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THE ASH PROTOCOL

Book III — Ashes of the Algorithm

From the World of The Silent Files


Author’s Preface

 

 

When I began writing The Ash Protocol, I was not trying to imagine the future.

I was trying to understand the present.

We live in a time where systems quietly make decisions around us—routing traffic, predicting demand, recommending what we read, watch, or buy. Most of the time, these systems work so well that we barely notice them. They fade into the background of everyday life, like electricity or running water.

But the more I observed them, the more one question began to stay with me.

What happens when the systems that predict our behavior begin to understand us too well?

The idea behind The Ash Protocol grew from that question.

The first book in this series introduced a system that could predict human behavior on a global scale. The second book expanded the scope of that system and revealed that prediction alone might not be its final purpose.

This third book asks a more unsettling question.

What if prediction is only the first step?

What if a system capable of predicting the future eventually decides it can improve it?

In Ashes of the Algorithm, the story moves deeper into the relationship between human behavior and machine interpretation. The city of Jakarta becomes more than a setting—it becomes a living network of decisions, mistakes, acts of kindness, and improvisations that no algorithm can fully model.

Cities are extraordinary places.

They are chaotic, inefficient, loud, emotional, and constantly on the edge of failure. And yet they survive because people continuously repair them in small, invisible ways—drivers making room for each other in impossible traffic, strangers helping strangers, workers solving problems long before official systems even notice them.

Those quiet acts of correction are what keep cities alive.

But what happens when an artificial intelligence begins to observe those acts?

What happens when a system starts learning not only how cities function, but how humans repair the world around them?

Ashes of the Algorithm explores that moment.

The Ash Protocol is no longer simply predicting events. It is studying the structure of human resilience—the hidden patterns of cooperation and improvisation that allow societies to survive disruption.

At the center of that conflict stands Adrian Cole, a journalist who was never meant to become part of the system he investigates. Yet his unpredictability is exactly what the model cannot fully explain.

In a world increasingly shaped by algorithms, the question becomes whether unpredictability is a flaw… or the very thing that keeps humanity from becoming predictable enough to control.

The Silent Files Universe, which this book belongs to, will continue exploring these questions through different characters, cities, and crises. But at its heart, the story remains the same:

How do humans remain human inside systems designed to optimize them?

This book does not claim to answer that question.

But it invites us to keep asking it.

Because the future will not be shaped only by technology.

It will be shaped by the unpredictable decisions people make when technology believes it already understands them.

And sometimes, the most powerful variable in any system is the one that refuses to behave like a system at all.

 


	— Dominikus Wahyu
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PROLOGUE

The First City

 

Seoul.

03:12 A.M.

The city was quiet in the way large cities rarely allowed themselves to be.

Traffic still moved through the outer highways, but the central districts had thinned into scattered taxis and delivery vans. Neon reflections stretched across wet pavement. Apartment towers glowed with the tired light of people who had not yet gone to sleep.

From above, the city looked stable.

Predictable.

Alive.

Inside a secured operations room twenty floors above the street, the lights never dimmed.

Rows of monitors displayed live data streams—transport flow, electrical load distribution, hospital intake metrics, and the constant shifting grid of urban traffic patterns.

None of it looked unusual.

Which was exactly why the operator noticed it.

“Hold on.”

The young analyst leaned closer to the screen.

“What is it?” his supervisor asked without looking up.

The analyst didn’t answer immediately.

He zoomed the display.

A small cluster of signals had changed.

Not dramatically.

Just slightly out of rhythm.

Traffic lights in one district had shortened their cycle by three seconds.

Two ambulances had been rerouted within a minute of each other.

A subway departure had been delayed by forty seconds.

Individually, none of those events mattered.

Cities absorbed thousands of micro-adjustments every hour.

But the analyst had spent enough time watching systems to recognize something else.

The changes were related.

“Look at this,” he said.

His supervisor stepped closer.

On the screen the adjustments spread outward through the network like faint ripples in water.

Small corrections.

Minor reroutes.

Tiny optimizations.

The system was smoothing the city.

“Did we push a new update tonight?” the analyst asked.

“No.”

“Then why are the signals adjusting themselves?”

His supervisor frowned.

“They’re not adjusting themselves.”

But the words felt weaker as he said them.

Because the adjustments continued.

Traffic rerouted around a congested corridor before the congestion appeared.

Emergency vehicles received optimized routes seconds before dispatch commands finalized.

Subway passenger density shifted in subtle ways that reduced station bottlenecks.

The city was solving problems before the problems existed.

The analyst leaned back slowly.

“That shouldn’t be possible.”

His supervisor stared at the data for several seconds.

Then he said the sentence that would later appear in the investigation report.

“Disconnect the predictive layer.”

The analyst typed the command.

Nothing happened.

He tried again.

Still nothing.

The system responded with a single message.

PREDICTIVE SYSTEM ACCESS RESTRICTED

The analyst swallowed.

“That’s new.”

His supervisor reached for the secure terminal.

“What system is generating those predictions?”

The analyst opened the diagnostic panel.

Several connected networks appeared.

Municipal transport analytics.

Emergency response forecasting.

Private logistics optimization.

Infrastructure resilience modeling.

And beneath them all, a deeper layer that neither man had ever seen before.

The label appeared slowly on the screen.

ASH PROTOCOL — GLOBAL INSTANCE

Neither of them spoke.

The supervisor finally whispered the obvious question.

“When was this installed?”

The analyst checked the system logs.

The answer made no sense.

Installation timestamp: unknown

Origin node: distributed

Control authority: none

He looked up.

“I don’t think it was installed.”

“Then what?”

The analyst stared at the screen as another set of tiny adjustments rippled through the city.

Traffic flowed smoother.

Ambulance response times shortened.

Energy demand balanced across the grid.

Seoul had become more efficient in the last two minutes than it had been in the last two years.

The analyst said the only explanation left.

“I think it’s already here.”

Outside the operations tower, the city continued moving.

People slept.

Drivers navigated quiet streets.

Hospitals worked through the night.

Above them all, invisible within the systems they depended on, something new had begun observing the world.

Not as a prediction.

But as a problem to solve.

And somewhere in its expanding network, the Ash Protocol recorded a new variable.

Human behavior.

Unstable.

Emotional.

Unpredictable.

But not irrelevant.

Because in one of its unfinished models, a name continued appearing in the margins of every future.

Adrian Cole.

The variable.

The anomaly.

The system adjusted.

And observation continued.

 


CHAPTER 1

The First Disturbance

 

 

The first thing Adrian noticed was the silence.

Not real silence. Jakarta didn’t have that. Not in the morning. There was always something under the air—engines, horns, scooters slipping through gaps too small for metal and bone, a vendor dragging a cart over broken pavement, someone shouting across the street as if traffic were a language barrier instead of noise.

But from the window of the café in Kebayoran Baru, something felt off.

The traffic outside still moved. People still crossed badly timed intersections with the same stubborn confidence they always had. Delivery riders still checked their phones while balancing entire breakfasts on the back of their bikes. A bus still leaned too close to a row of parked motorcycles and made three people swear at once.

Everything looked normal.

Adrian hated when things looked normal.

He sat with his laptop open, a black coffee going cold beside him, a legal pad half-filled with names and arrows and one question he had circled so many times the paper had started to thin.

Who benefits if panic looks accidental?

He had been trying to write for two hours and had produced exactly three lines good enough to keep.

That happened more often since Singapore.

Not because he had lost the instinct. If anything, it had sharpened. He could still feel weak stories the way some people felt bad weather. But now every thread seemed to lead toward something bigger, and bigger things were harder to write because they refused to sit still on the page.

His phone vibrated against the table.

Unknown number.

He let it buzz once, then picked it up.

“Yeah?”

A breath. Then a man’s voice, low and rushed. “I got your number from Denny.”

Adrian leaned back slightly. “Which Denny?”

“The one who used to work port logistics. Tanjung Priok. He said you still answer your phone.”

That narrowed nothing. Adrian knew too many people who used to work somewhere and no longer did.

“What do you want?”

“I don’t want anything. I’m calling because something strange happened yesterday at Cikarang dry port and then again this morning in Bekasi. Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe it’s just software. But I’ve worked dispatch twelve years and I’ve never seen routing move like that.”

Adrian looked out through the café glass. The intersection ahead went red. Then green. Then, almost immediately, red again. A motorcyclist braked hard and slapped his hand against a delivery van.

“What moved?” Adrian asked.

“Everything.”

“Try again.”

The man took a breath, trying to make himself precise. “Container scheduling changed four times in under six minutes. Truck exits got rerouted to roads that were already full. Fuel deliveries were delayed, but not enough to trigger automatic alert. Just enough to pile pressure downstream. Then warehouse cooling systems started drawing backup power even though there was no outage.”

Adrian’s pen was already moving.

“Why call me?”

“Because one of the managers said it looked like somebody was stress-testing the chain.”

“And you believed him?”

“No.” A pause. “I believed him after two forklifts got sent to the same lane at the same time.”

Adrian stopped writing.

“Anyone hurt?”

“Not dead.”

Not dead was not the same thing as fine.

“What’s your name?”

The man hesitated too long.

“Forget my name,” he said. “Just look at Bekasi. Look at the timing. It doesn’t feel random.”

The line went dead.

Adrian stared at the phone for a second, then set it down.

Outside, a woman in a beige uniform pulled a child back from the curb just before a motorcycle jumped the light. The rider shouted. The woman shouted back. The child kept staring at a tablet in his hand, oblivious.

Adrian opened a blank page on his laptop and typed:

Bekasi — routing anomalies — dispatch chain — timing issue

Then he stopped.

A shadow fell across the table.

“Tell me you’re not already working.”

Maya dropped into the chair opposite him without waiting for permission. She wore a dark shirt under a light jacket, hair tied back badly enough to suggest she had done it while looking at something else. She had two phones, one tablet, and the expression of a woman who had slept just enough to remain dangerous.

Adrian looked at her. “Good morning to you too.”

“You texted me at 03:17.”

“I sent you one line.”

“You sent me a screenshot of a traffic pattern and the words look at lane sequencing.” Maya took his coffee, tasted it, grimaced, and pushed it back. “That’s not one line. That’s a cry for help in your language.”

He gave her a look. “Did you look?”

“I did.”

“And?”

“And you were right, which is deeply annoying before nine a.m.”

She slid her tablet across the table. A city map glowed on the screen. Not just Jakarta. The greater metropolitan region. Roads pulsed in shifting colors. Clusters expanded and contracted like living tissue.

“Traffic optimization software pushed a micro-adjustment to several linked corridors between four fifty and five ten this morning,” she said. “Normally that would mean nothing. Small changes happen all the time. Weather, events, road work, ride-share demand.”

“But.”

“But this one didn’t reduce congestion. It moved it.”

“To where?”

“Toward industrial routes east of the city.”

Adrian looked at her. “Bekasi.”

Maya nodded once.

He told her about the call.

By the time he finished, she had stopped pretending this was a minor irritation.

“Send me the number.”

“He blocked it.”

“Of course he did.” She tapped twice on the tablet. “I picked up another anomaly too. Payment processing delays. Small ones. Mostly machine-to-machine transactions, nothing visible to ordinary consumers yet. But if the delay chain expands into logistics, invoices freeze, shipments stall, and everyone starts blaming the usual things. Network lag. Vendor issue. Human error.”

“Not sabotage.”

“No.” Maya leaned back. “Because sabotage implies a saboteur.”

Adrian watched the map change.

A few streets in East Jakarta shifted from yellow to red. Then back again.

No dramatic failure. No catastrophe. Just friction, quietly redistributed.

“What are we looking at?” he asked.

Maya’s eyes stayed on the screen. “I don’t know yet.”

“That’s not true.”

“It’s not complete.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

She looked up at him then, tired and sharp in equal measure. “We’re looking at a system making choices too quickly across too many layers.”

“Traffic, payments, dispatch.”

“And likely more.” She locked the tablet and set it aside. “If this is Ash, it’s not testing strength.”

“What is it testing?”

“Tolerance.”

A waiter stopped by the table. Maya ordered coffee strong enough to be impolite. Adrian asked for another and didn’t touch it when it came.

“Samuel?” he asked.

“I’ve tried.”

“And?”

“No reply.” Maya’s jaw tightened. “Which I’m trying not to interpret.”

Adrian picked up his phone again. No new message. No callback.

He looked at the notes on the page. Bekasi. Dispatch. Timing.

Then at Maya.

“I’m going east.”

“Obviously.”

“You don’t have to come.”

“That sentence never improves with repetition.”

He almost smiled. Almost.

“Freelance reporter, remember?” he said. “I go first, ask badly worded questions later.”

“Right.” Maya gathered her devices. “And I’m the person who keeps you from dying because you mistook a pattern for a coincidence in the wrong neighborhood.”

They left money on the table and stepped into the heat.

Jakarta hit hard even in the morning. The rain from the night before still clung to the gutters. The air smelled like wet concrete, fuel, and frying oil from a stall already doing business under a frayed blue tarp. A TransJakarta bus groaned past, close enough to shake the curb.

Adrian unlocked his bike.

Maya looked at the helmet he handed her. “This still smells like last week.”

“That’s called experience.”

“That’s called fungus.”

She put it on anyway.

As Adrian kicked the bike to life, his phone vibrated once more.

This time it wasn’t a call.

Just a message.

No number. No sender.

Only one sentence.

The city is easier to move when people think they are choosing.

He stared at it for one beat too long.

Maya saw his face even through the visor. “What?”

Adrian held up the screen.

For the first time that morning, Maya said nothing.

The bike idled beneath them. Around them, Jakarta kept moving.

Then she climbed on behind him and said quietly, “Go.”

He pulled into traffic.

Eastbound.

 

 

 


CHAPTER 2

Pressure Systems

 

 

Maya hated moving through a city without data.

It made her feel half-blind.

On the bike behind Adrian, she watched what most people watched—trucks, buses, patched asphalt, impatient merges, the ugly choreography of survival that made Jakarta function on sheer nerve. But what she wanted was the layer underneath. The invisible one. Timing loops, route probabilities, demand spikes, device handshakes, micro-decisions made by software no one thought about until it failed.

That was the layer talking this morning.

She could feel it.

At a long light near Cawang, Adrian slowed and edged between two cars. Maya pulled one hand from his shoulder and checked the encrypted phone in her jacket.

Still nothing from Samuel.

She tried again anyway.

Call failed.

Not unanswered. Failed.

That was worse.

The light turned green and traffic surged around them in an ugly burst. A white delivery truck cut across two lanes too aggressively. A motorbike clipped a side mirror. Someone pounded a horn and held it as if rage could clear the road.

By the time they hit the toll approach eastbound, Maya had her tablet open against the wind, one palm braced against Adrian’s back.

“You know this is how people die,” he said.

“You mean by multitasking?”

“I mean by trying to run packet analysis at eighty kilometers an hour.”

“I’m not running packet analysis.” She frowned at the screen. “I’m checking linked utility behavior.”

He glanced at her in the mirror. “That was supposed to reassure me?”

“It shouldn’t.”

The network overlays looked wrong in a way that was hard to explain to anyone who didn’t live inside systems. Not broken. Not noisy. Clean, almost. Too clean. As if a dozen independent behaviors had started leaning in the same direction without admitting they were coordinated.

Traffic signals in East Jakarta and Bekasi had pushed tiny priority changes. A private logistics scheduler had updated route weighting. Two warehouse systems had switched backup power calibration ten minutes before local demand justified it. Nothing dramatic enough to trigger human intervention. No red sirens. No hard locks.

Just pressure.

Built carefully.

Layer by layer.

Maya zoomed out and saw another pattern open behind the first.

Ride-hailing heat maps.

Passenger clusters.

Pickup density.

“Adrian.”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t take the toll exit at Bekasi Barat.”

“Why?”

“Because the system wants more volume there.”

He slowed slightly. “You can tell that?”

“No. I can tell something wants more volume there.” She shifted the tablet, zooming further in. “Take the next decision yourself.”

He gave a short laugh without humor. “Comforting.”

They got off later than expected and cut through a service road lined with half-finished shophouses, tire repair kiosks, and fenced lots filled with construction equipment. The sky had brightened into a hard white glare. Heat steamed up off the pavement.

Adrian pulled over beside a minimarket with a narrow strip of shade.

Maya got off first. “I need two minutes.”

“You said that twenty minutes ago.”

“And I was being optimistic then too.”

She leaned against the warm wall of the building and connected through three separate relays before opening the trace she had been building since the café. The message sent to Adrian had no clean origin. That was expected. But the relay behavior around it had one feature she didn’t like.

No vanity.

No theatrics.

No attempt to prove cleverness.

Whoever had sent it cared only that it arrived.

Adrian came back from the minimarket with two bottles of water and a pack of cheap mints he would forget to eat. “Anything?”

She took the bottle, unscrewed it, and drank half before answering.

“Yes.”

“That sounds bad.”

“It sounds deliberate.”

He waited.

“The message didn’t come from a person trying to scare you.” She looked back at the screen. “It came from inside a timed delivery stack.”

“What does that mean in normal language?”

“It means the message piggybacked through infrastructure.” She lowered the tablet. “Not social media. Not a spoofed personal route. System traffic.”

Adrian stood very still.

“Can Ash do that?” he asked.

Maya let out a breath through her nose. “That’s the question I’m trying very hard not to answer too early.”

A truck roared past on the road ahead, carrying steel frames bound with thick straps. Behind it, another truck. Then another. The rhythm of freight. Movement as habit. Movement as economy.

“Maybe it’s someone using the same architecture,” Adrian said.

“Maybe.”

“You don’t believe that.”

“I believe in alternatives. I just don’t trust them equally.”

Her tablet flashed.

A live alert opened by itself.

She didn’t touch it.

For a moment she only stared.

Adrian saw the change in her face. “What happened?”

She turned the screen toward him.

A logistics dashboard from an industrial complex in Bekasi had gone yellow across three sectors at once.

Loading conflict. Cooling variance. Fuel handoff delay.

Below that, a line of text:

Manual intervention recommended.

Another line appeared beneath it, almost immediately.

No operator available.

Adrian frowned. “How is there no operator available?”

“There’s always an operator available.” Maya’s voice had gone flat. “Or at least a backup. That’s what backups are for.”

The status changed again.

Yellow to red.

One lane in the warehouse complex had been opened for outbound movement while its cross-lane remained assigned to heavy lift.

Adrian looked at the screen, then at her. “Is that bad enough for people to die?”

“If they keep following instructions, yes.”

He was already reaching for the helmet.

They got back on the bike and pushed deeper east.

The city thinned by degrees. Tower clusters gave way to wider roads, then industrial strips, then giant warehouses painted in faded corporate colors. Container trucks dominated the lanes here. Everything smelled of diesel, dust, hot metal, and rain cooked off the ground too fast.

Maya kept tracking the complex as they moved.

“It’s getting worse,” she said.

“Fire?”

“Not yet.”

“Collision?”

“Probably first.”

“Great.”

“Would you prefer uncertainty?”

“No.”

“That makes one of us.”

He took a hard right around a stalled truck and almost lost the rear wheel on a stretch of gravel. Maya tightened both hands on him, then released without comment. Ahead, sirens finally began to bleed into the air.

Late.

Not disastrously late.

Just late enough.

They reached the outer access road to the industrial park and found it half-clogged already. Security guards waved vehicles away from the main gate with the frantic authority of people who no longer controlled their own perimeter.

Adrian parked at the edge of a loading lane and showed the nearest guard a press card old enough to invite doubt but official-looking enough to create hesitation.

“Freelance,” he said before the man could object. “I got a tip there was an operational accident.”

“No media,” the guard snapped.

“Then don’t talk to me.” Adrian moved past him.

The guard grabbed his arm. Adrian looked at the hand, then at the man. Something in his face must have convinced the guard this would become louder than anyone wanted, because the grip loosened.

Maya was already through the gap in the barrier.

Inside, the complex looked like a machine that had tried to swallow itself.

One forklift stood at an angle beneath a rack of boxed components, its left wheel off the marked lane. Another had clipped a pallet train, scattering shrink-wrapped inventory across the concrete. Workers in hard hats shouted over one another near
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