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Author’s Note – Beginning the Story

This story began from a single question.

We have always believed that we make choices. We think that choices involve a process, and that this process produces results. And those results lead to the next choices, and in that way, we have believed that life flows continuously.

Then, a thought suddenly occurred.

What would happen if that process did not actually exist?

If we are making choices, but the connections between them have disappeared. If results still occur, but how those results were produced through any process no longer has meaning. Can we still say that we are making choices, or are we merely following a predetermined flow?

This work began from that assumption.

At first, it is a small misalignment. A gap so trivial that most people do not notice it. But as that gap repeats, continues, and eventually begins to reveal itself as a structure, the story starts to move in an entirely different direction.

This is not a story about someone saving the world.

Nor is it a story about destroying something or eliminating a threat.

Instead—

it is a story that begins from the moment a structure that has already existed is “recognized.”

And it attempts to push that recognition as far as it can go.

Through this story, I hope that readers will consider this at least once:

The choices I am making right now—

are they truly the result of a process I created?

Or—

are they simply part of a flow that has already been arranged?

Prologue – The Day the Process Disappeared

The world has always been believed to move through “process.”

A person makes a choice, that choice produces a result, and that result leads to the next choice. Cause and effect, flow and change, and the countless possibilities that exist between them—this was the way we understood the world.

But on that day, that belief collapsed too easily.

The traffic light changed. People moved. Cars started as well. Everything was no different from usual. And yet—

one thing did not align.

The person ahead moved a beat late, and the one following failed to match that gap. Shoulders collided, separated again, and moved once more. No one thought it was strange. It was too trivial.

But that trivial misalignment repeated.

Steps lagged, speech broke, and gazes failed to meet. Everything appeared normal, but the “process” that connected them gradually faded. A state in which choices did not lead to results, and results did not return to choices.

It was not an error.

It was—

a change that had already begun.

People did not know. Or rather, they could not feel it. For them, choices still existed, and the process still continued. They simply could not recognize the difference between whether it truly continued, or merely appeared to.

After that day, one question remained.

If the process disappears, what are we actually choosing?

And—

there was only one person who could answer that question.

On that day, for the first time, he saw the “misalignment.”

And he realized.

This was not something that could be fixed—

but a structure that was already being determined.
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Chapter 1 – Ideal System
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New York, United Nations headquarters conference room.

Inside the dimly controlled lighting, only the glow of the screen stood out clearly.

Around a long oval table, representatives of each country, aides, and analysts sat in their assigned seats without movement. A silence filled the space, so complete that even the sound of turning paper was barely audible.

Ethan Caldwell stood at the front podium.

He lightly pressed the remote in his hand, and the graph on the screen changed.

Middle East conflict expansion curve.

A red line rising smoothly along the time axis.

Ethan’s voice was low and steady.

“Over the past six months, the intensity of conflict has been steadily increasing. In particular, localized clashes are expanding simultaneously across multiple regions.”

A few attendees nodded.

But most simply stared at the screen with expressionless faces.

The next slide appeared.

Refugee growth trend.

Numbers rising sharply.

“The number of refugees has exceeded projections, and neighboring countries are rapidly reaching their limits of capacity.”

The sound of a pen spinning.

A chair being adjusted slightly.

Beyond that, no response.

Ethan let his gaze sweep once across the entire room.

Some were focused.

Some already looked as if they knew the conclusion.

And a few appeared uninterested from the start.

He pressed the button again.

This time, a completely different type of graph.

Raw material prices.

Energy indicators.

Global market volatility index.

The lines were surprisingly stable.

Almost excessively smooth.

Ethan paused briefly.

Then continued.

“The notable point is that despite this expansion of conflict, the global financial market is maintaining a more stable trend than expected.”

The air in the room shifted, just slightly.

Someone lifted their eyes to the screen again.

Another leaned back in their chair with arms crossed.

Ethan indicated the next data point.

“Energy prices adjusted quickly after a short-term increase, and major indices are also showing no significant volatility.”

The red dot of the laser pointer moved slowly across the graph.

“Compared to past conflicts of similar scale, the current market response is abnormally stable.”

He finished speaking.

A brief silence.

Someone took notes.

Someone checked the time.

A representative from one country spoke casually.

“It can be seen as the result of improved market adaptability.”

A short voice of agreement followed from another side.

“It’s probably also due to the increased flexibility of global supply chains.”

Ethan nodded.

There was no change in his expression.

“That possibility cannot be ruled out.”

He said it, but his gaze returned to the graph.

The line was too clean.

No noise.

Even compared to past data, it was excessively refined.

The slide changed again.

A simple comparison table of past conflicts and the current situation.

The numbers made sense.

They could be explained.

But—

something was off.

Ethan did not explain that misalignment.

Instead, he continued with the prepared line.

“Overall, while the current international order contains elements of instability, it can be considered stable at the system level.”

The room remained quiet.

That statement was not unfamiliar to anyone.

Rather, it was familiar.

For some, it was a sentence they had heard dozens of times.

Ethan displayed the final slide.

“That concludes my presentation.”

A short presentation ends.

There is no applause.

Only silence waiting for the next agenda.

Ethan put down the remote.

And looked once more at the graph remaining on the screen.

A smoothly connected line.

So smooth—

that it almost did not feel real.

For a very brief moment,

Ethan’s gaze stopped on that line.

But he said nothing.

He returned to his seat.

The meeting moved on to the next agenda as if nothing had happened.

And until that moment,

no one said anything was strange.



After the meeting ended, people rose from their seats as if following a predetermined flow.

The sound of chairs sliding and low conversations flowed at the same time.

Some organized documents,

others checked their phones and quickly left.

Ethan slowly gathered his papers.

He did not move hastily.

The final graph on the screen disappeared,

and the room returned to its original lighting.

At that moment, a colleague next to him spoke casually.

“Good presentation.”

Ethan looked up at him.

A colleague from the same department, someone he had worked with for years.

“The market’s holding up better than expected these days.”

Ethan gave a faint, almost-smile.

“...Is it holding?”

The colleague folded his papers and replied lightly.

“Well, what else? It doesn’t mean the market has to collapse every time there’s a war.”

Ethan paused briefly.

“I can understand it not collapsing.”

His gaze lingered briefly in the air.

“But... isn’t it too precise?”

The colleague’s hand paused for a moment.

“Precise?”

Ethan continued slowly.

“It’s not that there’s no fluctuation... it looks like it’s been adjusted.”

A brief silence.

The colleague laughed and shook his head.

“That’s just how the market works.”

He shrugged lightly.

“It adapts to uncertainty and moves within predictable ranges. That’s the market.”

Ethan did not respond.

The colleague continued.

“Especially these days, with algorithms and more sophisticated risk management.”

“... ”

“It doesn’t collapse emotionally like it used to.”

Ethan slowly nodded.

“That could be true.”

But his words were short.

The colleague did not think further.

“Anyway, good material today. They’ll like it upstairs.”

He raised his hand lightly in greeting.

“I’ll head out first.”

“Alright.”

The colleague left the room,

and the door closed quietly.

Ethan remained standing there for a while.

The conference room, emptied of people, was unnaturally quiet.

The voices from moments ago had vanished as if they had never existed.

He slowly turned and looked at where the screen had been.

Nothing remained.

But in his mind, the graph was still there.

The red line.

The gently rising curve.

And the other line beside it.

The market indicators that moved too smoothly.

Ethan left his seat and stepped into the hallway.

Through the glass wall, the evening light of New York stretched long.

The city was still busy, stable, and seemed as if nothing had happened.

People were smiling.

Vehicles moved at a steady speed.

The noise of the streets maintained a consistent rhythm.

Ethan paused for a moment.

He looked at his reflection in the glass.

It was no different from usual.

The same suit, the same expression.

But the gaze was different.

He started walking again.

As he moved down the hallway,

the words he had heard earlier repeated in his mind.

‘That’s just how the market works.’

That sentence was too familiar.

He had heard it too many times.

And because of that,

it was something he had never once questioned.

Ethan stopped in front of the elevator.

He pressed the button and waited.

He briefly looked at his own eyes reflected in the metal doors.

Then, in a very low voice, almost inaudible, he murmured.

“...If it’s being adjusted.”

The elevator doors opened.

Ethan stepped inside as if nothing had happened.

The doors closed,

and his reflection disappeared from the metal surface.



Night, UN headquarters office.

The entire floor was nearly empty.

Only some lights were on, and from the end of the hallway, the faint hum of fluorescent lights echoed steadily.

Only Ethan’s desk was lit.

Two computer monitors floated in the darkness.

On one screen, the presentation from earlier.

On the other, the raw data.

Ethan sat deeply in his chair.

His hands rested on the keyboard,

but the input was slow.

Past conflict data appeared on the screen.

By year, by region, intensity of conflict,

number of refugees, raw material prices, energy indicators.

The numbers aligned rapidly.

Without a word, Ethan layered the data.

He placed current data and past data on the same axis.

The graphs overlapped.

A brief loading moment.

Then the screen completed.

Lines appeared.

Curves from the past.

Curves from the present.

Ethan’s hand stopped.

His eyes moved very slowly.

Though the data came from different periods,

the curves were almost identical.

Not exactly the same.

But—

too close.

Close enough to appear intentionally aligned.

Ethan zoomed into a specific section.

Early conflict phase.

The rate at which the curve rose.

Then the next phase.

Market response.

Then the stabilization pattern that appeared after a certain time.

All flows overlapped.

Ethan’s gaze hardened.

He loaded data from another region.

Another year.

Another conflict.

The graph was drawn again.

And again, they overlapped.

This time, even more clearly.

Ethan inhaled slowly.

He did not lean back in his chair.

His body leaned forward.

His eyes did not leave the screen.

His fingers moved again.

He added another dataset.

Energy prices.

Another line appeared.

A brief deviation.

Then alignment again.

Ethan’s lips moved slightly.

“...No.”

He moved the mouse faster.

Adjusting time intervals,

changing indicators,

modifying filters.

The result did not change.

If anything, it became clearer.

Ethan closed his eyes briefly, then opened them again.

The monitor light illuminated his face.

His expression had changed.

It was different from earlier.

Not the face of someone presenting.

The face of someone confirming.

He displayed the full graph again.

Multiple lines overlapped.

Different times,

but nearly identical forms.

Ethan did nothing for a long time.

He just watched.

Silence.

Only the sound of fluorescent lights filled the space.

Then, in a low voice, he spoke.

“...This isn’t natural fluctuation.”

Nothing changed after he spoke.

The graph remained the same.

But its meaning had completely changed.

Ethan let go of the mouse.

His hand paused briefly in the air.

Then he slowly looked at the monitor.

Different times.

Different wars.

Different countries.

All of them—

overlapping into a single pattern.

Too precise—

to be coincidence.

Ethan did not lean back in his chair.

He remained in that position for a long time.

The lines on the screen seemed to tremble slightly.

But in reality, they did not.

They were too clean.

Too consistent.

He reached out and lowered the brightness of the monitor slightly.

The light dimmed,

but the graph remained clear.

And his gaze—

did not leave the lines.

Outside, it was already fully night.

The city lights reflected on the glass,

faintly entering the office.

But more vivid than that light—

were the lines on the monitor.

Ethan looked at them

and slowly exhaled.

And said nothing.

At that moment,

doubt began to take a shape—

closer to certainty.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 – Numerical Discrepancy
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The next morning.

Ethan is seated earlier than usual.

The office is not yet fully occupied, and only the intermittent sound of keyboards can be heard.

Refugee-related data is open on the monitor.

Regional capacity.

Rate of inflow.

Border crossing records.

The numbers are aligned at regular intervals.

Ethan scrolls down.

A graph appears.

The number of refugees is increasing rapidly.

The upward curve is steep, and after a certain point, it is almost vertical.

Ethan stops the mouse, his gaze fixed.

He opens the adjacent window.

Funding data.

International organization support.

NGO distribution.

Emergency fund approval records.

A graph appears.

The line does not rise.

Instead, it gently declines.

Ethan’s eyes narrow slightly.

He displays both graphs on the same screen.

Refugee numbers increasing.

Funding decreasing.

They move in opposite directions.

Ethan does nothing for a moment.

He stares at the two lines.

It does not make logical sense.

If refugees increase, support should increase.

Or at least remain stable.

A decrease is rare.

Especially at this scale.

Ethan checks the data again.

Possibility of input error.

Changes in aggregation criteria.

Exchange rate application.

He checks them one by one.

There is no error.

The numbers are accurate.

Too accurate.

Ethan places his hands on the keyboard.

He quickly changes several filters.

Divides the time period.

Breaks down regions.

Separates by institution.

The result does not change significantly.

Rather, the pattern becomes clearer.

After a certain point,

refugees continue to increase,

and funding steadily decreases.

Ethan zooms in on the screen.

He examines the decline section closely.

It is not sudden.

It decreases gradually, consistently.

As if planned.

Ethan’s hand stops.

His lips move slightly.

“...This doesn’t make sense.”

It is a mutter to himself.

No one nearby hears it.

He checks the data again.

He examines whether the same phenomenon repeats in other regions.

He adds several conflict zones.

The graphs align side by side.

The patterns overlap.

They are not completely identical.

But the direction is the same.

Increase and decrease.

Always the same combination.

Ethan does not lean back in his chair.

His body leans forward, closer to the monitor.

His eyes move more quickly.

This is no longer a simple anomaly.

It repeats across multiple regions.

The time intervals are also similar.

Ethan raises his hand and rests his chin.

His thoughts organize rapidly.

Cases where funding is reflected late.

Delays in political approval.

Logistical issues.

He lists possible explanations in his mind.

But—

the graph refuses explanation.

Too consistent.

Too refined.

As if someone

has intentionally created the flow.

Ethan looks at both graphs again.

Refugee numbers.

Funding.

Two lines moving in opposite directions.

He says nothing.

But his gaze changes.

He is no longer looking at numbers,

but reading the intent between them.

Ethan slowly sets down the mouse.

And murmurs quietly.

“...This isn’t just a delay.”

That statement is not confirmation,

but closer to a judgment.



As the morning passes, the office gradually fills.

Conversations and ringing phones fill the space, but around Ethan, it remains strangely quiet.

He opens another window.

NGO fund flow.

An internal system that allows tracking of where funding begins and where it flows.

Institution names are listed hierarchically.

Upper-level funds.

Intermediate distribution organizations.

Field operation entities.

Ethan selects a specific region.

The graph changes.

The flow of funds connects as lines.

Thick lines and thin lines.

Large amounts and small amounts.

Ethan scrolls slowly.

He follows one flow.

Funds originating from an international organization are distributed through multiple stages.

On the surface, it is normal.

A structure that efficiently distributes through various organizations.

Ethan moves to the next step.

He clicks an intermediate organization.

Detailed information opens.

Multiple accounts.

Multiple countries.

He selects one of them.

Funds move to another organization.

Ethan’s eyes narrow slightly.

The flow is long.

Longer than necessary.

He goes back again.

Selects another route.

Another NGO.

Another region.

He follows the flow in the same way.

At first, it appears different.

But after several steps,

a similar structure appears.

Repeated names in the middle.

Ethan stops the mouse.

He zooms in on the screen.

The same financial institution.

It appears in other routes as well.

He traces another path.

It appears again.

Ethan slowly inhales.

“...Here again.”

The sound is barely audible.

He opens another window.

Institution name search.

He enters the same name.

Results appear.

Various countries, various projects, various NGOs.

But all connected to the same financial institution.

Ethan’s finger stops as if pointing at the screen.

His eyes move rapidly.

He flips through the data.

One more.

Another one.

The same name.

Repeated.

Too frequent to be coincidence.

Far too frequent.

Ethan does not lean back in his chair.

His body leans even further forward.

This time, he traces in reverse.

Starting from the financial institution.

Where the funds flow.

Lines extend in multiple directions.

NGOs.

Consulting firms.

Foundations.

And then return again.

Under different names,

in different forms.

But ultimately moving within the same axis.

Ethan’s hand stops over the keyboard.

A structure forms in his mind.

Lines connect.

Like a single network.

Distributed on the surface,

but actually connected.

He closes his eyes briefly, then opens them again.

He looks at the screen.

The numbers no longer appear as individual values.

They appear as flow.

And that flow—

is not natural.

Ethan speaks quietly.

“...This isn’t just a distribution structure.”

At that moment, someone at a nearby desk laughs and ends a phone call.

The sound of everyday life.

No different from usual.

But on Ethan’s screen,

a completely different order is in motion.

He clicks the name of the financial institution once more.

Detailed information opens.

Number of transactions.

Number of connected institutions.

Distribution by country.

The figures are abnormally high.

Ethan does not move, his gaze fixed.

And quietly murmurs.

“...It’s the center.”

The words are small, but the meaning is clear.

The flows that were scattered in multiple branches

are converging to a single point.

He reaches out to scroll the screen.

At that moment,

a new window appears.

Access permission request result.

A short message.

“Access is restricted.”

Ethan’s hand stops.

His eyes read the sentence.

Once.

Then again.

And then he no longer moves.



The message floating at the center of the screen is short.

“Access is restricted.”

Ethan does not move the mouse.

His hand remains still.

After a moment, he clicks again.

The same result.

The window appears once more.

“Access is restricted.”

This time, there is no reason.

No explanation.

A simple block.

Ethan’s eyes narrow slightly.

He attempts to access through another route.

He changes the search.

Alters the institution name.

Attempts to bypass through related projects.

The screen loads for a few seconds.

Then the same message again.

Blocked.

Precisely, at a specific point.

Ethan does not remove his hands from the keyboard.

But he does not type either.

In his mind, the flow from moments ago reconstructs rapidly.

The repeated financial institution.

The excessively connected flow of funds.

And the center.

The point now blocked.

The possibility of coincidence.

Almost none.

Ethan slowly sets down the mouse.

He looks at the screen.

The data is still there.

The lines remain connected.

But the center can no longer be verified.

It is hidden.

Intentionally.

Ethan speaks quietly.

“...Why block it.”

A mutter to himself.

No one around hears it.

The office is filled with its usual noise.

Someone laughs.

Someone is on a call.

Someone is making lunch plans.

Everything appears normal.

Within that,

only Ethan’s screen is abnormal.

He does not try again.

Instead, he slightly moves the mouse to the side

and reviews the data just before the blocked point.

The point where lines converge.

And beyond that, blank space.

Ethan’s gaze stops on that blank.

At that moment.

From very close by,

a low voice is heard.

“There’s a reason you shouldn’t touch that.”

Ethan’s body stiffens slightly.

He slowly turns his head.

Not directly behind.

Not right next to him.

A desk two spaces away.

A middle-aged man stands there.

An employee on the same floor.

He recognizes the face, but they have rarely spoken.

The man looks unconcerned.

A cup of coffee in his hand.

It seems like he is looking at Ethan—

or perhaps not.

Ethan asks briefly.

“...What do you mean.”

The man does not answer immediately.

He tilts the cup and takes a sip.

Then speaks in a casual tone.

“That line is sensitive.”

His gaze is still not fixed on Ethan.

As if it were a meaningless conversation.

Ethan does not look away.

“Who decided that.”

The man smiles faintly.

“It’s not decided.”

A brief silence.

“People just... don’t touch it.”

Ethan’s hand moves slightly on the desk.

“Why.”

This time, the man does not answer right away.

He sets the cup down.

Then tilts his head slightly.

“Because the moment you understand the reason, it becomes hard to go back.”

The words are quiet, but carry weight.

Ethan says nothing.

The man does not continue.

He turns and walks back to his seat.

His steps are ordinary.

His pace is steady.

Like someone to whom nothing has happened.

Ethan watches his back for a moment.

Then turns his gaze back to the screen.

The blocked point.

The unseen section.

He does not click again.

Instead, he slowly follows the lines leading up to that point.

They connect in his mind.

Not as numbers—

but as structure.

Ethan exhales slowly.

And in a voice no one can hear, he says:

“...It’s already begun.”

That sentence is not confirmation—

but closer to awareness.
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Chapter 3 – Maria’s Warning
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Afternoon, office.

The same screen is still displayed on Ethan’s monitor.

The data just before the blocked point.

He does not move.

His hands rest on the keyboard, but there is no input.

His gaze is fixed on the point where the lines converge.

The surrounding noise returns to its familiar level.

Phone rings, low conversations, keyboard sounds.

Everything flows as if normal.

At that moment.

A shadow falls across his desk.

Ethan’s gaze slowly lifts.

A woman stands there.

A suit, neatly arranged hair.

Her eyes do not waver.

Without a word, she places a file down.

Thud.

The sound is not loud.

But Ethan’s attention shifts completely to it.

The woman speaks first.

“What you’re looking for.”

A brief silence.

“I’ve seen it too.”

Ethan’s eyes narrow slightly.

He looks down at the file.

A thick paper binder.

No external markings.

Ethan does not open it immediately.

He asks first.

“...Who are you.”

The woman answers briefly.

“Maria Estevez.”

The name is familiar.

UN internal auditor.

He has seen it in reports several times.

But this is their first direct interaction.

Ethan looks at the file again.

Then reaches out and slowly opens it.

First page.

Standard report format.

But the contents are different.

Transaction records.

Internal audit logs.

Marked deletions.

Ethan’s gaze moves quickly.

Second page.

Financial institution name.

A familiar name.

The same name he had just been looking at.

Ethan’s hand stops.

Maria does not explain anything.

She simply watches his reaction.

Ethan asks quietly.

“...Is this official material.”

Maria shakes her head slightly.

“It was official material.”

A brief pause.

“Not anymore.”

Ethan’s gaze drops back to the document.

He turns the page.

The records continue.

Transaction time.

Amount.

Connected institutions.

And in between, empty sections.

Traces of intentional deletion.

Ethan looks at the gaps.

“...Who deleted this.”

Maria answers briefly.

“It wasn’t deleted.”

Ethan looks up.

Maria’s eyes do not waver.

“It was like that from the beginning.”

A short silence.

Ethan’s expression stiffens slightly.

“From the beginning?”

Maria nods.

“Yes.”

The words are simple.

But the meaning is not.

Ethan looks at the document again.

Not deleted records,

but records that never existed.

Not empty gaps,

but designed blanks.

He turns another page.

And stops.

The flow he had been searching for.

The same financial institution.

The same connection structure.

It is here as well.

Ethan’s hand stops over the page.

“...This is not a coincidence.”

Maria answers briefly.

“Right.”

Ethan looks up again.

“Then what is it.”

Maria says nothing for a moment.

The silence is not long.

But it is heavy.

Then she speaks quietly.

“A structure.”

One word.

Short and clear.

Ethan’s eyes stop on that word.

He says nothing.

But he begins to understand.

That what he is seeing

is not a simple corruption or error.

Maria taps the file lightly with her finger.

“This isn’t someone’s mistake.”

A brief silence.

“It was made to work this way.”

Ethan looks down at the document again.

Numbers.

Lines.

And the intent behind them.

For the first time,

it begins to take shape.



Ethan turns the page.

His hand moves slowly.

But his gaze is fast.

The format of the document is consistent.

A standard audit report.

But the content is not.

There are gaps between transaction records.

They appear as simple omissions, but there is a pattern.

They repeat at regular intervals.

Ethan stops his hand on one page.

A specific transaction.

The amount is not large.

But the connected institutions are different.

He traces the line with his finger.

Upper-level fund.

Intermediate organization.

And the final stage.

It ends there.

There is no next step.

Without lifting his head, Ethan asks.

“...Where is this supposed to go next.”

Maria answers immediately.

“A place it shouldn’t go.”

Ethan’s eyes narrow slightly.

“Is it that it shouldn’t exist, or that it doesn’t exist?”

Maria is silent for a moment.

Then speaks quietly.

“Both.”

Ethan reflects on those words.

He looks at the document again.

Another page.

Another transaction.

Another region.

But the structure is the same.

The flow continues,

then disappears at a certain point.

This time, Ethan increases his speed.

He flips through the pages quickly.

One.

Two.

Three.

The pattern repeats.

Maria watches him.

She does not speak.

Ethan stops.

His hand rests on the file.

“...This isn’t something someone siphoned off.”

His voice is low.

Close
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