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  Dedicated to everyone who thinks their delete history is actually deleted. Don’t worry, the future archivists of Duluth are very patient, and they have excellent backup drives.
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  Chapter 1: Intake Log

  
  




The shipment arrived on a Tuesday, which meant nothing in particular except that Tuesdays were when the frontier crews rotated supply runs through the Duluth checkpoint and the archive received whatever they’d pulled from the ruins. I logged the delivery at 09:14, reconstruction standard time, using the intake form I had designed three years earlier when the Cultural Trust’s original paperwork proved insufficient for the volume of material coming in from the Grainbelt. The form had fourteen fields. I filled in each one with the same black ink pen I used for all archival documentation, a Pilot G-2 07 that I kept in a case of eleven identical pens in my desk drawer because the reconstruction’s supply chain could not be trusted to provide consistency and the archive required it.

The delivery manifest listed nine hard drives, two boxes of unlabeled optical media, and a waterlogged cardboard file box containing paper documents in what the crew lead had described, in her radio transmission the previous week, as “mixed condition, mostly garbage.” The manifest was signed by Dagna Rault, Crew Lead, Grainbelt Frontier Clearing Unit 7, with a date stamp of six days prior and a recovery site designation of KS-ARC-11, which corresponded to the administrative district of what had been Kensington Settlement.

I unpacked the shipment on the intake table in the archive’s processing room, a twelve-by-fourteen space with fluorescent lighting that hummed at a frequency I had stopped hearing two years ago and a ventilation system that kept the air at sixty-two degrees Fahrenheit regardless of what was happening above ground. The basement of the former St. Louis County Heritage Center had been built to preserve things. That was its purpose before the outbreak, and it was its purpose now, and the continuity of that purpose was one of the few things in my professional life that did not require explanation or justification.

I started with the hard drives because hard drives were the most time-sensitive. Paper could wait. Optical media could wait. But magnetic storage degraded on a curve that steepened with every month of uncontrolled climate exposure, and drives recovered from frontier sites had often spent years in buildings where the temperature had swung between subzero winters and summers that pushed past ninety, expanding and contracting the platters in cycles that could render data unreadable if the recovery window closed before we reached them.

Drive one. Standard Western Digital consumer unit, 2TB capacity, serial number logged. The housing was dented along the left edge, consistent with a fall from a desk or shelf, but the connector pins appeared intact under magnification. I noted the physical condition as “moderate impact damage, connectors viable, platters unconfirmed.” The drive smelled like mildew and cold concrete, which was the smell of every building in the Grainbelt that had lost its roof during the collapse and spent subsequent years open to weather. I weighed the drive on the intake scale: 1.4 pounds. I recorded the weight. I placed it in a static-free evidence bag, labeled the bag with the catalogue number I assigned from the Trust’s sequential system, and moved on.

Drive two. Seagate Barracuda, 4TB, in a cracked external housing that had once been brushed aluminum and was now oxidized to a matte gray. Heavier than it should have been, which sometimes indicated water intrusion in the sealed chamber. I noted this. Serial number partially obscured by corrosion but legible under the desk magnifier: the last four digits were 7734. Physical condition: “external housing compromised, possible moisture exposure, platters suspect.” Weight: 1.7 pounds. Bagged, labeled, catalogued.

Drive three.

The third drive was different in ways I registered before I could articulate them. It was a 3.5-inch internal drive, no external housing, which meant it had been pulled from a desktop computer or a dedicated recording apparatus before being stored wherever the clearing crew found it. The brand was Toshiba, the capacity 6TB, and the serial number was clean, fully legible, printed on a label that showed minimal degradation. Someone had stored this drive with intention. Not tossed in a drawer or abandoned on a desk. Stored. The label was intact because the environment had been controlled, or at least sheltered, and the drive’s weight when I placed it on the scale, 1.3 pounds, was within normal range for a unit that had not been exposed to moisture.

I recorded all of this. I followed the form. Fourteen fields, black ink, sequential catalogue number.

Then I connected the drive to the intake station’s read-only interface, a quarantined system with no network access that existed for the sole purpose of performing initial directory scans on recovered media. The interface was air-gapped from the archive’s main cataloguing system. Nothing from the intake station could reach the primary database until I physically transferred the scan results via approved removable media. This was protocol. I had written the protocol.

The directory scan populated in eleven seconds. The drive was formatted in NTFS, which was standard for Windows-based systems common in institutional and administrative settings during the pre-collapse period. The root directory contained six folders. I read their names on the intake station’s monitor, a thirteen-inch screen with a crack in the lower right corner that I had reported to maintenance twice and that maintenance had declined to prioritize.

The folder names were alphanumeric strings. Not dates, not descriptions, not the kind of naming conventions used by civilians who titled their folders “Photos” or “Documents” or “Backup.” These strings followed a pattern I recognized because I had spent three years cataloguing material from reconstruction-era government offices and had become conversant, by necessity, in the administrative coding systems that the Upper Midwest provisional authorities adopted during the collapse.

The pattern was a location prefix followed by a department designator followed by a date range.

KS-CDC-M10, KS-CDC-M11, KS-CDC-M12, KS-CDC-M13, KS-EXT-M10, KS-SEC-M10.

KS was Kensington Settlement. CDC was civilian defense council. EXT I did not recognize. SEC was security, likely perimeter security, consistent with other settlement administrative structures I had catalogued. The M-numbers were months. M10 through M13. Months ten through thirteen of the collapse, if the numbering followed the standard reconstruction chronology that counted from the WHO’s declaration of global pandemic status.

I sat at the intake station and looked at the folder names on the cracked monitor and did not open any of them.

Months ten through thirteen.

The Kensington Settlement administrative record, as it existed in the archive prior to this moment, contained material from months one through nine and months fifteen through the settlement’s integration into the Duluth Reclamation Zone at month twenty-two. The gap between months nine and fifteen was documented in the archive’s collection notes as “no known surviving media.” I had written that note myself, during the initial Kensington cataloguing project, two years ago. I had confirmed it during the annual collection audit six months after that. The gap was a known quantity. It appeared in the Trust’s published inventory. It had been referenced in four separate parliamentary discussions regarding the Herd Amnesty Act, always in the same context: without visual or administrative records from the relevant period, verification of reported events at Kensington was not possible, and the Amnesty’s protections applied by default to all actions taken during the unrecorded interval.

The gap was the reason the gap mattered. The absence of record was, in the legal and political framework of the reconstruction, functionally equivalent to the absence of the events themselves. What was not recorded did not, for the purposes of amnesty review, exist.

And now, on the intake table, in a static-free evidence bag with a catalogue number written in my handwriting, was a drive that appeared to contain six folders of material from the center of that gap.

I completed the intake form for drive three. Physical condition: “internal drive, no external housing, minimal degradation, label intact, stored in controlled or sheltered environment.” Weight: 1.3 pounds. Connectors: viable. I noted the directory scan results in the form’s supplementary field, using the exact folder names as they appeared on screen, transcribed character by character. I did not add commentary. I did not flag the entry. I did not deviate from the form.

This was not restraint. This was training. The archive’s intake protocol existed to ensure that every piece of recovered media was documented with identical rigor regardless of its apparent significance, because apparent significance was a judgment, and judgments were not the archive’s function. The archive received. The archive recorded. The archive preserved. What the material meant was a question for later, for review, for the cataloguing phase that followed intake, and even then the archivist’s role was to describe, not to interpret.

I believed this. I had built my professional life on believing this. The archive was the record, and the record was the foundation, and the foundation did not move because someone decided it was inconvenient or frightening or full of implications that made the walls shake.

I placed the third drive in its evidence bag. I sealed the bag. I affixed the label. I set it alongside drives one and two on the processing shelf and moved on to drives four through nine.

Drive four was a laptop hard drive, 2.5-inch form factor, Samsung, with a shattered connector array that would require specialized recovery equipment the Trust did not currently possess. I logged it and placed it in the deferred-processing queue. Drive five was a Western Digital portable unit in a rubberized case that had partially melted, suggesting proximity to a heat source, possibly a structural fire. I logged it. Drives six and seven were identical consumer-grade Seagate externals with intact housings and the faint smell of rodent urine, which was common in drives recovered from ground-level storage in buildings where the local fauna had established residence during the years of human absence. I logged both.

Drive eight was empty. The platters had been physically removed. The housing contained nothing but the spindle motor and the actuator arm, frozen in place by corrosion. I logged the condition as “platters absent, unit non-viable, retain for housing reference only.” This was not unusual. In the early reconstruction period, hard drive platters were occasionally repurposed as reflective material for signaling or as components in improvised tools. The absence was unremarkable.

Drive nine was a solid-state drive, 1TB, in pristine external condition, which was suspicious. Solid-state drives were more resilient than magnetic media but also more valuable in the reconstruction economy, where functional storage was a tradeable commodity. A pristine SSD in a frontier recovery shipment meant either that the clearing crew had missed its value, which was unlikely given Dagna Rault’s reputation for thorough site assessment, or that the drive had been stored in a way that suggested its contents were considered more valuable than its resale potential. I logged it with a supplementary note: “Condition inconsistent with uncontrolled storage environment. Possible intentional preservation.”

I set drive nine beside drive three on the processing shelf.

Two drives, out of nine, that someone had taken care to protect.

I moved to the optical media. Two boxes, thirty-seven discs total, a mix of CD-Rs and DVD-Rs with handwritten labels in at least four different hands. I logged each disc individually, recording the label text, the disc brand where legible, and the physical condition. This took forty minutes. The labels were mostly dates and abbreviated location names, consistent with personal recordings made by individuals rather than institutional systems. Civilian media. The kind of material that filled most of the archive’s collection: people recording what they saw because recording was the only thing they could do, and doing something felt better than doing nothing, even when the something was holding a camera at a world that was ending.

The paper file box was last. I opened it on the intake table and assessed the contents without removing them, per protocol for water-damaged documents. The cardboard had softened and partially collapsed during transport, compressing the papers inside into a dense, damp mass. The top layer was illegible, the ink dissolved into blue-gray stains that spread across the pages like watercolor. Lower layers might be recoverable with proper conservation treatment, but that was a determination for the preservation team, not for intake. I logged the box as “paper documents, extensive water damage, conservation assessment required” and placed it in the climate-controlled holding cabinet designated for wet materials.

Intake complete. Nine drives, thirty-seven optical discs, one document box. I signed the intake form, dated it, and placed the original in the day’s processing file. I made a photocopy for the archive’s running inventory binder, a physical backup that Eirik insisted on maintaining even though the digital catalogue was the primary reference system. Eirik believed in redundancy. Eirik believed in paper. Eirik had spent thirty years in museums and had watched digital systems fail often enough to trust the version of the record that did not require electricity.

I sat at my desk and looked at the processing shelf. Drives one through nine in their labeled bags, arranged in sequence. The optical media boxes stacked beside them. The document box in the holding cabinet. A routine shipment from a routine frontier clearing operation. Material that would be processed, catalogued, and shelved according to the system I had spent three years refining, a system that treated every item with the same measured attention regardless of provenance or content, because the archive did not discriminate and the archivist did not anticipate.

Except that I was sitting at my desk and I was not reaching for the next task. I was looking at drive three. At the evidence bag with my handwriting on the label and the Toshiba drive inside, 1.3 pounds, connectors viable, directory scan showing six folders with administrative coding that placed the contents inside a five-month window that the entire reconstruction had agreed, by silence and by statute, did not exist in recorded form.

KS-CDC-M10. Kensington Settlement. Civilian Defense Council. Month Ten.

Someone on that council, or someone with access to that council’s proceedings, had set up a recording system. Had acquired or repurposed a 6TB drive for dedicated storage. Had organized the recordings into a filing structure that followed institutional conventions. Had maintained that system for at least four months, across what I knew from the existing record to have been Kensington’s most severe period of resource scarcity and perimeter threat. And had, at some point before or during the settlement’s collapse, stored the drive in conditions that preserved it for years of abandonment.

This was not a civilian with a camera and a compulsion to document. This was an institutional actor creating an institutional record. Parallel to whatever official documentation Kensington’s leadership was producing for external communication and, later, for amnesty filings. A second record, maintained in secret, stored in a room that, according to Dagna Rault, had been locked from the outside with a padlock.

I picked up my pen. I opened the intake log to the supplementary notes section and wrote the following:

“Drive 3, catalogue number DRC-2029-0914-003. Directory scan indicates administrative-coded file structure consistent with settlement-level government recording protocol. Content spans months 10 through 13, collapse standard chronology. This date range corresponds to a previously identified gap in the Kensington Settlement collection (see collection note KS-CN-004, dated 18 March 2027, author O. Fenwick-Laine). Provenance documentation in progress. Content review pending per standard cataloguing sequence.”

I put the pen down. I read what I had written. It was accurate. It was complete. It followed protocol. It said nothing that the fourteen fields of the intake form were not designed to accommodate.

It also said, to anyone who understood the archive’s collection history and the political architecture of the Herd Amnesty Act, that the foundation had moved.

I closed the intake log. I placed my pen in its case. I turned off the intake station monitor, and the cracked screen went dark, and the processing room was quiet except for the fluorescent hum and the ventilation system holding the air at sixty-two degrees, and the nine drives sat on the shelf in their bags, and one of them contained something that I was not going to watch today.

Today I was going to follow protocol.

Tomorrow I was going to follow protocol.

The day after that, when the provenance documentation was complete and the cataloguing sequence placed drive three in the review queue, I was going to sit at the intake station and open a folder called KS-CDC-M10 and watch whatever was inside, and I was going to do it with a form in front of me and a pen in my hand and the professional calm of a woman who had spent five years learning to look at the past without flinching.

I locked the processing room. I walked upstairs through the empty lobby of the heritage center. The light outside was flat and gray, midmorning overcast off the lake, the kind of sky that made Duluth look like a photograph of itself. The biomass plant’s chimney was producing its usual output, a pale column that rose and spread and settled over the western residential blocks with a sweetness that new arrivals always asked about and long-term residents had trained themselves to ignore. I stood on the front steps and breathed it in, the sweetness and the cold lake air underneath it, and I thought about a room in Kensington Settlement with a padlock on the outside of the door and a hard drive on a shelf inside, waiting in the dark for someone to come and read what it had been told to remember.

I went back inside. I had six more optical discs to catalogue before lunch.

The record was patient. I could be patient with it.








  
  2

  
  
  Chapter 2: Provenance Chain

  
  




Provenance is the spine of archival work. Without it, a record is an orphan. It can say whatever it likes, but it cannot prove where it came from, and a record that cannot prove where it came from is a record that can be dismissed by anyone with sufficient motivation to dismiss it. I had watched it happen in parliamentary sessions, in amnesty review hearings broadcast on reconstruction radio, in the slow procedural machinery of a government that had learned, with remarkable speed, how to use the language of institutional rigor to dismantle the things institutional rigor was supposed to protect. A record without provenance was anecdotal. Anecdotal evidence was, per Parliamentary Resolution 8-3, insufficient basis for amnesty review. The resolution had passed sixteen months ago. I had listened to the vote on the archive’s break room radio and written the date on a sticky note and pressed it to the edge of my monitor, where it remained, its adhesive slowly failing, curling at the corners like a leaf drying in the sun.

If the Kensington drives were going to be anything more than interesting artifacts in a basement, their provenance chain had to be unbroken. Every link documented. Every transition of custody recorded. From the room where they were found to the hands that found them to the transport that carried them to the checkpoint to the intake table where I unpacked them and assigned catalogue numbers in black ink with a Pilot G-2 07.

I began the provenance documentation on Thursday morning, two days after intake, which was standard. The intervening day had been spent on the optical media and the initial condition assessment for the waterlogged document box, work that required my full attention and that I gave my full attention because the protocol did not allow me to skip ahead based on personal interest and I did not allow myself to skip ahead based on personal interest. The optical discs yielded nothing remarkable. Civilian recordings, personal footage, the kind of material that constituted the bulk of the archive’s holdings and that I processed with care because every record mattered and with efficiency because the volume was relentless and the Trust employed three full-time archivists, of whom I was the most senior, and the backlog grew faster than we could catalogue it.

Thursday. Provenance documentation for shipment DRC-2029-0914, items 001 through 009. I pulled the intake forms and the delivery manifest and arranged them on my desk alongside the Trust’s provenance template, a four-page document I had designed during my first year and revised twice since. The template required the following: recovery site coordinates, recovery site description, recovery team identification, chain of custody from recovery to intake, environmental conditions at recovery site, condition of access points at recovery site, any observations by recovery personnel relevant to the material’s storage context.

For most shipments, the first six fields could be completed from the delivery manifest and the clearing crew’s standard site report. The seventh field, recovery personnel observations, typically required a follow-up communication with the crew lead. For most shipments, this communication was brief, functional, and unremarkable. The clearing crews were not archivists. They were laborers and engineers and former military personnel who moved through the ruins of the Grainbelt frontier pulling anything that looked like it might contain information and loading it onto transport vehicles alongside salvaged building materials, medical supplies, and the occasional piece of furniture that someone on the crew had decided was worth carrying back. They did not, as a rule, concern themselves with the contextual details that an archivist needed. They noted where they found things and in what condition. Beyond that, they expected me to figure it out from the material itself.

Dagna Rault was not most crew leads.

I had worked with Dagna on four previous recovery shipments, all from the Kensington district. She had led Clearing Unit 7 through the settlement’s perimeter grid over the course of eleven months, systematically working building by building through what had been a community of approximately two thousand people at its peak population during the collapse. Her site reports were detailed in ways that other crew leads’ reports were not. She noted structural conditions, evidence of habitation patterns, the placement of barricades and defensive modifications. She described rooms. Not with an archivist’s vocabulary, but with the attentiveness of someone who understood that the arrangement of objects in a space told a story about the people who had arranged them. I had once asked her, during a routine provenance interview, whether she had training in forensic site documentation. She had said no. She had said she just paid attention.

I reached her on reconstruction radio at 10:40, Channel 7-Alpha, the frequency designated for Cultural Trust communications with frontier units. The connection was poor, as it usually was when clearing crews were working in the southern sectors of the Grainbelt, where terrain and the remnants of collapsed transmission infrastructure created dead zones that turned conversations into exercises in repetition and patience. Dagna’s voice came through with the particular compression that reconstruction radio imposed on all transmissions, flattening the tonal range into a narrow band that made everyone sound like they were speaking from inside a metal cabinet.

“Fenwick-Laine, Trust archive,” I said. “Following up on shipment DRC-2029-0914. Provenance documentation. I need site context for the recovery, specifically the hard drives, items 001 through 009.”

“Copy, Trust.” A pause. Background noise that might have been wind or might have been the idling engine of a clearing vehicle. “Drives came from a single site. KS-ARC-11, Building 14. Former administrative center for the settlement. Two-story commercial structure, pre-collapse use was an insurance agency or something like it. Settlement repurposed the ground floor as their coordination hub. We’ve been through the upper floors on prior sweeps. Ground floor was cleared last month. The drives came from the basement.”

I wrote as she spoke. Building 14. Former insurance agency. Ground floor repurposed as coordination hub. Previous sweeps of upper floors. Basement recovery.

“Can you describe the basement access and layout?”

“Single staircase from the ground floor, reinforced door at the bottom. Somebody added a steel frame to the original door during the settlement period, bolted it to the walls on both sides. The basement was divided into two rooms. Front room was storage, shelving units, canned goods that had gone bad, water containers, the usual. Back room was an office. Desk, chair, filing cabinet, and the computer equipment your drives came from.”

“The back room. Was it separately secured?”

“Affirmative. Separate door between the front room and the back room. Also reinforced, but different from the staircase door. The staircase door was barricade work. You see it everywhere in settlement buildings. Steel plating, cross-bolts, the kind of thing people put up to keep infected out. Standard collapse-era fortification. The back room door was different.”

I stopped writing. Not because I had run out of space on the form but because the way Dagna said “different” carried a weight that the radio’s compression could not entirely flatten.

“Different how?”

“It wasn’t barricade construction. No steel plating, no cross-bolts. The door itself was original to the building, pre-collapse, interior-grade hollow core. Wouldn’t stop an infected for thirty seconds. But it was locked. Padlock on the outside. Hasp and staple, screwed into the frame, with a padlock. Not a combination lock. Keyed. The key was not present at the site.”

I wrote: “Back room door. Original hollow-core interior door. Padlock on exterior. Hasp and staple mounting. Keyed padlock, key not recovered.”

“Dagna, to confirm. The padlock was on the outside of the door.”

“Correct. Outside. Securing the door from the front room side. Somebody locked that back room from the outside and left.”

“And the barricade door at the top of the staircase?”

“Open when we got there. The bolts were disengaged. Somebody went down those stairs, locked the back room, came back up, and left the staircase door open behind them. Or at least unlocked it.”

I wrote all of this. I wrote it in the careful, unadorned language of provenance documentation, noting Dagna’s statements as attributed observations, timestamped, channel-referenced, with her crew designation and unit number recorded in the header of the form. I wrote it the way I wrote everything, which was precisely and completely and without editorializing, because the form did not ask for my interpretation and I did not offer it.

But I was thinking about the door.

A padlocked interior door in the basement of Kensington Settlement’s administrative center. Not barricaded against the infected, because a hollow-core door with a padlock would not have served that purpose and whoever installed the hasp and staple would have known it. Locked against people. Against people on the inside of the settlement, people with access to the administrative center, people who could walk down the stairs and through the front storage room and reach the back office where someone had set up a computer and a 6TB hard drive and recorded months of material organized by institutional administrative codes.

Someone had recorded. Someone else had locked the door.

Or the same someone had done both, sealing the room behind them when they left, preserving the contents against the possibility that another member of the settlement’s leadership might enter and discover what had been documented.

I was speculating. The provenance form did not accommodate speculation. I returned to the form.

“Dagna, can you describe the condition of the back room when your crew accessed it?”

“Intact. Sealed environment, which is why the drives were in decent shape. No water intrusion. Some dust. Temperature would have cycled with the seasons since the building lost climate control, but the basement depth buffered the extremes. The desk was set up like somebody had been working there recently, and by recently I mean recently relative to the settlement’s operational period, not recently as in last week. Monitor on the desk, keyboard, tower unit under the desk. The drives were in the tower and in a small case beside it. Filing cabinet had paper documents, which are in your water-damaged box. The cabinet’s seal failed at some point and moisture got in from condensation. The electronics were on the desk surface, above the water line. Whoever set up that room put the important things high.”

“The tower unit. You removed the drives from the tower on site?”

“Affirmative. Standard recovery protocol. We pull drives in the field, bag them individually, and ship the drives rather than the full units. Easier to transport. I labeled each drive with its position in the tower, bay one through bay three, and the external drives were labeled with their desk position. Check the bag labels.”

I checked. Each evidence bag carried a secondary label in Dagna’s blocky handwriting, noting the drive’s location within the room. Bay 1, Bay 2, Bay 3. Ext-Desk-L, Ext-Desk-R. And for drives six through nine, which had come from the front storage room’s shelving units: Shelf-3A, Shelf-3B, Shelf-4A, Shelf-4C. Drive three, the Toshiba 6TB with the administrative file structure, was labeled Bay 1. The primary drive. The one closest to the power supply. The one the system would have booted from.

“Anything else about the room that you noted? Objects, markings, anything your crew observed that isn’t in the standard site report?”

A longer pause. The background noise shifted, as though Dagna had moved to a different location, or turned away from the wind.

“One thing. It’s in my personal field notes, not in the unit report, because I wasn’t sure it was relevant and the unit report has a word limit that I’ve already argued with command about twice this year.”

“I’d like to hear it.”

“The desk had a calendar on the wall above it. Paper calendar. The kind businesses used to give out as promotional items. This one was from a hardware store in Fergus Falls. The calendar was turned to a specific month. Somebody had marked dates on it. Small marks, pencil, hard to read under the dust. The marks stopped on a specific date. I wrote down the date. Hold on.”

I heard the sound of paper being handled. Pages turning. Dagna kept her field notes in a physical notebook, a habit I respected and that I suspected she maintained for the same reason Eirik maintained the paper inventory binder: the knowledge that paper did not require power, did not crash, and could not be remotely accessed or altered by anyone who was not physically holding it.

“The last marked date on the calendar corresponds to day nineteen of month twelve, collapse standard chronology.”

Month twelve. Day nineteen. The marks on the calendar had stopped, and whoever was making them had not made another, and the room had been locked from the outside, and the key had not been found.

I wrote the date in the provenance form’s supplementary field. I noted it as an attributed observation from Dagna Rault, sourced from personal field notes, with the caveat that the calendar had not been recovered and the date correlation was based on Dagna’s on-site reading, not on archival verification.

“Dagna, was the calendar recovered?”

“Negative. It was adhesed to the wall and tore when my crew member attempted removal. I made the call to photograph it instead. The photos are on the crew’s documentation camera. I can send them through on the next data transfer.”

“Please do. Log them under the shipment number and reference the provenance interview.”

“Will do. Anything else, Trust?”

I looked at my notes. Four pages of the provenance template, filled in my handwriting. Recovery site. Building description. Access conditions. Room layout. Door security. Environmental state. Personnel observations. The chain of custody from the room to the clearing crew to the transport vehicle to the Duluth checkpoint to the archive intake table to the processing shelf where the drives sat in their labeled bags, each link documented, each transition recorded.

The provenance chain was clean. Every connection accounted for. A straight line from the locked room in Kensington’s basement to my desk in Duluth, with no gaps, no unattributed handling, no breaks in the sequence that would allow someone to argue the material had been tampered with or contaminated or introduced from an outside source. The chain would hold. I had built it to hold.

“One more question. The padlock. Is it still on site?”

“We removed it with the hasp assembly. It’s in the hardware recovery bin for the shipment. Should be at your checkpoint warehouse. I didn’t include it in the archive manifest because it’s not media, but I can file an addendum if you want it transferred to your custody.”

“Please file the addendum. I want the padlock and hasp catalogued as contextual material associated with the recovery site. Assign it the same shipment number.”

“Understood. I’ll flag it for next transport.”

“Thank you, Dagna.”

“Copy, Trust. Clearing Unit 7 out.”

The radio went silent. I set down the handset and sat in the processing room with my four pages of provenance documentation and the hum of the fluorescents and the steady sixty-two-degree air and I did not move for what I estimated was three minutes, though I did not check the clock because I was not timing myself. I was organizing.

The provenance form was complete, pending the calendar photographs and the padlock transfer. I could file it. I could move to the next item in the cataloguing sequence, which was the condition assessment for drive one, the dented Western Digital, a routine procedure involving the archive’s imaging station and a write-blocker and a software scan for file system integrity. I could follow the sequence. The sequence was the protocol. The protocol was the architecture of the archive’s credibility. Without it, we were a basement full of salvage. With it, we were a record.

I filed the provenance form in the day’s processing folder. I made a photocopy for the running inventory binder. I stapled the photocopy to the intake form for shipment DRC-2029-0914 and placed both in the binder at the correct tab.

Then I opened a new page in my personal work notebook, the one I kept separate from the archive’s official documentation, and I wrote a list of the things I knew and a list of the things I did not know, because lists were how I organized the space between evidence and implication, and the space was growing, and I needed it organized before it became something I could not manage.

Things I knew. A 6TB drive with institutional file structure, recovered from the primary bay of a desktop system in a locked basement office in Kensington’s administrative center. File directory names indicating civilian defense council recordings spanning months ten through thirteen. A padlocked door, locked from the outside, with a keyed lock whose key was not present. A calendar with date marks ending at day nineteen of month twelve. A room set up for sustained, deliberate recording by someone with access to administrative coding conventions. A provenance chain that was clean, documented, and defensible.

Things I did not know. Who recorded the material. Who locked the door. Whether the two were the same person. What was on the recordings. Why the calendar marks stopped on that specific date. What happened at Kensington between months ten and thirteen that required a parallel record, hidden from the settlement’s leadership or hidden by the settlement’s leadership, stored in a room that was sealed against internal access rather than external threat.

I did not know what was on the drives. I had not watched the footage. I had not opened the folders. I had followed the intake protocol and the provenance protocol and I had built the chain and the chain was clean and the next step in the cataloguing sequence was condition assessment for drives one through nine, in order, and drive three’s content review would come when the sequence brought it, not before.

I closed my notebook. I placed it in my desk’s bottom drawer, beneath a box of spare evidence bags and a packet of silica gel desiccants. I stood up, walked to the processing shelf, and retrieved drive one, the dented Western Digital, and carried it to the imaging station.

The archive’s cataloguing sequence existed for a reason. The reason was that archivists who skipped ahead based on excitement or dread or the particular gravity of a single item in a shipment of nine were archivists who made mistakes, and mistakes in the provenance chain could not be corrected after the fact. They could only be discovered, and discovery meant the chain was broken, and a broken chain meant the record could be challenged, and a challenged record in the political climate of the reconstruction was a dead record.

I was not going to build a dead record.

I connected drive one to the imaging station. I initiated the write-blocked scan. I watched the progress bar move across the screen at the unhurried pace of a system designed for caution rather than speed, and I filled in the condition assessment form while I waited, and the fluorescents hummed, and the air held at sixty-two degrees, and somewhere on the processing shelf behind me, drive three sat in its evidence bag with its clean serial number and its six folders of material from the months that were not supposed to exist, and I did not turn around to look at it because I did not need to look at it. I knew it was there. I knew what it might contain. And I knew, with the particular certainty of a woman who had spent five years building a system designed to make the truth legible, that the distance between might contain and does contain was measured in patience, and I had enough patience to cross it correctly.

The scan completed. Drive one’s file system was partially corrupted but recoverable. I noted the results. I moved to drive two.

The sequence continued. The sequence was the work. The work was the record. The record was the thing I could control while everything it pointed toward remained, for now, controlled by someone else.

The padlock would arrive on the next transport. The calendar photographs would arrive on the next data transfer. Drive three would reach the front of the queue in six working days, if I maintained the standard cataloguing pace and no emergency intake disrupted the schedule.

Six days. I could wait six days. I had waited five years for the archive to fill with enough material to constitute a comprehensive record of the Upper Midwest collapse. Six days was nothing. Six days was a line on a form, a date in a sequence, a point in the chain.

I picked up my pen and continued.
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The cataloguing sequence brought drive three to the front of the queue on a Wednesday, eight days after intake rather than six, because an emergency shipment from the northern corridor had arrived on Monday and demanded immediate processing. Two drives recovered from a flooded clinic in what had been Grand Marais, containing patient records that the Reconstruction Health Authority needed for an ongoing vaccination audit. I processed them in fourteen hours, which was fast by archival standards and appropriate given the health authority’s timeline, and I delivered the imaging results to Eirik by Tuesday evening, and he forwarded them to the requesting office, and on Wednesday morning the queue was clear and drive three was next and the eight days of waiting had not diminished the steadiness of my hands when I removed it from its evidence bag and connected it to the imaging station.

I want to be precise about the technical environment in which I first accessed the Kensington material, because the technical environment is part of the record, and the record, as I have established, is the only architecture I trust without reservation.

The imaging station occupied a dedicated corner of the processing room, separated from my primary desk by a rolling partition that served no acoustic or visual purpose but that I had positioned there during my second year because the act of moving from one workspace to another helped me transition between the administrative mode of intake documentation and the analytical mode of content review. The station consisted of a desktop computer running a Linux-based forensic imaging operating system that I had configured to boot from a read-only partition, ensuring that no write operation could alter the source drive during examination. The monitor was a twenty-one-inch display salvaged from a Duluth Public Schools storage facility during the early reconstruction, with adequate color reproduction for video review and a resolution that was, by pre-collapse standards, unremarkable, but that was by reconstruction standards a minor luxury. The system connected to source drives through a hardware write-blocker, a device that physically prevented data from flowing from the computer to the drive, ensuring that the original media remained forensically pristine. I had acquired the write-blocker through a trade with the Reconstruction Bureau of Investigation’s digital evidence unit, exchanging three months of archival consultation for a piece of equipment they considered surplus and I considered essential.

The room was otherwise unchanged. Fluorescents. Sixty-two degrees. The ventilation system performing its single function with the indifference of a machine that had no opinion about what was being preserved in the space it cooled.

I initiated a full forensic image of drive three at 08:22. The imaging process copied the drive’s contents bit by bit to a secondary storage device, creating an exact duplicate that I would use for all subsequent review, leaving the original untouched. The process took one hour and forty-three minutes. I spent the time completing paperwork for the Grand Marais shipment and did not watch the progress bar. Watching progress bars was not a productive use of archival time, and I had learned in my first year that the temptation to hover over a drive during imaging was a symptom of personal investment that the protocol was specifically designed to manage. The protocol managed it. I completed the paperwork.

At 10:05, the imaging was complete. I verified the hash values, confirming that the forensic copy was a bit-identical match to the original drive. I disconnected the original, returned it to its evidence bag, and sealed the bag with tamper-evident tape, noting the date and my initials on the seal. The original would go back to the processing shelf. All further work would be conducted on the copy.

I mounted the forensic image on the review station. The six folders appeared on screen, the same directory listing I had seen during the intake scan eight days prior. I had looked at these folder names fourteen times since intake. Not because I had been checking, but because the intake form with the directory listing was filed in the processing folder on my desk and I opened the processing folder multiple times each day and the listing was there, printed in my handwriting, and each time I saw it the names registered with the same clean weight.

KS-CDC-M10. KS-CDC-M11. KS-CDC-M12. KS-CDC-M13. KS-EXT-M10. KS-SEC-M10.

I opened KS-CDC-M10.

The folder contained nineteen video files, formatted as H.264 MP4 containers, with filenames that followed a date-based convention: KS-CDC-M10-D01, KS-CDC-M10-D03, KS-CDC-M10-D05, and so on. Not every day was represented. The recording intervals were irregular, suggesting that the system captured specific events rather than running continuously. File sizes ranged from 340 megabytes to 1.2 gigabytes, corresponding to estimated runtimes of thirty minutes to two hours based on the encoding bitrate, which I determined from the file headers to be approximately 4 megabits per second. Adequate for clear video in a fixed-camera setup. Not professional broadcast quality. Not consumer-grade phone footage, either. Somewhere between the two, consistent with a midrange security camera or a dedicated webcam connected to recording software.

I opened the first file. KS-CDC-M10-D01.

The image appeared on the twenty-one-inch monitor, and I want to describe what I saw with the same precision I would use for any content review notation, because the first image from a previously unknown source is an evidentiary event and evidentiary events deserve exactness.

The frame showed a room approximately fifteen by twenty feet, viewed from an elevated angle in the upper left corner, consistent with a wall-mounted camera positioned seven to eight feet above floor level. The room contained a rectangular table, wood-grain laminate surface, with eight chairs arranged around it. Six of the chairs were occupied. The lighting was overhead fluorescent, similar to the archive’s own fixtures, producing an even, slightly greenish illumination with no significant shadows. The walls were painted a color that the camera rendered as off-white or pale gray, though color accuracy from a fixed security-type camera was unreliable and I noted this in my review log. One wall held a whiteboard with writing on it that was legible in some areas and not others, depending on the marker color and the camera’s ability to resolve fine detail at that distance and angle. The opposite wall had a window that was covered, possibly boarded, with a material that blocked all exterior light.

The people at the table were engaged in conversation. The audio was present but compressed, capturing voices as a midrange murmur with occasional spikes of clarity when a speaker raised their volume or leaned in the direction of whatever microphone the recording apparatus used. The microphone appeared to be integrated into the camera unit rather than separately placed, based on the uniform audio distance from all speakers regardless of their position at the table. This was not a professional recording setup. It was a surveillance installation repurposed for documentation, or a documentation system built from surveillance components. Either way, someone had acquired the equipment, mounted it in a fixed position, aimed it at the table where meetings were held, and configured it to record.

I noted all of this in the content review form. Camera position. Room dimensions estimated from the frame. Lighting conditions. Audio quality assessment. Equipment analysis. These were the technical markers that the form required, the observations that would populate the catalogue entry and allow future researchers to assess the material’s reliability without watching it themselves.

Then I began to watch.

The first four minutes and twelve seconds of the recording showed the room filling. People entering, sitting down, arranging papers and water bottles and the small personal objects that people bring to meetings because meetings are rituals and rituals require props. The six individuals at the table were joined by a seventh, who entered carrying a stack of printed pages and distributed them around the table before sitting at the head. The distribution of pages was methodical, one set per person, placed face-down, which suggested that the contents were not casual reference material but an agenda or a briefing document intended to be reviewed together.

I could not identify most of the individuals from the footage alone. The camera’s resolution was sufficient for general physical description but insufficient for reliable facial identification of unknown subjects, particularly at the angle and distance of this installation. I would need to cross-reference physical descriptions with Kensington’s surviving personnel records, a task that would come later in the cataloguing process, after the content review was complete.

But the seventh person, the one who entered with the printed pages and sat at the head of the table, I recognized.

He was thinner than the photographs I had seen in parliamentary press materials. The face was narrower, the cheekbones more prominent, the kind of thinness that came from months of rationed calories and sustained cortisol and the particular metabolic cost of being responsible for decisions that determined whether other people ate. He wore a jacket that was identifiably National Guard issue, olive drab, with the insignia removed or absent, over a civilian shirt that might have been flannel or might have been a heavy cotton work shirt. The collar was turned up on one side, as though he had dressed in the dark or in a hurry or simply did not care about the collar because caring about the collar required a category of attention he was spending elsewhere. He sat down and placed his hands flat on the table, palms down, fingers spread slightly apart, and he waited for the room to settle.

Pavle Orlich. Parliamentary Representative for the Kensington Settlement District. Member of the Reconstruction Parliament’s Infrastructure and Expansion Committee. Co-sponsor of the Herd Amnesty Act. The man whose official amnesty filing for Kensington Settlement covered months one through nine and fifteen through twenty-two and described the intervening period as one of “diminished administrative capacity during which formal record-keeping was suspended due to resource constraints.”

I was looking at him in month ten. Sitting at the head of a table in a room with a camera pointed at him and printed agendas distributed face-down and a meeting about to begin.

I paused the video. I noted the timestamp: 04:12. I noted the identification: individual at head of table consistent in physical appearance with Pavle Orlich, positive identification pending cross-reference with settlement personnel records. I noted the clothing, the seating position, the posture. Content review protocol required description, not conclusion. I described.

I resumed playback.

The meeting began with Pavle speaking. His voice was clearer than the others, partly because he was closest to the camera’s position along the room’s long axis and partly because he spoke with the deliberate projection of a person accustomed to chairing meetings, pitching his voice to reach every seat at the table without raising it to a shout. The audio compression made some words indistinct, but the substance was recoverable.

He was reviewing the settlement’s weekly status. Water supply: holding, with a notation about filtration system maintenance that needed to be scheduled. Perimeter integrity: intact, with two incidents on the northern fence line that had been addressed by the security rotation. Medical supplies: below target, with a specific shortage of antibiotics that he described in enough pharmacological detail to suggest either medical training or extensive briefing by someone with medical training. Food stores: the subject received the longest discussion, with contributions from three other individuals at the table who appeared to be responsible for different aspects of the settlement’s food management, including storage, distribution, and agricultural production in what sounded like a greenhouse or indoor growing operation.

The meeting lasted one hour and seven minutes. I watched all of it.

Nothing in the meeting’s content was, by itself, remarkable. Settlements across the Upper Midwest had conducted identical meetings during the collapse, managing the same resource constraints with the same improvised administrative structures. I had catalogued footage from six other settlements that showed nearly indistinguishable proceedings: tables, agendas, status reports, the bureaucracy of survival. The content of the Kensington footage was ordinary in the way that all collapse-era governance footage was ordinary, which was to say that it documented people trying to maintain the rituals of organized society while the world outside their walls continued to disintegrate, and the ordinariness was both reassuring and, in a way that I had never fully articulated to myself, deeply terrible, because it meant that the capacity for structured decision-making persisted even in conditions where the decisions being made were about who received calories and who did not.

What was not ordinary was the recording itself.

I returned to the technical markers. The camera was fixed, wall-mounted, positioned to capture the full table with no blind spots. The recording began before the first participant entered the room and ended after the last participant left. The file was a single continuous capture with no edits, no cuts, no interruptions. The system was activated before the meeting and deactivated after, or more likely set to record on a schedule or a trigger. The file naming convention was consistent across all nineteen files in the M10 folder, suggesting automated or semi-automated file management. The encoding settings were identical across all files, indicating a stable, configured system rather than ad hoc recording.

This was infrastructure. Someone had installed a recording system in Kensington’s council chamber with the intention of capturing every meeting, systematically, over an extended period. The system was not visible in the frame, which meant the camera was small or recessed or positioned in a way that did not draw the attention of the people being recorded. None of the meeting participants looked at the camera. None of them acknowledged its presence. This did not necessarily mean they were unaware of it. People acclimate to surveillance equipment. A camera that has been in the corner for weeks becomes part of the wall. But the installation suggested, at minimum, a deliberate choice to document the council’s proceedings in a format that was separate from whatever official records the council itself maintained.

A parallel record.

I noted this in the review form. “Recording apparatus consistent with deliberate institutional documentation protocol. Fixed installation, continuous capture, automated file management. No acknowledgment of recording equipment by meeting participants observed in reviewed file. Recording system not referenced in any known Kensington Settlement administrative filing or post-collapse report.”

I opened the second file. KS-CDC-M10-D03. Another meeting. Same room, same camera angle, same participants with one substitution: the person who had sat to Pavle’s left in the first recording was absent, replaced by a woman with close-cropped hair who carried a ledger-sized notebook and wrote in it continuously throughout the proceedings. The meeting covered similar ground. Perimeter, water, medical, food. The food discussion was longer. The numbers were worse.

I watched the third file. The fourth. The fifth.

By the seventh file, KS-CDC-M10-D14, I had established a baseline understanding of the council’s composition, meeting rhythm, and discussion patterns. Seven regular attendees, with occasional substitutions. Meetings held every two to three days. Agendas structured identically each session, moving through the same categories in the same order, a bureaucratic consistency that I recognized as both practical and psychological. The familiar structure of the agenda was a container for content that was becoming progressively more difficult to contain. The food numbers trended downward. The perimeter incidents trended upward. The medical supply discussion acquired a new recurring item in file five: triage protocols for cases where treatment resources were insufficient for all patients requiring care.

I noted each file’s technical and content markers in the review form. I maintained the cataloguing protocol. I described the material with the vocabulary and structure that the Trust’s system required. I did not editorialize. I did not flag. I did not deviate.

But in the seventh file, at timestamp 38:44, during a discussion about the allocation of heating fuel for the settlement’s residential blocks, Pavle Orlich made a gesture that I rewound and watched three times. He was listening to a report from one of the council members about the fuel reserves, and his hands were on the table in the same position I had observed in the first recording, palms down, fingers slightly spread. As the report continued and the numbers worsened, his right hand rotated slowly, turning from palm-down to palm-up, and he looked at it. He looked at his own open hand as though reading something written on the palm. Then he closed the hand, turned it back over, and placed it flat on the table again, and he resumed speaking as though the gesture had not occurred.

I do not know what the gesture meant. It was not a signal to another council member. It was not a communicative act directed at anyone in the room. It appeared to be a private moment, an unconscious physical response to information he was processing, captured by a camera he may or may not have known was running. The kind of moment that footage preserves and memory discards, because memory edits for narrative and footage does not.

I noted it in the review form: “Timestamp 38:44. Subject at head of table displays brief non-communicative hand gesture during fuel allocation discussion. Gesture does not appear directed at other participants. Noted for behavioral baseline documentation.”

That was what I wrote.

What I saw was a man in a room where the food was running out and the fuel was running out and the fence was bending, and for two seconds his hand opened as though he was weighing something that could not be held, and then he closed his hand and he continued managing the end of the world with the same steady voice and the same procedural discipline that I had watched him use, five years later, in a parliamentary chamber built inside an ore dock on the shore of Lake Superior.

The same hands. The same table posture. The same capacity to absorb untenable information and convert it into agenda items and action assignments and the controlled forward motion of governance.

I closed the seventh file. I had eleven more files in the M10 folder and five additional folders on the drive. The cataloguing sequence would bring each file to the front of the queue in its turn. I would watch each one with the same technical attention and the same content review protocol and the same black ink pen on the same forms.

I saved my review notes. I closed the forensic image browser. I turned off the monitor. The screen went dark and the processing room was quiet and I sat in the chair at the imaging station and I was aware, in a way that I recorded nowhere and described to no one, that the material on the Kensington drives was not going to be a catalogue entry. It was going to be something else. I did not yet know what. I did not yet have enough evidence to define the shape of what I was looking at.

But the shape was there, at the edge of perception, the way a structure is visible in fog before the fog lifts. A parallel record, maintained in secret, stored behind a locked door, covering the precise period that the official record omitted. A recording system that no administrative filing acknowledged. A man at the head of a table whose amnesty paperwork described these months as a time of diminished capacity, sitting in a room where the capacity for documentation was functioning with systematic precision.

Somebody at Kensington had wanted this recorded. Somebody at Kensington, or somebody else, had wanted it locked away.

I stood up. I placed the review forms in the processing folder. I retrieved my pen and returned it to its case. I walked to the processing shelf and checked that the original drive was properly sealed in its evidence bag, which it was, and that the tamper-evident tape was intact, which it was, and that the bag was positioned correctly in the sequence on the shelf, which it was.

Everything was in order. The archive was in order. The protocol was in order. The review would continue tomorrow with file eight of nineteen in the M10 folder, and I would watch it at the imaging station with the write-blocker engaged and the fluorescents humming and the air at sixty-two degrees, and I would note the technical markers and the content summary and the behavioral observations in the designated fields of the designated form.

And somewhere in the back of my professional mind, in the space between what the form required and what the footage contained, I would carry the image of a man’s hand turning upward on a laminate table in a room where the calendar on the wall was counting down to a date that no one in the room knew was the last date that would be marked.

I turned off the processing room lights. I locked the door. I went upstairs.

The fog on the lake was thick that evening, and the biomass chimney’s output disappeared into it fifteen feet above the stack, and the city smelled like everything it was burning and nothing it was trying to become.
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By the end of the M10 folder I had established a rhythm. Two files per day, reviewed in sequence, each one generating between three and five pages of content review notes depending on the meeting’s length and the density of substantive discussion. The rhythm was sustainable. It allowed me to maintain my other cataloguing responsibilities, including two smaller intake shipments that arrived during the review period and the ongoing condition assessments for the optical media from the original Kensington delivery. Eirik did not ask about the Kensington drives specifically. He asked about the overall processing queue during our weekly status meeting, and I reported the queue’s position accurately, and the Kensington material was one line item among several, and the line item did not distinguish itself from the others in any way that the weekly status format was designed to capture.

The M11 folder contained twenty-three files. More recordings per month than M10, which meant either that the council was meeting more frequently or that the recording system was capturing additional sessions that had not been documented in the earlier period. I opened the first file, KS-CDC-M11-D02, on a Monday morning, and within four minutes of playback I understood that the answer was both. The council was meeting more often, and the meetings were longer, and the tone of the room had shifted in ways that the camera’s compressed audio captured with a fidelity that surprised me, because tone is not a technical attribute and the microphone did not know that it was recording something different from what it had recorded the month before. But the difference was audible. The pauses between speakers were shorter. The voices overlapped more frequently. The sound of papers being handled was sharper, pages turned with force rather than turned with the absent friction of routine.

The food crisis had worsened. I had seen it building in the M10 files, the weekly status numbers trending downward, the discussions lengthening, the agricultural report becoming the dominant agenda item by the folder’s final recordings. In M11, the crisis was no longer a trend. It was the meeting. Every session opened with food status and every session spent the majority of its runtime on food status and the other agenda categories, perimeter, water, medical, fuel, were compressed into abbreviated updates delivered with the clipped efficiency of people who understood that the thing that was going to determine whether the settlement survived the winter was not the fence or the filtration system but the caloric deficit that was widening by the week.

I will summarize what the footage showed because a file-by-file account would be repetitive and the catalogue exists for researchers who require that level of detail. What matters for this record is the trajectory.

Kensington’s food supply depended on three sources: stored provisions accumulated during the settlement’s founding months, a greenhouse agricultural operation that produced limited quantities of leafy greens and root vegetables, and supply convoys from the Duluth corridor

























































