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The rain had been falling since early afternoon, a fine mist that couldn't decide what it wanted to be. By the time evening settled over Cheongdam-dong, the neon from the gallery storefronts had dissolved into long reflections on the pavement, and the smell coming up through the vents was wet concrete and something floral from the flower shop two floors below.

Seo-won was still at her desk.

She'd been there since eight that morning, but the last two hours were different, a stillness she recognized as the particular concentration that comes at the end of something real. The kind of focus that makes you forget to drink the coffee that's been going cold for forty minutes, the kind that closes off peripheral sound until the office exists only as a cone of light around your monitor.

On the screen: the final version. Three months of work assembled into what the brief had originally asked for and then, somewhere around week five, transformed into something the brief hadn't known to ask for at all.

She'd called it the Seonhwa concept, after the old Korean word for the gradual transformation of one thing into another. The identity system for DK Group's new product line moved between Western minimalism and traditional Korean visual grammar without announcing the transition, no deliberate cultural signposting, nothing that read as a designer showing off. The shift simply happened, like light changing angle across a room. She'd spent two weeks on that transition alone, testing how much the eye would accept before it started reading the shift as error rather than intent.

It was, she was fairly certain, the best work she'd ever done.

She rolled her neck. The crick on the left side caught, the same one that flared up whenever a project went long. She'd started compensating for it unconsciously, tilting her head slightly to the right when she stared at the screen for more than an hour. Do-yeon had pointed it out once. You're lopsided again. She hadn't taken offense because it was true.

Her phone was face-down on the desk. She turned it over.

7:14 PM. No messages from Ji-wook.

She'd sent one at six, when she'd expected the board presentation to have wrapped up. The rescheduled board presentation that Ji-wook had been preparing for two weeks, the one he'd asked her to keep asking him about so he wouldn't spiral into overthinking.

Is the meeting over? I'm still at the office, waiting to hear how the presentation went.

The message showed as delivered. Not read.

She set the phone down again and went back to the screen. This was not unusual. He got caught in things. He forgot to check his phone when the adrenaline was still running. She'd learned not to interpret his silences as anything except exactly what they were, preoccupation, not indifference. Four years had given her a reliable reading of the difference.

But something had been different for months now.

Not the silences. The silences had always been there, a natural rhythm between two people who both worked too hard and both tended toward getting lost inside their own heads. The difference was subtler and more difficult to name. The way he'd started holding his phone screen slightly turned away when she was near. The way certain questions now produced careful answers instead of the unguarded ones she was used to. The particular quality of his distraction in the evenings, not the loose, scattered tiredness of overwork, but something tighter, something that felt more like maintenance.

She'd told herself: promotion. A significant one, to head of strategy at a company the size of DK Group. That's enough to change a person's rhythm without changing anything essential. She'd told herself this often enough that it had started to feel self-evident.

Her phone buzzed.

Min-ah.

Seo-won, are you at the office right now? I just saw something on social media. You need to see it yourself.

Below the text, a link.

Seo-won clicked it because Min-ah had never sent her a link prefaced with you need to see this and meant anything trivial. Min-ah, who reported business news for a living, who had a journalist's specific economy with alarm, her threshold for you need to see this was calibrated to actual events.

The DK Group official account. A post. A photograph.

Ji-wook in a dark grey suit, the one he'd bought for the Lotte meeting in March. Beside him, a young woman in cream silk, long dark hair, her hand in his. They were both smiling in the controlled, practiced way of people who had been told where to look.

Seo-won read the caption. Then read it again.

"DK Group Announces the Engagement of Chairman Ha Sung-min's Only Daughter to Talented Young Strategy Division Head Han Ji-wook."

The engagement, the caption explained, had been in planning for three months. Ha Yoo-jin, twenty-four, the only daughter of DK Group chairman Ha Sung-min. Han Ji-wook, called a generational talent in investment strategy, celebrated for his innovative vision in rebranding DK Group's market presence, a vision described, in three separate sentences, as fresh, culturally precise, and unprecedented.

Fresh. Culturally precise. Unprecedented.

Each word landed with the specific weight of things she recognized.

She was very still for a moment. Then she opened the shared drive. Her drive, the project folder she'd maintained with the obsessive organization of someone who'd had work stolen before, in smaller ways, early in her career, and had decided that documentation was armor.

The folder was there. Every version. Every revision note. Every email thread in which Ji-wook had passed her notes back with suggestions, suggestions she'd thought were his own observations but which she now understood were the feedback of the board members he'd been showing her work to for months.

Seonhwa concept / DK Group identity / WIP, YSW.

She opened her email and searched for the notification she'd half-remembered ignoring two days ago, buried under the project deadlines that had been her entire world for three months.

It took four minutes to find.

Dear Ms. Yoon Seo-won,

A termination of the freelance arrangement. Effective immediately. Internal creative team restructuring. Thank you for your contribution.

No signatory. No contact for questions. The kind of letter that is designed not to invite a response.

She sat with it for a minute. Maybe two. The office was quiet around her, everyone else had gone home hours ago. The cleaning crew wouldn't come until ten. The rain tapped the windows with the same indifferent rhythm it had kept all evening.

Then she picked up her phone and called Ji-wook.

The line rang to voicemail. She called again. Voicemail. She called a third time, and then a fourth, and on the fourth call she became aware that she was gripping the phone too tightly and she set it down on the desk with a deliberate careful movement, as though she were setting down a glass she was afraid of breaking.

She typed. First the composed messages, the ones that asked for an explanation and used his name with a space after it. Then the messages that dropped the space, that dropped the punctuation, that asked nothing and just named what she was looking at. She sent them all. She watched the screen. They all showed as delivered. None showed as read.

The reply came at 8:47 PM. A single message.

Seo-won, I'm sorry. This is a decision that can't be changed. We both know our relationship would never be accepted by my family or by this business world. Let's consider everything that happened over the past four years a good memory. I won't contact you again after this.

She read it several times. The grammar was careful. Formal. The kind of message you write when you want a record of having ended something cleanly, with the responsibility distributed evenly between both parties, so that neither party can claim afterward that the other one was the one who did it.

We both know.

She tried to remember the last four years through that lens and couldn't make it fit. The late nights in her apartment when he'd spread her sketches across the floor and gone through them one by one, asking questions that she'd taken for curiosity and now understood were due diligence. The weekends when she'd helped him translate her own design language into the kind of PowerPoint vocabulary that board members responded to. The particular tenderness of his interest in her work, which she now recognized as the attention of someone who was learning something they intended to use.

She had been, she understood now, an extremely useful person to know.

Her phone buzzed again.

Do-yeon, this time.

Seo-won, I just heard from Director Oh. The studio was informed that its contract with DK Group had been canceled. They said there was a copyright issue with the design,

She stopped reading. She knew what came next. She understood the mechanism with the clarity of something that had already happened and was simply now becoming visible.

Outside, the rain had picked up. She could hear it against the window more distinctly now, not the earlier mist but actual rain, determined and sustained.

She left everything on her desk. Her coffee, her notebook, her presentation folders still open to the final version of the Seonhwa concept. She took her bag and her coat and she walked out of the office.

The streets of Cheongdam-dong were busy still, even in the rain. People moved quickly under umbrellas or held their jackets over their heads and ran between awnings. She walked slowly and let the rain wet her hair and her coat and didn't particularly care. The cold helped, in a small mechanical way, something to feel besides the thing she was feeling.

She walked without destination and ended up, after thirty minutes, in a small coffee shop. The kind that stays open late, that has one employee and six tables, that smells of coffee grounds and damp wool. She ordered an Americano and took the table by the window and held the cup with both hands without drinking from it.

On the other side of the street, a billboard advertisement. She'd noticed it before, had walked past it a dozen times without registering it because you stop seeing the advertising in places you move through every day.

She registered it now.

Ji-wook's face. And beside him, the woman from the photograph. The campaign slogan, new brand language for a new era, in a typeface that she'd spent two weeks adjusting. The kerning was hers. The weight was hers. The precise balance between the Korean and Roman characters was something she'd achieved through forty-seven iterations and one very long conversation with herself about the difference between bilingual design and bicultural design.

It was the Seonhwa concept. Executed without the refinements she'd been planning, the ones she hadn't yet shown him, but unmistakably hers.

She looked at it for a long time.

The thing she'd thought was love, or something close enough that she hadn't felt the need to argue about the difference, had also been, apparently, a research arrangement. A four-year consultancy, unpaid, with a non-disclosure agreement she hadn't known she was signing.

The cold feeling in her chest began to change. Not immediately. But there was a movement in it, like a sheet of ice beginning to separate from itself. Not warmth. Something harder than warmth, and considerably less forgiving.

She left the coffee untouched.

The next morning, Seo-won went to DK Group headquarters.

The building was in Yeouido, the kind of structure that uses its own scale as argument. Glass and steel and the particular blankness of corporate architecture that communicates, by design, that what happens inside cannot be questioned from outside. She'd been there before, twice, once to drop off physical samples Ji-wook had asked her to deliver, once for a meeting with a junior creative liaison that had ended with a polite suggestion that all future communication route through Ji-wook.

She presented herself at the reception desk. She stated her name and explained that she wanted to speak with someone in legal affairs or creative development regarding a contract matter. She used the word regarding deliberately. She'd learned, early in her career, that certain words produce better results at reception desks than others.

She waited two hours and ten minutes.

What came at the end of it was not someone from legal affairs. It was a woman she'd never seen before, wearing a lanyard and a precise expression and carrying a brown envelope.

"Ms Yoon Seo-won?"

The envelope contained a letter. It informed her that DK Group considered the intellectual property associated with the project in question to be the sole property of the company's internal creative team. It instructed her not to make any claims or public statements regarding the development of that property. It noted that further violation would result in legal action.

She read it standing in the lobby of the building.

"Seo-won, I just heard from Director Oh. The studio was informed that its contract with DK Group had been canceled. They said there was a copyright issue with the design,"

The woman said she was only delivering a message.

Then the woman left, and Seo-won was alone in the lobby with the envelope, the marble floor, the soft ambient sound of the ventilation system, and the understanding that the building's architecture had been correct: what happened inside could not be questioned from outside. Not easily. Not without something more substantial than she currently had.

By that afternoon, the information had moved through the design community's informal networks. Not through any official channel, DK Group was too careful for that, but through the particular speed of professional gossip, which travels faster than news and slower than rumor and settles into a version of events that everyone can repeat without having to account for its source.

The version that settled: Yoon Seo-won, freelance designer, had submitted work to DK Group that apparently infringed on existing internal concepts. The situation was being resolved. Best to wait and see.

She learned this from Do-yeon, who had heard it from someone at a neighboring studio, who had heard it from a contact at the industry association. By the time it reached Seo-won, it was already the kind of information that gets nodded at rather than questioned, because questioning it requires knowing more than the person nodding usually wants to know.

Director Oh called her into his office.

He was a man she'd respected for years, practical, fair, genuinely interested in design as opposed to the business of design. He had a photograph on his desk of his daughter's drawings, kindergarten-aged work, in which a house was represented by a square, a triangle, and four symmetrical windows, and he'd once told her that his daughter's drawings were the most honest architectural critique he'd ever seen.

He said he believed her. He said it while looking slightly to the left of her face.

He said that DK Group comprised a majority of the studio's current project revenue. He said that in the circumstances, he used the word circumstances in the way that people use it when they can't bring themselves to name the actual thing, he didn't see another option.

She said: you want me to resign.

He didn't answer. His silence was the answer.

She went to her desk and she took the small things that were definitively hers, a photograph, a plant she'd raised from a cutting, a reference book she'd had since university, the portfolio samples she kept in the corner drawer, and she put them in the box that Do-yeon brought her, quietly, without making a production of it. Do-yeon didn't say anything either, which was the kindest version of help available.

She carried the box down the stairs instead of the lift. She didn't want the thirty-second pause.

Standing on the pavement outside, in the rain that had started again, she took out her phone.

Min-ah's message from the previous night was still open. The link to the engagement announcement. She scrolled past it to the conversation history, the last six months of messages between them, weekend plans and industry complaints and Min-ah sending her photographs of bad typography in public places with the caption you would hate this.

She typed: I need you to talk to me.

Min-ah replied in forty seconds. Fifteen minutes. Apgujeong.

She arrived first and ordered tea and sat by the window. The café was the kind of place they'd been coming to since university, deliberately scruffy, excellent pastries, the sort of background music chosen for its inability to get stuck in anyone's head. Min-ah arrived in fourteen minutes, still wearing her work lanyard, which she only forgot to remove when she'd come from something urgent.

"Tell me exactly what happened," Min-ah said, not as a question.

Seo-won told her. All of it, in the correct order, without the softening that she'd been unconsciously applying even in her own thinking, the version with the details intact, the timeline clear, the mechanism named directly: he had taken her work, shown it to the board as his strategic vision, and arranged to have her removed from proximity to it before the announcement made that arrangement inconvenient.

Min-ah listened without interrupting. When Seo-won finished, Min-ah was quiet for a moment. She had the stillness of someone who works with information for a living and had learned to let it settle before responding.

"There's a name you should know," Min-ah said. "I've been holding it for a few weeks because I wasn't sure it was relevant. It's relevant now."

"What name?"

"Kang Tae-jun."

Seo-won didn't recognize it.

"He runs JT Capital. Private investment, Yeouido, been operating for about six years. He's twenty-eight. In the last two years he's developed a reputation for going after the same projects as DK Group and winning approximately forty percent of them, which for a company his size and age is, unusual." Min-ah picked at the edge of her pastry. "What's more interesting is the personal dimension. There's something between him and the Ha family. The family that Ji-wook is now marrying into. I've been trying to track down what it is, and I can't get anyone to go on record, but multiple sources have used the phrase old grievance in a way that suggests they know exactly what it is and have decided not to be the one who says it out loud."

Seo-won looked at Min-ah for a moment. "Why are you telling me this?"

"Because you have two options." Min-ah set down the pastry. "You fight this yourself, which means expensive lawyers and a long process against a company with more of both, while your professional reputation is still marked with this accusation. Or you find someone whose interests align with yours close enough that the fight becomes shared. If Kang Tae-jun has reasons of his own to want DK Group destabilized, he might have reasons to invest in you."

"That's not the same as him being trustworthy."

"No. It isn't." Min-ah met her eyes. "I'm not telling you he's trustworthy. I'm telling you he exists."

Outside, the rain was steady now, the sort of consistent autumn rain that settles in for the evening with no intention of stopping. The street was bright with reflected light, shop signs, headlights, the particular shimmer of a wet city at dusk.

Seo-won turned her phone over in her hands. The box of her belongings was under her chair. Her coffee from the previous night was still sitting on her desk, probably, in a building she no longer had access to.

She thought about the billboard. The kerning. Forty-seven iterations.

She thought about the letter in the brown envelope and the woman who had delivered it and the way she'd walked away without stopping.

She thought about four years and what she had, exactly, to show for them.

She typed a message to Min-ah's contact number for the journalist she said would know more. Then she stopped and deleted it. That wasn't the right move yet.

She looked at the window and the rain beyond it and the lights of a city that had not changed at all in the last twenty-four hours.

I won't let this be the end of the story, she thought. Not with the drama of a resolution, it was quieter than that. More like a door being tried, gently, to see if it would hold.

Then she picked up her phone and typed: All right. Tell me more.
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She spent the night at Min-ah's apartment.

Not because Min-ah had insisted, she hadn't, exactly, but because when Seo-won had stood up from the café table with her box under one arm and her bag over the other, Min-ah had simply fallen into step beside her and said, my place is closer, and Seo-won hadn't argued, which was its own kind of answer.

Min-ah's apartment was in a building that had seen better decades, on a street in Mapo that smelled of frying oil and someone's laundry when the wind came off the river. The apartment itself was three rooms organized around the principle that storage was for people with more space. File boxes, journalism notebooks, a corkboard bristling with Post-its in three colors that only Min-ah understood, a rack of clothes near the window because the closet door had broken and she hadn't bothered replacing it. On the kitchen table: a bowl, two chopsticks, an open laptop showing a half-finished article, and a cup of tea that had been there long enough to form a faint ring on the wood.

Seo-won set her box down on the floor near the door and didn't move it.

Min-ah made ramyeon. Neither of them said much while it cooked. When it was ready, she put both bowls on the table and moved the laptop to the counter, and they ate across from each other with the sound of the street coming through the window she always left cracked, even in autumn, because she said closed windows made her feel like she was being processed.

"You knew something was wrong," Seo-won said. Not an accusation. Just a statement of fact she was working through.

"I didn't know what it was."

"But you suspected."

Min-ah was quiet for a moment, turning her chopsticks in her hand. "I saw a brief mention in a business newsletter about DK Group consolidating its creative direction internally. Three weeks ago. It could have been nothing. It often is." She looked up. "I should have told you."

"You're telling me now."

"That's a very generous reading of my timing."

Seo-won ate. The ramyeon was too salty and she was grateful for it, the salt helped, the same way the rain earlier had helped, something concrete and physical to hold the attention.

"He used the phrase strategic design vision," she said. "In three different publications. I checked. That's almost verbatim from the proposal I wrote for the first board meeting."

Min-ah didn't say anything.

"He asked me to phrase it that way because he said the board responded better to language that felt ownership-oriented. That the word vision carried more weight from someone internal than from a contractor." She set down her chopsticks. "I thought he was trying to help the pitch land."

"He was."

"His pitch."

"Yes."

There was nothing to add to that, so neither of them did.

Seo-won slept on the couch under a blanket that smelled like Min-ah's fabric softener, which was the particular scent of someone else's ordinary life. She didn't sleep well, but she slept, which was more than she'd expected. At some point in the early hours she was aware of Min-ah still awake at her desk, keyboard sounds coming quietly through the dark.

In the morning, before Min-ah was up, Seo-won made coffee and sat at the kitchen table with her phone and the accumulated facts of the previous twenty-four hours.

She was a professional with five years of documented work. She had the project files. She had the revision history, timestamped, server-backed, a complete forensic record of a design process that could only have originated with her. She had email threads in which Ji-wook had passed her own work back to her with feedback from people she'd never met. She had the project timeline, which predated by three months the DK Group internal creative consolidation that had supposedly produced the work in question.

What she did not have: a signed contract establishing her ownership of the deliverables. Because Ji-wook had suggested it wasn't necessary, that the arrangement was informal, that adding contracts to creative relationships felt transactional, that she trusted him, didn't she?

She had trusted him.

She pulled up the DK Group website and read through it with the specific attention of someone cataloguing an opponent. The creative team page had been updated recently, she could tell by the formatting inconsistency, which is the kind of thing that only design-trained eyes notice. Three new faces listed under Brand Identity. Not Ji-wook. People whose job it was, apparently, to be the human evidence that the Seonhwa concept had come from inside the building.

She closed the browser.

She opened her project folder and looked at the file dated eleven weeks ago: Seonhwa_v01_YSW.psd. Her initials. Her working file. She had forty-three versions of it, each one dated, each one a record of the gradual decision-making that had produced the finished concept. The kind of record that no one fakes, because faking it would require understanding design process from the inside.

She thought about the letter in the brown envelope.

Further violation, as though she were the one who had violated something.

Min-ah emerged from the bedroom at seven-thirty with the expression of someone who'd slept four hours and made peace with it. She started coffee, looked at Seo-won's face, and said, "You've been awake for a while."

"I've been thinking about what I have."

Min-ah sat down. "Tell me."

Seo-won laid it out: the files, the timestamps, the email threads, the absence of a formal contract. The legal letter and what it implied about DK Group's strategy, not to litigate but to intimidate, because litigation would require them to show their own documentation, which would not survive scrutiny.

Min-ah listened the way she listened when she was working, which was very still, very focused, processing rather than reacting. When Seo-won finished, she said, "You can't go back to Director Oh's studio."

"I know."

"And a direct legal challenge against DK Group without institutional backing is,"

", extremely slow and probably expensive and designed to be both of those things." She'd thought about it in the early hours. "Yes."

"So the question is what you have instead of a lawyer and six months."

"The question is what I have that they don't want public."

Min-ah looked at her steadily. "That's the same question."

"Not quite."

It was almost eight. Seo-won had a call to make that she'd been putting off since the previous afternoon, and putting it off any longer would start to look like evasion, which was not the posture she wanted. She picked up her phone.

Director Oh answered on the third ring, which meant he'd been waiting for her to call and had decided not to call first.

"Seo-won-ah," he said. His voice had the careful neutrality of someone managing their own guilt.

"I'm not calling to argue," she said. "I want to understand the letter DK Group sent you."

A pause. "There wasn't a letter. A phone call."

"From who?"

"Their external legal team. They said they were flagging a potential intellectual property concern with work that had originated from outside contractors on the relevant project. They named you specifically. They said they were prepared to pursue the matter formally if the studio continued to employ you or represent you in any professional capacity."

Seo-won listened to this without interrupting.

"They also said," he continued, more quietly, "that they had documentation establishing their ownership of the design concepts in question."

"They have documentation." She kept her voice flat. "Did they share any of it with you?"

Another pause. "No."

"They called you with a claim, cited documentation they didn't show you, implied legal action, and you believed them."

She heard him breathe. "Seo-won-ah, I'm not saying I believed them. I'm saying I can't afford not to. Half our revenue runs through that building."

She didn't say: I know. She didn't say: I understand. Both were true, but neither was the point.

"I have forty-three working files," she said. "Timestamped. Version-controlled. With server logs. I have email threads in which Ji-wook was passing their feedback back to me for revisions, which means I can prove the work was being reviewed by their internal team before it was supposedly originated by their internal team. I have the original concept brief, which they gave me, in which the deliverables are defined in terms that match the final product exactly." She stopped. "That's what I have."

Silence on the other end.

"What they have," she said, "is a claim. Without showing their documentation, which they won't, because it doesn't exist."

"That may all be true," Director Oh said, and the heaviness in his voice told her he believed it was. "But I can't fight them while they're still our client. I can't. I have eight staff members."

"I know."

"I'm sorry. I want you to understand that I am genuinely sorry for the position you're in."

She let that sit for a moment. Then she said, "If this gets resolved, when it gets resolved, I hope the studio benefits from that. I'm not going to pretend this didn't happen, but I'm not going to go out of my way to damage you either."

"That's more generous than I deserve."

"Probably." She wasn't angry when she said it. Just precise. "Take care of yourself, Director Oh."

She hung up.

Min-ah was watching her from across the table.

"He's not going to help," Min-ah said.

"He can't." She put the phone down. "That's not the same thing, but it doesn't change anything practical."

They went to DK Group that morning.

Not to accomplish anything irrevocable. Seo-won had thought about this carefully on the walk from Min-ah's apartment to the subway, and what she'd decided was that she wanted to see the building in daylight and in the full awareness of what it was. She'd been there twice before in a state of relative innocence. She wanted to go once more with the accurate understanding that she was walking into the territory of people who had decided she was an acceptable loss.

The building was in Yeouido. Forty stories of glass and poured concrete on a corner that caught the morning light and threw it back in three directions. The lobby was the kind of lobby that exists to establish hierarchy, high ceilings, materials that cost more than what most people in the city earned in a year, a reception desk positioned so that everyone who entered had to present themselves to it.

She presented herself to it.

She stated her name. She said she was there to speak with someone in the creative development division regarding a project attribution matter. She said it pleasantly and with no indication that she expected to be turned away.

The receptionist, a young woman whose professional smile contained no information whatsoever, said she would check.

Seo-won sat in one of the low chairs arranged for people who were going to be waiting, and she waited.

Min-ah had not come inside. She was across the street in a café, on her second coffee, with a direct line of sight to the building's entrance and her recorder in her bag. Not because they expected anything recordable. It was habit for Min-ah to bring the recorder.

Seo-won watched people move through the lobby. Employees who knew exactly where they were going and moved accordingly. Visitors who were slightly less certain. The particular quality of corporate motion, purposeful and slightly impersonal, the way people become when their environment is large enough to absorb individuality.

Forty minutes passed.

An hour.

She got up and returned to the desk and gave her name again. The receptionist said she was still checking. Seo-won thanked her and sat back down.

At one hour and fifty minutes, a woman in a charcoal blazer came across the lobby with the measured walk of someone on an errand they find straightforward. She stopped in front of Seo-won. She was carrying an envelope.

"Ms Yoon Seo-won?"

"Yes."

"I've been asked to give you this."

The envelope was the same institutional cream as the one from the day before. Inside, a single page. It restated the terms of the previous letter with slight additional specificity: any claims, public or private, direct or through third parties, regarding the development, authorship, or conceptual origination of the brand identity system designated Project Seonhwa. The phrase Project Seonhwa had been used, she noticed. Her name for it. The name she'd given it in the first working file, which they had apparently accessed.

She read it twice.

The woman was still there, waiting.

"Is there anyone available to discuss the basis for this claim?" Seo-won asked.

"I'm not authorized to discuss content. I was only asked to deliver the letter."

"Who authorized the letter?"

"I'm not authorized to say."

Seo-won looked at the woman, not challenging, just looking, the way you look at something you want to remember accurately. The woman held the look without flinching, which meant she'd had this conversation before or something like it.

"Thank you," Seo-won said.

She folded the letter back into the envelope and tucked it into her bag. She walked back across the lobby, through the glass doors, into the October air.

Min-ah was already outside by the time she crossed the street.

"Forty-five minutes," she said.

"An hour fifty-five," Seo-won said. "They let me wait almost two hours, then sent someone who had no authority to say anything. To deliver a letter I already had."

Min-ah's expression sharpened with the specific interest she got when something confirmed a hypothesis she'd been quietly running. "They wanted you to wait."

"Yes."

"So you'd know they could make you wait. So you'd understand what the calculus was."

Seo-won had understood it in the lobby, around the forty-minute mark. The waiting wasn't administrative delay. It was instruction. We have two hours to spend on you. You can spend that time however you like, but this is what you can expect.

They walked toward the river. It was midmorning, the sky a pale clear blue, the kind of autumn day that felt clean after two days of rain. The Han River was visible between buildings, catching light.

"Tell me about Kang Tae-jun," Seo-won said.

Min-ah had been waiting for this question. She'd been waiting since the café the night before, when she'd introduced the name and Seo-won had not immediately asked.

"Twenty-eight. He started JT Capital six years ago, which means he started it at twenty-two, which tells you something about either his resources or his conviction or both. The company's clean, I've gone through everything publicly available. No enforcement actions, no regulatory flags. His clients are mid-tier institutional investors and a small number of high-net-worth individuals who appear to have come to him through professional reputation rather than family connection." She'd clearly been doing this since the previous night. "His competitive track record against DK Group in the last two years is unusual. Not because he always wins, he doesn't, but because he keeps appearing in the same rooms. Same projects, same bid processes, same investor presentations."

"That could be ambition. It doesn't require a personal motive."

"It could be. But three different people, three different contexts, three different levels of willingness to talk to me, have all said approximately the same thing when his name comes up near Ha Sung-min's name. They use words like history or grievance and then they stop." She glanced at Seo-won. "Journalists notice when people stop."

"What do you think it is?"

"I don't know. Something old. Something involving family, probably, given how reluctant people are to say it directly." She paused. "In Korean business culture, the things people won't say directly are usually the things most worth knowing."

Seo-won walked without answering for a moment. Around them, Yeouido moved at its own pace, traders, executives, people eating lunch from convenience store bags on the low wall near the river entrance. The everyday texture of a district built around money and the management of money.

"He approached you," she said. "When you were investigating."

"I didn't say that."

"You knew enough about him that you already had a file when you sent me that first message. You don't build a file on speculation."

Min-ah was quiet for several seconds. "I was working on a broader piece. Market dynamics, young firms disrupting established hierarchy in the investment sector. He came up repeatedly. I approached his press office for comment on a separate story six months ago and got a very polished no, which means they have a press strategy, which means someone is paying attention to their public positioning." She stopped walking and faced Seo-won directly. "I don't know him. I've never met him. I have a professional picture of him built from public sources and a few off-record conversations. That's it."

"But you thought of him when this happened to me."

"I thought of him because his interests and your problem have a shape that might fit together. That's as far as I can take it. The rest is your decision."

A delivery truck moved past, slowing for the light. On the corner, a street vendor was setting up an odeng cart, the smell of fishcakes and hot broth reaching them from thirty meters away.

Seo-won thought about the letter in the envelope. The two hours in the lobby. The campaign billboard with her typeface and her kerning and someone else's logo.

"How would I reach him?"

"I have a number. Not his personal number, I don't have that. His executive office line."

"That's enough."

Min-ah studied her. "You're not going to ask me whether this is a good idea."

"Would you tell me if you thought it wasn't?"

"Yes."

"Then it's not a bad idea."

Min-ah almost smiled. "That's a very specific kind of logic."

"I'm having a very specific kind of week."

She didn't call that day. She spent the afternoon in Min-ah's
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