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The future forgets no one.

	Except him.

	 

	©2026 Ilias Nox & Partizaan Publishers

	 


ILIAS NOX

	 

	 

	 

	 

	THE OFFLINE MAN

	 

	 

	 

	PARTIZAAN PUBLISHERS

	 

	 

	 

	www.partizaan.be

	 


CHAPTER 1 — THE GATE

	 

	Adam only realized something was wrong when the gate stayed closed.

	He stood among hundreds of commuters in the central transit station, beneath the cold white glow of thousands of integrated LEDs producing the exact same color temperature day and night. People hurried past without looking up from their projection screens. Some wore transparent earpieces whispering a constant stream of information. Others moved their hands through invisible menus only they could see.

	Above the escalators, large white letters appeared:

	MOBILITY FLOW OPTIMIZED — EXPECTED DELAY: 0 MINUTES

	Adam pressed his left wrist against the scanner.

	Normally, validation took less than a second.

	Green light. Soft tone. Gate open.

	Now nothing happened.

	He waited a moment and tried again.

	Still nothing.

	Someone behind him sighed loudly in irritation.

	Adam pressed his wrist against the glass panel once more. This time a thin red line appeared across the screen.

	IDENTITY CHECK FAILED

	He frowned.

	It happened sometimes with older scanners. Or when the network lagged for a moment.

	The woman behind him moved impatiently toward another gate. There everything worked normally. Green light. Open.

	Adam tried again.

	The same message appeared once more.

	IDENTITY CHECK FAILED

	He glanced around, but nobody seemed to pay attention. People had grown used to small malfunctions. The systems had become too vast to function flawlessly all the time.

	Above him, a black observation camera slowly turned in his direction.

	“Is there a problem, sir?”

	A security officer approached calmly. No traditional uniform anymore. Dark gray coat, no visible weapon, only a thin transparent display wrapped around his left wrist.

	“My access is being denied,” Adam said.

	The man smiled politely.

	“Could you hold up your wrist for me?”

	Adam did as asked.

	The officer activated his scanner. As he checked the biometric tag, his smile faded almost imperceptibly. He looked back at his screen, typed something in, then waited a few seconds.

	“This is taking longer than usual,” Adam said.

	“Probably a synchronization issue,” the officer replied.

	But his voice sounded less convincing than his words.

	Meanwhile, people behind them diverted toward other gates. Nobody stopped to watch. By 2036, almost everyone had learned that standing still attracted attention.

	The officer looked at his screen again.

	“Could you confirm your name, sir?”

	“Adam.”

	“And your full identity, please.”

	Adam hesitated.

	“Normally that information should appear automatically.”

	“That’s correct,” the officer said calmly. “But at the moment we’re not receiving full confirmation of your profile.”

	Adam finally gave him the information.

	The officer ran another scan.

	A few seconds later, a new message appeared on his display.

	IDENTITY STATUS UNAVAILABLE

	Even the officer seemed startled by that.

	“What exactly does that mean?” Adam asked.

	“Most likely your central profile is temporarily unavailable.”

	“Temporarily?”

	“That happens sometimes.”

	But again there was doubt in his voice.

	Above the access gates, the lighting subtly shifted from white to cold blue.

	Adam recognized the system immediately.

	Enhanced verification.

	He had spent years working on similar infrastructures. Not this exact software, but the same logic behind it: detection, analysis, risk assessment, automatic follow-up. All supposedly in the name of efficiency and security.

	“Can I just go through?” he asked.

	“Give me another moment.”

	The officer received another notification. Adam noticed his eyes moving more quickly across the screen now.

	“So now there is a problem?” he asked.

	“We’re still not receiving confirmation from your central profile.”

	“Then verify it locally.”

	The officer looked at him briefly.

	“Local verification was discontinued last year.”

	Of course, Adam thought.

	Everything centralized. Everything connected. Everything dependent on the same system.

	Suddenly the station felt warmer.

	Beyond the glass wall, a train glided silently into the platform. Hundreds of passengers stepped out as if they were part of one perfectly programmed movement.

	The officer turned his attention back to Adam.

	“When was your last full identity update?”

	Adam thought for a moment.

	“Maybe two months ago.”

	“That’s considered fairly long now.”

	Adam looked at him in disbelief.

	“For an identity update?”

	“The guidelines have changed.”

	Adam gave a short laugh.

	“Apparently.”

	The officer didn’t react.

	Above them, the observation camera slowly rotated toward them again.

	Then suddenly a new message appeared on the officer’s display.

	His expression froze for a split second.

	Only briefly.

	Then he looked back at Adam, this time differently. More carefully. More distant.

	“Sir,” he said calmly, “I’m going to have to ask you to come with me.”

	 

	 


CHAPTER 2 — VERIFICATION

	 

	The security officer led Adam away from the gates without saying another word.

	They walked along a narrow glass corridor beside the station, separated from the flow of travelers by frosted panels behind which blurred shadows drifted past. Beyond the glass, the station continued operating as if nothing had happened. Trains arrived, doors opened and closed, screens flashed, voices announced departure times in different languages. Everything moved with the same unnatural precision.

	Adam felt his irritation slowly turning into something else.

	Unease.

	Not because a scanner had rejected him.

	That could happen.

	But because nobody seemed to know why.

	At the end of the corridor, the officer stopped in front of a smooth black door without a handle. He pressed his wrist against a hidden scanner. After several seconds, the door slid open soundlessly.

	“Isn’t this a bit excessive for an error message?” Adam asked as he walked inside.

	“New guidelines,” the man replied.

	The room they entered was small and almost empty. No desk, no windows, no personal objects. Only a transparent display growing directly out of the wall and a narrow metal table beneath cold white light.

	Adam looked around.

	“Cozy.”

	The officer didn’t react.

	He simply pointed to a faintly illuminated circle on the floor.

	“Please stand there for a moment.”

	Adam stayed where he was.

	“What exactly is this check?”

	“Additional verification. Nothing more.”

	“And what does that include?”

	“Retina scan, temperature reading, biometric confirmation and synchronization control.”

	Adam looked at him silently for a few seconds.

	“They used to call that identity control.”

	The officer barely shrugged.

	“The systems have changed.”

	“I keep hearing that today.”

	Still, Adam eventually stepped into the illuminated circle.

	Immediately a thin grid of blue light activated around him, slowly moving upward across his body. He felt slight warmth on his skin, followed by a nearly imperceptible vibration behind his eyes.

	SCAN ACTIVE

	The words appeared large on the wall display.

	The officer watched carefully as data began moving across the surface.

	PROFILE REQUEST
CENTRAL VALIDATION
IDENTITY ROUTING

	Then suddenly nothing happened.

	The system froze.

	The blue light around Adam slowly faded out.

	The officer sighed and tapped his wrist display again.

	Still no response.

	Adam noticed the man beginning to move less comfortably.

	“Did it freeze?” he asked.

	“Probably a temporary delay.”

	“Again?”

	The officer didn’t answer immediately.

	Adam kept noticing that. People rarely responded directly to questions anymore. As if everyone first needed internal permission from a system before daring to say anything.

	The man attempted another connection.

	Nothing.

	“Have you recently been in a non-synchronized zone?” the officer suddenly asked.

	Adam looked at him in surprise.

	“A what?”

	“An area without permanent network coverage.”

	“Those still exist?”

	“More than you’d think.”

	Adam thought for a moment.

	“I sometimes work at older infrastructure sites. Maintenance tunnels, closed transit lines, old transport systems. The network drops out there sometimes.”

	“How recently?”

	“Last week.”

	“Where?”

	Adam studied him carefully.

	“Do I really have to answer that?”

	“It helps the verification procedure.”

	“It was an old rail tunnel outside the city.”

	“Official assignment?”

	“Yes.”

	“For which agency?”

	Adam sighed softly.

	“For myself. I work independently.”

	That answer clearly didn’t reassure the officer.

	He looked back at his screen and entered something.

	“Fully independent?”

	“Yes.”

	“No central employment contract?”

	“No.”

	“No primary network affiliation?”

	“Is that a problem these days?”

	The officer looked at him briefly, but once again avoided giving a direct answer.

	Adam felt his irritation slowly shifting into suspicion.

	Not just because of the questions.

	But because of the way they were being asked.

	As if somewhere along the line the system had decided he was no longer fully trustworthy.

	Suddenly a sharp signal sounded from the display.

	Both men turned at the same time.

	A new message appeared across the transparent surface.

	CENTRAL PROFILE NOT FOUND

	For several seconds the room remained completely silent.

	Even the officer seemed unable to process what he was seeing.

	“What does that mean?” Adam asked slowly.

	The man visibly swallowed before answering.

	“That shouldn’t actually be possible.”

	“That’s not very reassuring.”

	“Your identity still exists partially in the station’s local cache memory, but the central servers are no longer confirming it.”

	Adam stared at him.

	“So officially I currently don’t exist?”

	“It’s not that simple.”

	“Then how is it?”

	The officer hesitated.

	“The system is currently unable to fully synchronize your profile.”

	“And what causes something like that?”

	“I don’t know.”

	That answer sounded more genuine than anything the man had said before.

	Adam stepped out of the light circle.

	“Look,” he said, “I just want to go home.”

	“I understand.”

	“Good. Then I assume we’re done here.”

	But before the officer could respond, another notification appeared on the screen.

	MANUAL ESCALATION REQUIRED

	Immediately followed by a second line.

	RISK STATUS: PENDING

	Adam felt the temperature in the room suddenly drop.

	“Pending?” he said.

	The officer continued reading silently.

	“What does that word even mean these days?” Adam continued. “Suspicious? Unstable? Unreliable?”

	“Again, sir, this is most likely a synchronization error.”

	“You’ve used that phrase the entire time.”

	The officer abruptly shut down his display.

	“Fine,” he said at last. “I’m going to restore your network access for now.”

	“For now?”

	“Your identity will need to be fully revalidated within twenty-four hours.”

	“And if that doesn’t happen?”

	The officer looked at him silently for a few seconds.

	Then he answered with noticeable caution.

	“Certain services may be temporarily restricted.”

	Adam gave a short humorless laugh.

	“Certain services?”

	He already knew the answer.

	Transportation.

	Payments.

	Communication.

	Access systems.

	Medical services.

	Everything depended on the same central verification network now.

	Everything.

	“Where do I do this update?” he asked.

	“At an official synchronization center.”

	“Most of those are automated now, right?”

	“Yes.”

	“Of course.”

	The officer activated the door again.

	“My advice?” he said while Adam walked past him. “Don’t wait too long.”

	Adam stopped briefly.

	“Has this happened before?”

	For a moment the man seemed unsure whether he was even allowed to answer.

	“Not like this.”

	That answer stayed with Adam as he walked back into the corridor.

	Behind the frosted glass walls, the station continued functioning with the same perfect efficiency as before. People passed by without looking at each other. Notifications flashed across displays. Trains departed exactly on time.

	Nobody seemed to realize how fragile everything had become.

	Adam slowed his pace slightly when he passed the gates again.

	Above the scanners, a black camera slowly followed him.

	For the first time, he understood something very clearly.

	The system hadn’t merely checked him.

	It had registered him.

	
 

	 


CHAPTER 3 — NO ACCESS

	 

	It had started raining outside.

	Not heavy rain, just a cold drizzle clinging to windows, coats and pavement stones. Traffic moved silently through the wide avenues as autonomous vehicles followed one another at perfectly calculated distances. Everything flowed in an orderly, measured rhythm. Even at this hour there were no traffic jams, no sudden braking, no impatient drivers.

	Adam remained beneath the station’s glass canopy for a moment longer. Around him, the evening rush continued without delay. People hurried past each other with their attention half-focused on projection screens hovering above their wrists or in front of their eyes. Some spoke softly to invisible assistants, others moved through personal menus with quick hand gestures.

	The city felt different than it used to.

	Not just more modern.

	Quieter.

	Years ago you still heard horns, arguments, unexpected sounds spilling from cafés or open windows. Now everything seemed permanently muted by technology that valued efficiency more than liveliness.

	Adam started walking.

	His apartment was less than twenty minutes from the station. Normally he took the metro line beneath the building, but after what had just happened he had little desire to pass through another series of scanners and verification gates.

	As he walked, he kept thinking about the message in the verification room.

	CENTRAL PROFILE NOT FOUND

	That kind of error was supposed to be impossible.

	ID8 had been built around permanent synchronization between dozens of servers, regional nodes and backup systems. The network existed specifically to prevent a single failure from blocking an entire identity. For years, that had been the main argument governments and tech companies used to convince the public to centralize everything.

	Adam knew that logic better than he liked.

	He had once worked on urban infrastructures connected to the same systems. Not full identity platforms, but smart access networks, transit control and automated verification systems. Back then it had seemed efficient. Inevitable. People wanted speed, simplicity and security. Nobody wanted forms, queues or administrative offices anymore.

	And honestly, the system usually worked.

	Until someone fell out of it.

	A delivery drone swept low across the street before disappearing between the towers. At an intersection, a group of pedestrians automatically waited until the markings embedded in the pavement turned green. Nobody crossed spontaneously anymore.

	Above the boulevard, a massive information display appeared.

	IDENTITY IS SECURITY
SYNC DAILY
TRAVEL SAFELY

	Adam glanced at it briefly and kept walking.

	When he finally reached his residential tower, he felt the tension return to his stomach.

	The building was made of steel, dark glass and smart façade panels that adjusted automatically to light and temperature. Once, this kind of architecture had seemed futuristic. Now these residential towers stood in almost every district of the city.

	Adam approached the entrance and pressed his wrist against the scanner.

	Normally he would immediately hear the soft unlocking tone.

	Instead, a red message appeared.

	ACCESS DENIED

	Adam scratched behind his ear.

	A second notification appeared beneath it.

	IDENTITY VERIFICATION REQUIRED

	He tried again.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
