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This novel began with a question.
Why did certain numbers suddenly increase,
and why was the flow of money created by those numbers left unexplained.
And why did no one speak out strongly about that change.
In reality, power often does not reveal itself.
It exists in the form of laws and institutions, procedures and conventions,
and for most of the time, it passes under the name of “normal operation.”
This story is a record that traces,
beneath the surface of that normalcy,
how certain choices become connected and accumulate.
The characters who appear in this story are not heroes.
They do not uncover the truth all at once,
nor do they change the world by proclaiming justice.
They simply, from their respective positions,
come to a halt before explanations that are too smooth,
and ask the question, “Is this really just coincidence?”
Rather than presenting answers,
this novel seeks to add a single reference line
to the way the reader looks at reality.
When numbers change,
when explanations grow fewer,
and when everyone grows quiet—
this is a story that invites you to think about that moment once more.
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It began to rain after he had saved the last file.

The light spreading beyond the window was dull and yellowish, and the night of Seoul, as always, breathed through noise. Below the window, headlights scratched long lines across the wet road as they passed by. Those lines of light seemed to leave marks on the city, as if someone were drawing a map. The lines looked as though they could go anywhere, but in reality, they always gathered in the same places. Large buildings, large logos, large names.

Park Jun-seok blinked in front of the monitor. His dry eyes reflected the light like lenses. He habitually took off his glasses, pressed the bridge of his nose, and put them back on. The trembling at his fingertips was not only from caffeine.

Numbers were lined up on the monitor.

Winning numbers. Draw number. Number of winners. Paying bank. Region. First-prize payout. Carryover status. Application of the upper limit. And one more column that looked like a blank space, but in fact was an omitted one.

Use of funds.

He tried not to think that the emptiness of that column was strange. The world originally ran on empty columns. Political funds, special activity expenses, the “miscellaneous” section in contracts. Areas everyone knows about but no one formally confirms. But the lottery was different. At least on the surface, the lottery was a game that bore the name “fairness.” The moment the word fairness was attached, people wanted to believe. They bought as much as they wanted to believe. They gave up as much as they wanted to believe.

And they closed their eyes as much as they wanted to believe.

Park Jun-seok moved the cursor and scrolled through the Excel sheet. The numbers on the screen passed by quickly. Several months’ worth, several years’ worth, and then the section after the point when the system had changed—his hand instinctively stopped.

That section was aligned too “neatly.”

The sudden increase in first-prize winners. Regions distributed with strange evenness. A pattern that could be explained in a plausible way. “They say automatic purchases increased.” “The economy’s bad, so everyone bought tickets.” “Probability is just like that.”

Plausible words were always the most dangerous. Lies are usually not elaborate. It is rather elaborateness that gives rise to suspicion. What Park Jun-seok suspected was precisely that point. A coincidence that had been carefully designed.

He picked up a single sheet of paper from the pile on his desk. A stiff A4 page, with a sentence written at the top in his own handwriting.

“The surge in the number of winners = managing public sentiment? money laundering? Both are possible at the same time.”

Below it, numbers were densely packed. Paying bank codes, the changed name of the managing institution, the date the contract had been revised. And one line circled in red pen.

“One-time carryover limit + introduction of an upper limit on winnings.”

When he had first seen that rule, the feeling he had was... discomfort. The lottery was originally an area mixed with superstition and desire, yet they were trying to “manage” it too much. The moment desire is managed, desire becomes a tool.

Park Jun-seok lifted his phone and then set it back down. His finger stopped above the call button. The number he was about to dial was one he had hesitated over many times. An anonymous tipster within the organization—more precisely, a bank employee who had asked to remain anonymous.

That person had not spoken about the “flow of money” from the beginning. Instead, he had said this.

“Reporter, the prize money isn’t the problem.”

“Then what is the problem?”

“It’s not where the prize money goes. It’s where the prize money comes from that’s the problem.”

Park Jun-seok found that statement strange. Prize money comes from ticket sales. That is common sense. But common sense only works when a system is functioning normally.

He picked up his phone again and opened the message window.

We are changing the meeting place tonight. Please contact me.

There was no read receipt. He sent it again. Shorter, more firmly.

I need it now. If you’re going to hand over the materials, tonight is the last chance.

His finger pressed “send,” and at that moment, the air in the room felt as though it had thickened by a layer. It could have been an illusion. But he did not dismiss it as an illusion.

A reporter is someone who dies by illusions.

He stood up from his chair and went to the window. The rain grew heavier. The city lights spread across the window glass, leaving blurred colors like highlighters soaked in water. Down below in the parking lot was his car. An old mid-sized sedan, not tidy in the way a reporter’s car rarely is. The trunk always held materials, and the back seat was always scattered with documents he had half read and set aside.

He checked the time.

9:57 p.m.

Today was the day of the lottery drawing broadcast. He normally did not turn on the TV on days like this. The lottery drawing broadcast was “entertainment” unrelated to his work. But these days, he turned it on. When he imagined the expressions on people’s faces the moment the numbers appeared on the screen, his stomach turned. The fact that those expressions could appear as calculation tables to someone.

Park Jun-seok pressed the remote control and turned on the TV. The screen was still showing commercials. Someone was smiling. Brightly, excessively, with the face of someone who believed money could solve everything.

He did not sit on the sofa. He stood. His legs tingled slightly. When one concentrates, the body sends signals. “Stop.” “It’s dangerous.” “You can’t handle this.”

He ignored the signals.

The commercials ended and the studio screen appeared. The host delivered the familiar line. “This week as well, many of you...”

Park Jun-seok turned his eyes back to the monitor. The broadcast was background noise. He ran his eyes once more over the table of numbers on the screen. And then he opened the file he had just saved.

The file name was simple.

lotto_trace_final.xlsx

Adding the word “final” is a superstition. As if attaching it makes it truly the last. He disliked superstition, but at the same time, as a reporter—he knew well how easily superstition moves people.

He opened the hidden sheet within the file. A tab that ordinary Excel users would not see, one that had been set to hidden. In that tab were the connections he had gathered. The list of people in charge of changing the managing institution. The contract managers at the paying bank and the members of the foundation’s board. And linking them—photographs from political fundraising events.

Photographs are always kind. People stand proudly in front of cameras, shake hands, and smile. They do not think that those moments will later become evidence. They smile because they do not think so.

Park Jun-seok copied the file to an external hard drive. Then he created another, smaller file. A compressed file. He set a password. The password, according to his habit, was a combination of parts of an article title.

He attached that file to an email. The recipient was an unfamiliar address. A tip line for an overseas media outlet. More precisely, he was not trying to tip off that outlet directly. That address was “insurance.”

Before he pressed the send button, the host on TV said,

“We will begin the drawing.”

Park Jun-seok drew in a breath. Strangely, at that moment, the back of his neck felt cold. As if someone’s hand had touched it. He turned his head and looked around the room. There was nothing. The door was locked, and the window was closed. A reporter’s home must always be this safe.

And yet, the air had changed.

Without realizing it, he pulled the laptop screen a little closer. His hand formed a shape that covered the screen. As if hiding an answer sheet from someone, the way children do.

On the TV, the first number appeared. The host shouted,

“Number 3!”

Park Jun-seok did not look at that number. Instead, he looked at the small list he had written down on one side of the screen. “Combinations that repeat in specific segments.” Above that list, in bold, there was a sentence.

“It is not actual winning that is needed, but ‘winners.’”

At the moment he read that sentence, his phone vibrated.

A short, sharp vibration. It was a reflex to think it was the reply from the tipster he had been waiting for. He picked up the phone and checked the screen.

Sender: Unknown

The message was a single line.

Stop.

The tips of Park Jun-seok’s fingers froze. He blinked once more. The fact that a single line of text could produce a physical reaction meant that fear had already been stored somewhere in his body.

He immediately scanned his surroundings. The door. The window. The chain on the front door. Everything was as it had been. But the fact that everything was “as it had been” was, rather, more frightening. It meant that someone could know this much about him without entering, without touching.

On the TV, the second number appeared.

“Number 11!”

He deleted the message. Like a simple habit. Deleting it had no meaning, but if he did not delete it, he felt his hand would start to shake. Then he pressed the “send” button on the email.

Sending.

A small circle spun, drawing out time. There were nights when the internet speed was unusually slow. Tonight was such a night. He bit his lip.

“Please...”

The word came out almost like breath, so quietly that no one could hear it.

At that moment, a small sound came from the direction of the front door.

Click.

It was very small. Not the sound of someone turning a key, nor the sound of a door opening. But Park Jun-seok was a reporter. A reporter is a profession that hears small sounds loudly.

He lowered the volume of the TV. As the room grew quieter, another sound became audible.

—Beep.

A short electronic sound.

He turned his head. The intercom on the wall beside the front door.

The light was on. Someone had pressed it. At this hour? Had he been waiting for anyone? No. He had not called anyone today. The meeting place was outside.

The intercom screen turned on. What the camera captured was... nothing. Only darkness blurred by rain on the lens. Yet within that darkness, the screen was blocked as if someone were standing right in front of the camera.

Park Jun-seok held his breath.

On the TV, the third number appeared.

“Number 27!”

He did not go to the front door. Instead, he returned to the desk and closed the laptop. He unplugged the external hard drive and slipped it into his pocket. His hands moved quickly, but strangely, his mind was calm. In moments like this, people become one of two things. They are paralyzed by fear, or they use fear like a tool.

He chose the latter.

He picked up his phone and turned on the recording app. Then, very briefly, he whispered into the microphone,

“If I...”

The words caught. His throat was dry. He swallowed.

“If I don’t come back tonight, check the hidden sheet on my computer... the ‘B’ tab, and the email draft... the sending records...”

He saved the recording and tried to upload it to the cloud. At the moment he pressed the upload button, the phone screen went dark.

There had been battery left.

Park Jun-seok almost laughed. The way someone had told him to “stop” was too clear. What reporters hate is ambiguity. When things are not ambiguous, certainty arises.

Certainty is dangerous, but at the same time, it is the strongest fuel.

He grabbed his coat. It was raining, but he did not take an umbrella. An umbrella binds the hands. He needed his hands free. To run, or to record.

He paused for a moment in front of the door. When he placed his hand on the doorknob, the metal was cold. It might have always been cold. But he knew.

This door was not the same door as before.

He let out a breath and opened the door.

The hallway was empty.

There was no one. No person, no footprints, no wet traces. Only at the end of the hallway, near the stairs, the emergency light flickered faintly. As if signaling that someone had just passed by.

Park Jun-seok stepped into the hallway. Then he closed the door. The sound of the lock clicking shut was made. The sound felt excessively loud.

Should he wait for the elevator, or take the stairs.

He chose the stairs. An elevator is a box. Inside a box, anything can happen, and it will not be recorded.

The stairwell was dark. The concrete walls held the smell of rain. He went down quickly. One floor, two floors, three floors...

Then, footsteps came from above.

Once. Twice.

Someone was coming down. At a pace similar to his. The kind of footsteps that would stop if he stopped.

Park Jun-seok went down faster. His heart pounded against his ribs. His lungs burned. But his mind worked coldly. Not who, but why.

Why now.
Why the message.
Why the intercom.
There was only one answer.

Because the materials he had gathered were approaching “completion.”

He reached the first floor and pushed open the outer door. Cold air and rain struck his face. The rain was heavier than he had expected. His vision blurred for a moment. He closed his eyes and opened them again, and ran toward the parking lot.

His car came into view. At that moment, not relief but a greater fear surged over him.

He stopped.

The car was... strange.

The window on the passenger side was lowered just a little. No one had ever left it open. He always locked it. That was a reporter’s habit, but these days, especially so.

He took the car key from his pocket. His fingers trembled. But the key pressed the button precisely.

Beep.

The door unlocked.

He did not get into the car. Instead, he looked around. The parking lot pillars, the shadows on the walls, the red light of the CCTV. The CCTV was filming him. That fact was rather strange. Usually, in situations like this, CCTV should be turned off. But it was on?

That was when he realized.

This was not a killing meant to be hidden.

This was a killing that was “allowed to be seen.”

He took a step back.

And at that moment—

a brief flash of light burst from beneath the vehicle.

Park Jun-seok’s body reacted first. He threw himself to the side. His knee struck the wet ground and pain shot up. At the same time, a sound tore through his ears.

Bang—!

The explosion was not large. But it was enough. Enough to kill one person, and to make it look like an accident.

Flames and smoke surged up from beneath the car, and rain fell over the flames, creating white steam. Somewhere, screams could be heard. The sound of someone running, too.

Park Jun-seok lay on the ground, trying to breathe. The air was hot and acrid. He reached out and fumbled at his pocket.

The external hard drive.

His fingers touched it.

He clutched it. The sensation in his hand felt like an anchor holding onto reality for the last time.

He tried to turn his body to look. But his vision wavered. Through the smoke, far away, it seemed as though someone was standing. A black umbrella. No, there was no umbrella. They were standing in the rain. That person did not need to avoid the rain. Because it was already over.

Park Jun-seok opened his mouth. He had to say something. Even at the end, a reporter must speak. A person whose record is speech.

But what came out of his mouth was not words, but breath mixed with blood.

The numbers he had heard on TV overlapped in his mind. 3, 11, 27...

And then the next number surfaced in his mind, as if someone were whispering into his ear.

The final number.

He did not get to confirm what that number was—until
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