The Corrupted Record

Joe woke to a perfect morning, birds singing their cheerful greetings as sunlight streamed
through his window. Little did he know how this ordinary day would change everything.

Deep within a joint Google-Apple-Microsoft-IBM data center, technicians prepared to
launch humanity's most ambitious project yet: the Global DNA Database. This culmination
of a decade-long offshoot of the Human Genome Project had granted IBM's Watson
unprecedented access to worldwide DNA records. Scientists had posed Watson one
fundamental question: What was the true relationship between genetics, nature, and
nurture? Despite years of debate and conflicting data, no clear answer had emerged.

For a month, Watson processed the problem. Technicians monitored its progress meter—
installed mainly to prevent impatient humans from interrupting the analysis. Finally,
Watson produced a startlingly simple function: IN = f(THGGNA,T)

The scientific community was stunned by the elegant solution. Watson had discovered that
each human being was a time-based function, utterly unique and fundamentally
unpredictable. Even clones weren't truly identical to their originals due to the temporal
variable. While genetic matches might be close enough for medical purposes like
transplants, each person occupied a singular point in space-time. The implications were
profound: there could only ever be one Beethoven, one Einstein, each bound to their
specific moment in history.

This revelation led to the development of a revolutionary human identification system.
Political leaders, who had long sought unforgeable individual identifiers, quickly backed the
project. As computer specialists began generating the unique tags, it seemed the very
nature of human identity was about to change forever.

But Murphy's Law proved eternal. During a late-night shift, amid an impromptu game of
pizza-box baseball using wadded tinfoil as balls, a wild throw sent an operator stumbling
into a solid-state drive. By cruel coincidence, it was processing Joe's record. Poor Joe—of
all the records in all the data centers in all the world, it had to be his.

The First Signs

Joe first noticed something was wrong three weeks later when his credit card was declined
at the grocery store. Not unusual—he'd occasionally forgotten to pay a bill. But when he
checked his bank account on his phone, it showed a balance of exactly zero dollars and a
note: Account holder verification failed. Please contact customer service.



The customer service representative sounded genuinely confused. "Sir, I'm showing your
account here, but... there's a flag. It says your biometric ID doesn't match our records.
Have you recently had any medical procedures? Facial surgery? Retinal work?"

Joe hadn't. He hung up and tried logging into his email. Authentication failed. User not
recognized.

His social media accounts: Identity verification required.
His work portal: Access denied. Employee record not found.

By the end of the day, Joe had ceased to exist in every database that mattered. His driver's
license still had his photo, but when scanned, it returned an error. His passport was valid
until the border agent ran it through the system. His birth certificate was on file in city
records, but the digital index claimed no such person had ever been born.

The Unraveling

The apartment building's smart lock stopped recognizing his fingerprint that evening. Joe
had to call the superintendent, who looked at him with suspicion even as he manually
overrode the lock. "System says nobody lives in 4B," the super muttered. "Says it's vacant."

Joe's employer called the next morning. Not to fire him—they couldn't fire someone who
didn't exist in their system. They simply asked him not to return until he "sorted out his
paperwork issues." His boss sounded apologetic but firm. "Joe, | don't doubt you're you, but
according to every database we have, you were never hired. | can't pay someone with no
employee number, no tax ID, no... anything."

He tried to open a new bank account. The clerk smiled pleasantly until the verification
process began. Her smile faded. "I'm sorry, sir, but your social security number is showing
as... it says here 'corrupted data.' I've never seen that before. And your biometric scan isn't
matching any records in the national database."

"What does that mean?" Joe asked, feeling panic rising in his chest.

"It means," she said slowly, choosing her words carefully, "that according to our systems,
you don't exist."

The Ghost

Within a month, Joe had become a ghost. He couldn't work, couldn't bank, couldn't sign a
lease or buy a plane ticket. His landlord, sympathetic but worried about legal liability for
housing an "undocumented person," asked him to leave. Joe paid in cash—his last



withdrawals before the lockout—for a week-to-week room in a boarding house that didn't
check databases too carefully.

He spent his days in libraries, using public computers to research what had happened.
That's when he found the others. A support group had formed online—people calling
themselves "The Corrupted." There were forty-seven of them, scattered across the globe,
all sharing the same impossible story. They'd all vanished from every digital system
simultaneously, all on the same date three weeks after that perfect morning when Joe had
woken to bird song.

One member, a former software engineer named Maya, had a theory. "The Global DNA
Database went live that day. What if some of our records got corrupted during the initial
processing? What if the system propagated the corrupted data to every other database that
syncs with it?"

Another member, Marcus, who'd worked in data security, was less optimistic. "It's worse
than that. The new biometric ID system was designed to be the master key—the one source
of truth that all other databases would defer to. If you're corrupted in that system, every
other system treats you as invalid. And here's the real problem: the system was designed to
be tamper-proof. There's no appeal process because the designers never imagined it could
be wrong."

The Choice

Joe sat in his tiny rented room, reading the messages from The Corrupted. Some were
angry. Some were desperate. Some had already given up, living on the margins, working
under the table, existing in the cracks of a society that had no room for people who didn't
compute.

But Maya had posted something new: "I've been digging into the source code—don't ask
how | got it. The corruption isn't random. All forty-seven of us had our records processed on
a specific drive, at a specific time. There's a backup. Pre-corruption. But accessing it would
require someone with inside access to the data center, and it would mean admitting the
infallible system failed."

Joe stared at his reflection in the darkened window of his room. In the glass, he could see
himself clearly. Same face he'd always had. Same hands, same eyes. But to the world that
mattered—the digital world that controlled jobs and homes and identities—he was no one.
A null value. An error in the system.

His phone buzzed. A message from an unknown number: "Mr. Joseph Chen? This is Dr.
Sarah Kowalski from the Global DNA Database Project. We need to talk about your record.



There's been... an incident. We'd like to discuss options. Can you come to the facility
tomorrow?"

Joe looked at the message for a long time. After weeks of being ignored, dismissed, and
erased, someone was finally acknowledging the problem. But at what cost? Would they fix
his record, or would they simply make the ghost official?

He thought about the other forty-six members of The Corrupted, scattered around the
world, waiting to see if anyone would fight for them or if they'd simply fade away, statistics
in a failed system that no one wanted to admit had failed.

Joe typed his response: "I'll be there. But I'm not coming alone."
Epilogue: The Beethoven Paradox

The irony wasn't lost on Dr. Kowalski as she prepared to meet with the forty-seven
corrupted records. Watson's elegant proof had declared that each human was utterly
unique, bound to their singular moment in time. There could be only one Beethoven, only
one of each person who had ever lived.

Yet here were forty-seven people whom the system had rendered un-unique—stripped of
their individuality not by cloning or duplication, but by deletion. They had become nothing,
which was perhaps worse than being copies. At least a copy existed.

As she pulled up the backup files, preparing her presentation on how they could restore the
corrupted records, she realized the deeper truth: the system designed to prove human
uniqueness had revealed instead how fragile identity had become. With one corrupted bit,
one bumped drive during a game of pizza-box baseball, a person could simply cease to be.

And if the system could do it accidentally to forty-seven people, what might someone do
with that power deliberately?

The question kept her awake at night. But first, she had forty-seven ghosts to resurrect.



