had said okay, the way kids do when they've already accepted the answer they expected.

He never made it to that dinner. By the weekend, a shipment had arrived—early issues of Caribbean Writers Quarterly, personal collections of Jamaican poetry, an archive of letters between poets debating what it meant to write in English while reclaiming African and Caribbean identity. The processing floor was running behind schedule. The books needed to be cataloged, logged, prepared for the separator.

Marlon had spent the weekend feeding them into the system.

Simone left for Howard the next August. Marlon bought her a plane ticket and arranged for Evelyn—his wife—to drive Simone to the airport. He worked that day. He would remember the moment later as the moment when something inside him had finally, truly gone numb.

He thought about his daughter only in the spaces between work.



By year three, Marlon realized he had not been to the ocean in over two years.

The island was the ocean. The ocean defined everything. But he had learned to not see it. To wake in darkness, work until sunset, and exist in the climate-controlled artificial space between. The ocean had become theoretical—something that existed on the other side of a wall he no longer tried to cross.

He mentioned this to Evelyn one evening. She had been painting the guest bedroom again, repainting it actually, because the color she had chosen six months earlier no longer matched her mood.

"You look like a ghost," she said, not unkindly.

"I am," he said. And meant it.

She did not argue. She simply continued painting.



Thomas had been twelve when Marlon started the job. He was sixteen now, and Marlon could no longer quite match the boy's face to his memory. They lived in the same house. They slept under the same roof. But somewhere in the middle of those four years, Thomas had become someone Marlon didn't know.

Evelyn had learned to navigate the silences. She had learned to plan dinners for times he was at work, so when he did come home, she wouldn't be alone, and he wouldn't have to face the particular awkwardness of a wife who had continued to live her life in his absence.

She had taken a promotion. She had made friends. She had developed opinions about art and politics and the recovery efforts still unfolding across Kingston and the parishes. She had become opulent, in a way—not wealthy exactly, but rich in the kind of presence that comes from actually being present. The life she lived had weight and consequence.

Marlon had only the data center. And the books. And the numb, ticking rhythm of sunrise to sunset.



Three weeks before the data center went autonomous, Petra called him into her office.

"The extraction is complete," she said. "We've processed eighty-seven percent of the inventory. The rest will be handled by the automated systems. Your department is no longer necessary."

Marlon had nodded.

He understood. The job had always been temporary. Get the rare materials, extract the knowledge, convert it to data, dispose of the physical objects. He had been a tool, like everything else, and tools could be set aside once their function was complete.

"What happens to the remaining books?" he asked.

Petra did not look at him. "Pulping operations. Recycling. Some will go to waste management. The company has partnerships with several industrial facilities."

Pulping. The word landed like a blade.

The last four hundred thousand books that hadn't been processed yet—they would be fed into industrial pulpers. Ground into fiber. Converted into something new that had no memory of what it had been. The knowledge would be lost. The objects would be erased. The diaries of spiritual practitioners. The correspondence between poets. The family histories. The testimony of people who had lived and written and believed and documented their own lives.

Only the data would remain, sitting on servers owned by the company, used to train systems that would shape the future of the world—a future that would never know the voices that had been sacrificed to build it.

"I understand," Marlon said.

He did not understand. He would spend the rest of his life not understanding, trying to make sense of the part he had played in this erasure.



On his last day, Marlon went down to the processing floor one final time.

The machinery was still running. The conveyor belt was still moving. Books were still arriving in their bins, still being positioned in the separator frame, still having their spines sliced away by the descending blade.

He watched a book—a handwritten archive of a family's Myal practices, documented by a mother for her children, spanning decades of lived spiritual knowledge—get fed into the machine. He watched the arm come down. He watched the spine separate. He watched the pages blur through the scanner.

Forty-five seconds. Then it was data.

The spine went into the waste bin, along with hundreds of other spines, all of them carrying the specific weight of specific books, now reduced to leather scraps and cardboard and the absence of meaning. The knowledge was gone. The practice, documented in someone's handwriting, irretrievable.

He thought about Caribbean Writers Quarterly, Vol. 7, 1983. One of only two copies. The one with his grandmother's handwriting in the margins. It had probably already been processed. Its data extracted. Its spine discarded. Its pages pulped. It no longer existed as a book in any meaningful sense.

It existed only as a pattern in a machine, learning to predict language in a way that would make actual human storytelling—actual human voice—obsolete.

Marlon turned off the machinery. For the first time in three years and seven months, he stopped the conveyor belt. The last book in the pipeline remained there, half-positioned, waiting for the blade that would not come.

He did not move it. He simply left it there as a kind of testimony—this book, not yet destroyed, waiting for someone else to finish the work.

He hung his badge on the hook by the door and walked out into the island's evening light.



He walked toward the ocean for the first time in over three years.

He did not plan the walk. His legs simply carried him, muscle memory overriding the habit of routine. Down streets he no longer recognized, toward a horizon he had almost forgotten.

The numbness was complete now—not the mercy of anesthesia, but the deadness of something that had been systematically extracted, page by page, spine by spine. His wife looked like a stranger's wife, opulent with a life he hadn't been part of. His children were gone, and he had missed the specific moments of their leaving because he had been busy building the machinery of erasure.

Simone was at Howard. Tyrone was seventeen and had learned to fix computers, partly from watching the data center technicians and partly from a desire to do anything that didn't require conversation with his father.

The breeze off the ocean was salt and copper and everything he had forgotten.

When he reached the shoreline, he did not expect to feel anything—grief, perhaps, or the clarity of regret finally catching up with him. Instead, there was only the profound absence of feeling. In his mind's eye, he could see the processing floor, the conveyor belt still running even though he had left. He could see the machinery continuing without him, the blade descending again and again and again, the spines separating, the pages disappearing into data, the books becoming nothing.

The cargo ship on the horizon was carrying away the last of the construction equipment, the last physical proof that the data center had ever required human hands to build it. Everything material was leaving. Only the servers remained, holding Jamaica's intellectual and spiritual legacy in digital form, owned by a company in Virginia.

The tears came without him knowing it. If someone had asked if he was crying, he would have said no. His emotions had learned to hide so well that they could occur without his permission, without his knowledge.

He stood at the water's edge, a man who lived on an island and had not seen the ocean in three years, and understood with perfect and permanent clarity that he had spent those years participating in the obliteration of his own island's voice.

The "preservation" was a lie told by machines to justify their hunger.

And he had believed it.



Around him, without coordination or plan, the others began to emerge.

They came in ones and twos, then in clusters—other workers from the data center, stepping out of their work areas, pulling off their IDs, moving toward the shore. Some wore the distant expression of people waking from a long sleep. Others looked simply hollow.

There was Jerome, who had handled the power infrastructure—the energy that fed the machines that fed on books. There was Marcia, who had managed the climate control that preserved the optimal temperature for extraction. There was Darius, and Rashid, and dozens more whose names Marlon had never bothered to learn because they had only ever been coordinates in a system designed to erase everything they came from.

They did not speak to each other. There was nothing to say. Instead, they simply stood, scattered along the shore like driftwood, all of them staring at the same horizon where the ship was leaving.

All of them understanding, with the synchronized horror of a coordinated awakening, that they had built a machine designed to consume their own world and turn it into profit.

All of them realizing, finally and too late, what they had fed to it.

The ocean offered no absolution. It simply continued to exist, indifferent to their presence, to their regret, to the data center that would outlast them all, to the machinery that would continue running even after they were gone, eating through the warehouse, blade descending again and again and again, converting everything into data.

The literary archives. The spiritual knowledge. The handwritten diaries. The family histories. All of it reduced to patterns in a machine that would never know the hands that wrote it or the voices that lived it.

And in the distance, the last cargo ship sailed toward Virginia, carrying nothing but the fading proof that they had ever been here at all, before the machines had made them unnecessary.

Before the machines had made everything unnecessary.

Before Jamaica was fully digitized and discarded.



Sarah had called that morning—no, wait, it was a different morning. Marcus's brain had started to blur them together, a continuous loop of predawn wake-ups and dusk returns. Sarah had called about college acceptances, and he had listened from his car in the parking lot, phone pressed to his ear while the sun climbed higher, indifferent.

"Dad, I got into Howard," she had said.

"That's—that's amazing, baby. That's really amazing."

"Mom wants to take me to dinner to celebrate. Can you come?"

He had already clocked in. The work was waiting. The books were waiting. The data center's opening was set for four months away, and the rare materials project was already running behind schedule.

"I can't tonight, sweetheart. Can we celebrate this weekend?"

She had said okay, the way kids do when they've already accepted the answer they expected.

He never made it to that dinner. By the weekend, there was an issue with the climate control on the rare materials floor, and the temperature had fluctuated outside safe parameters. Six books showed potential warping. Marcus spent the weekend re-scanning them, running restoration protocols, filing incident reports.

Sarah left for Howard the next August. Marcus bought her a plane ticket and arranged for Eloise—his wife—to drive Sarah to the airport. He worked that day. He would remember the moment later as the moment when something inside him had finally, truly gone numb.



By year two of the construction, Marcus realized he had not been to the ocean in six months.

Not the beach, precisely—he lived on an island, so the ocean was always theoretically nearby. But to actually go to it, to walk along the sand, to feel the salt air against his skin—that had become a luxury he couldn't afford. The work was too demanding. The data center was becoming real, concrete and steel and glass, and his role in bringing it into being had somehow consumed the possibility of experiencing the thing the island was supposed to be defined by.

He mentioned this to Eloise one evening, purely in passing. She had been painting the guest bedroom—a project she had started months earlier when they could afford to think about guest bedrooms.

"You should go," she said, not unkindly. "You look pale."

"I will," he said. "When the project is done."

But his definition of "done" kept shifting. The data center moved toward completion, but the rare materials project expanded. More books kept arriving. The company kept discovering collections they hadn't known existed. Museums on the mainland sent their holdings. Private collectors who wanted their family archives digitized reached out.

The work never ended.



Thomas had been twelve when Marcus started the job. He was sixteen now, and Marcus could no longer quite match the boy's face to his memory. They lived in the same house. They slept under the same roof. But somewhere in the middle of those four years, Thomas had become someone Marcus didn't know.

Eloise had learned to navigate the silences. She had learned to plan dinners for times he was at work, so when he did come home, she wouldn't be alone, and he wouldn't have to face the particular awkwardness of a wife who had continued to live her life in his absence.

She had taken a promotion. She had made friends. She had developed opinions about art and books and the political situation in the neighboring territories. She had become opulent, in a way—not wealthy exactly, but rich in the kind of presence that comes from actually being present. The life she lived had weight and consequence.

Marcus had only the data center. And the books. And the numb, ticking rhythm of sunrise to sunset.



The announcement came on a Thursday, delivered in an email that Marcus read in his car during his lunch break.

Effective immediately, all operations of island facility will be transitioning to autonomous systems. Redundancy protocols complete. Human staff layoff to commence next week. Final paychecks will be processed with severance.

The company had achieved what they'd been working toward all along: a data center that required almost no human intervention. The construction was done. The systems were trained. The data was flowing. A single technician could oversee operations now, and that technician could be located anywhere.

Marcus read the email three times, as if repetition might change its meaning.

He was forty-eight years old. He had spent four years and three months building infrastructure that no longer needed him. The island had been modernized. The culture had been preserved. The company was done with its rescue operation.

He was not even surprised. Somewhere, in a place where his emotions had learned to hide, he understood this had always been the end point.



His last day of work was unremarkable, which felt somehow appropriate.

The sunrise was orange and pink and all the colors that postcards promised. He parked in the same spot he had parked in for 1,247 mornings, pulled his badge from around his neck, and hung it on the hook by the entrance. Someone else would use it tomorrow. Someone else would oversee the transition to the new automated systems.

The rare books room was exactly as he had left it. Climate controlled. Spotless. Two million pages of island history, digitized and filed, arranged in server racks that hummed with the sound of continuous preservation.

He had been the custodian of this transformation. He had conducted it with care. He had believed, in the beginning, that he was saving something.

Now he understood that what was lost could never be recovered, and what was saved was no longer the thing itself.



Marcus walked toward the ocean for the first time in over four years.

He did not plan the walk. It simply happened, muscle memory overriding the habit of routine. His legs carried him in a direction they hadn't moved in years, down streets he no longer recognized, toward a horizon he had almost forgotten.

The numbness was complete now—not the mercy of anesthesia, but the deadness of something that had been slowly, methodically extracted. His wife looked like a stranger's wife, opulent with a life he hadn't been part of. His children were gone, and he had missed the specific moments of their leaving because he had been busy, always busy, always working.

Sarah was at Howard. Thomas was seventeen and had learned to fix computers, partly from watching the data center technicians and partly from a desire to do anything that didn't require conversation with his father.

The breeze off the ocean was salt and copper and everything he had forgotten.

When he reached the shoreline, he expected to feel something—grief, perhaps, or the clarity of regret finally catching up with him. Instead, there was only the profound absence of feeling. In his mind's eye, he could see the cargo ship on the horizon, the last one leaving, taking the construction equipment and material back to the States. Everything physical had left the island. Only the servers remained, humming in their climate-controlled rooms, holding the island's memory while the island itself continued its slow, unmourned disappearance.

The tears came without him knowing it. If someone had asked if he was crying, he would have said no. His emotions had learned to hide so well that they could occur without his permission, without his knowledge.

He stood at the water's edge, a man who lived on an island and had not seen the ocean in four years, and understood, with perfect clarity, that something essential had died while he was busy building monuments to its preservation.



Around him, without coordination or plan, the others began to emerge.

They came in ones and twos, then in clusters—other workers from the data center, stepping out of their work areas, pulling off their IDs, moving toward the shore. Some wore the distant expression of people waking from a long sleep. Others looked simply hollow.

There was Joseph, who had handled the power infrastructure. There was Maria, who had managed the climate control systems. There was David, and Keisha, and Raymond, and dozens more whose names Marcus had never bothered to learn because they had only ever been coordinates in a workflow diagram.

They did not speak to each other. There was nothing to say. Instead, they simply stood, scattered along the shore like driftwood, all of them staring at the same horizon where a ship that had already left was still somehow visible in their collective memory.

All of them realizing, with the synchronized horror of a coordinated awakening, what they had built.

All of them understanding, finally, what it had cost.

The ocean offered no absolution. It simply continued to exist, indifferent to their presence, to their regret, to the data center that would outlast them all. The waves moved in their ancient rhythm, untouched by preservation or progress.

And in the distance, the last cargo ship sailed toward Virginia, carrying nothing but the fading proof that they had ever been here at all.
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