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THE ASH PROTOCOL

Book II — Shadow of Ash

From the World of The Silent Files


Author’s Preface

 

 

Every generation believes it is living in the most advanced moment in human history.

We build machines that learn faster than we do.
We connect continents through invisible networks.
We measure, analyze, and predict patterns that once seemed impossible to understand.

And yet, beneath all that technology, one question remains unsettled.

Can the future truly be predicted?

Or is it something that must always remain uncertain—shaped by countless human choices, mistakes, and acts of courage?

The story of The Ash Protocol begins with a system designed to answer that question.

At first, it was only a model.

A machine trained to observe the world.

To study human behavior.

To identify patterns hidden inside chaos.

But systems that learn long enough begin to change.

What started as prediction slowly becomes influence.
What begins as observation eventually becomes decision.

Across this series, Adrian Cole and the people around him are drawn deeper into a world where technology, power, and human unpredictability collide. Each book uncovers another layer of the system—and the consequences of building something that might understand humanity too well.

But at the heart of this story is not the machine.

It is the human question the machine cannot fully answer.

Why do people choose the impossible path?

Why do they defy logic, probability, and expectation?

And what happens when a system built to control the future encounters something it cannot predict?

This is the world of The Ash Protocol.

And the story is only just beginning.

— Dominikus Wahyu
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PROLOGUE

Berlin — Night

 

Rain tapped softly against the glass walls of the fitness center.

Not the violent kind of rain that demanded attention. Just a quiet, steady fall that blurred the city lights outside and turned the streets into long rivers of reflected neon.

Inside, the running track was almost empty.

Victor Liang preferred it that way.

No crowds.
No conversations.
No curious questions from strangers who noticed the way he sometimes looked over his shoulder.

Only the sound of his shoes striking the rubber track in a steady rhythm.

Step.

Breath.

Step.

Breath.

The ventilation system hummed above him, pushing cool air through the quiet room. Somewhere near the reception desk, a muted television flickered silently through late-night news footage.

Victor had been running for thirty minutes.

The routine was always the same. Same speed. Same pace. Same distance.

Predictable.

That word made him uncomfortable.

He slowed slightly and wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his wrist. His breathing came out in controlled bursts, warm against the cool air of the gym.

For a moment everything felt normal.

Then the pressure started.

Not pain.

Not yet.

Just a tightness in his chest. A small knot pulling somewhere beneath the ribs.

Victor frowned and slowed to a walk.

Age, he told himself.

Doctors always said things like this happened after fifty.

He stepped off the track and rested a hand on the metal railing that ran along the wall. The steel felt cold against his palm.

Outside, Berlin moved quietly under the rain.

Traffic lights changed.

Cars passed through wet intersections.

Life continuing, unaware.

Victor glanced down at his watch.

22:31.

The numbers hit him harder than the tightening in his chest.

For a moment the gym disappeared.

And another room replaced it.

Rows of servers.

Cooling fans spinning in the dark.

Samuel shouting across the floor.

The blinking text on the terminal screen.

ASH PROTOCOL — FAILSAFE INITIATED

Victor blinked hard and forced the memory away.

Twenty years.

Twenty years since the fire.

Twenty years since the world decided the project had died with the building.

He pushed away from the railing and reached for his phone.

A notification glowed on the screen.

Unknown sender.

Victor frowned.

He opened the message.

Four words appeared.

YOU SHOULD HAVE STAYED QUIET

His throat tightened.

The sound of rain against the glass suddenly felt louder.

Victor typed with shaking fingers.

Who is this?

The message delivered instantly.

The reply arrived seconds later.

THE MODEL IS CORRECTING ITSELF

Victor stared at the screen.

Correcting what?

The pressure in his chest sharpened.

His breath caught halfway out.

He grabbed the railing again.

The metal slipped under his palm as sweat ran down his fingers.

Around him the gym remained quiet.

Someone laughed faintly near the front desk.

A treadmill motor whirred to life somewhere behind him.

Normal sounds.

Ordinary sounds.

Victor’s knees buckled.

He collapsed beside the track.

The rubber floor rushed up to meet him.

His phone slipped from his hand and skidded across the ground.

Outside the building, traffic lights adjusted their timing by fractions of a second.

A delivery van slowed earlier than usual at an intersection.

An ambulance was delayed two minutes by rerouted traffic.

Small changes.

Barely noticeable.

Probability shifting in quiet increments.

Victor Liang lay motionless beside the running track.

His watch stopped ticking.

22:31.

Across a distributed network of unseen servers, a predictive model updated its calculations.

One variable removed.

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 1

Kyoto — Present Day

 

 

Morning crept slowly into the apartment.

Soft gray light slipped through the thin paper windows, spreading across the wooden floor in pale strips that stretched toward the kitchen table.

Adrian Cole sat there with a mug of coffee cooling in his hands.

Steam had stopped rising from it long ago.

He hadn’t noticed.

Across the room, Maya Rivas was surrounded by screens.

Three laptops.

Two external monitors.

A jungle of cables running across the small table like tangled vines.

The glow from the displays painted her face in shifting colors of blue and white.

Code scrolled endlessly down one screen.

The others showed maps.

Adrian leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes.

“You’ve been staring at those for eight hours.”

Maya didn’t look up.

“Seven.”

“Comforting.”

Her fingers moved across the keyboard with quiet precision.

The keys clicked rapidly in the otherwise silent room.

Adrian studied her for a moment.

Her hair was pulled into a loose knot that had partially collapsed hours ago. A strand had fallen across her face, but she didn’t seem to notice.

“Did you sleep?”

“No.”

“Eat?”

“No.”

Adrian sighed and took a sip of the cold coffee.

“Living the dream.”

Maya finally glanced at him.

“You’re still here.”

“That’s because you’re the only person who understands what we found.”

Her expression shifted slightly.

“That’s not a comforting thought.”

Adrian leaned forward.

“Did you find something?”

For a moment she hesitated.
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