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PROLOGUE – Before the Light

Before Hwayi Lee ever opened his eyes to the truth,
before he learned that shadows could whisper names
and that demons could wear the shape of men,
he was simply a man preparing for eye surgery.
A small clinic in Changwon.
A cold January morning.
A faint smell of disinfectant lingering in the air.
He sat alone in the waiting room, scrolling through messages from Anne.

“Don’t be nervous. It’ll go well.”
“The girls are rooting for you.”
He smiled, imagining Seojin pretending not to care while secretly worrying,
and Yeo-jin jumping up and down, declaring that Daddy would become a superhero with laser eyes.
He didn’t know how frighteningly close she was to the truth.

When the nurse called his name, he stood with a deep exhale.
The world around him felt ordinary—
machines humming, fluorescent lights flickering, patients murmuring softly.
But just as he followed the nurse down the hallway,
he caught something in the corner of his vision.
A shadow.

Not the shadow of a person or a chair or a coat rack.
Just a dark smear on the floor—
pulsing.
He blinked.

It was gone.

“Side effects from your tired eyes,” the nurse said kindly when he mentioned it.
“After surgery, everything will be clearer.”
Everything.

He didn’t know how literal that promise was.

He lay beneath the laser device, staring into the blinding light as the doctor instructed.

“Just relax,” the doctor said. “When you wake up, you’ll see better than ever.”

As the machine lowered over his eyes,
as the world dissolved into white and burning brightness,
a sound whispered at the edge of hearing.
A sound no one else reacted to.

A voice.
Not human.
Not even close.
“Open.”

Then the laser fired.
And Hwayi Lee’s life ended as a normal man.
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Chapter 1 – The Sight After Light
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The first thing Hwayi Lee noticed after opening his eyes was the brightness.
Not the dull, washed-out light he had lived with for years, but a sharp, crystal edge that made the world look newly carved. The ceiling of the LASIK clinic in Changwon came into focus with unnatural clarity—almost too clear, as if someone had turned reality up to its highest resolution.
“Mr. Lee? Can you hear me?”

He blinked and forced himself to breathe.
“Yes... yes, I can hear you.”
The nurse smiled, relieved. “Your procedure went smoothly. You might feel some dryness tonight, but your vision should stabilize within a few days.”

A few days.
He nodded, not fully aware that those days would change the rest of his life.



That evening, Anne greeted him at the door of their apartment in Sungsan-gu, her face illuminated by the hallway lamp.

“어때? 잘 됐어?” she asked softly.

“It went fine,” he replied, stepping inside and slipping off his shoes. “Everything’s... clearer.”

Seojin, his seventeen-year-old daughter, glanced up from the dining table where she was reviewing thick study guides. “Dad, can you see me well now?”

“Better than before,” he said, smiling.

Yeo-jin, the younger one, ran up and hugged his arm. “Then you can finally watch TV without sitting like this.” She mimicked squinting at a screen with exaggerated confusion, making Anne laugh.

For the first time in years, dinner felt warm and peaceful.
The world felt easier.
He didn’t know that the world was simply preparing him.



Three days later, the first symptom appeared.

Hwayi woke before dawn, sweating, heart pounding in his chest as if something had chased him out of a dream. He stumbled into the bathroom and switched on the light. That was when he saw it.

His eyes—once ordinary brown—had shifted.
The left iris carried a faint, icy blue.
The right glimmered with a soft gold.
Not fully changed, not yet.
More like a warning.
“Maybe it’s just light reflection,” he whispered to himself.

But the moment he stepped outside for work, the world felt... different.
Not visually—emotionally.
It was as though a thin veil hung everywhere, something subtle pressing behind the edges of what he could perceive.
At the entrance of the excavator manufacturing plant where he worked in the quality assurance team, he paused. The morning fog rising from the industrial yard curled around the machines like cautious fingers. Normally, he would have ignored it. Today, the fog looked alive.

He shook his head.
“Get a grip, Hwayi.”
Work started normally. Inspections, reports, verification procedures, and a backlog of quality claims that never seemed to end. He was used to it. It kept the days predictable.

Until lunchtime.

He was crossing the yard when he caught something in the corner of his vision—something wrong.
A shadow.
But not cast by anything.
It moved independently, slithering along the pavement and stopping near a worker’s boots. The worker didn’t react, completely unaware. The shadow curled upward, stretching itself vertically until it resembled a human silhouette—but twisted, broken, bent in ways bones should not bend.

Hwayi froze.
He blinked hard.
The figure was still there.

“What... what is that?”

The shadow turned.
It had no face, yet he felt it look at him.
His right eye vibrated—no, reacted. A faint golden spark flashed across his vision. The thing recoiled violently, shrinking like a flame in wind before sliding under a stack of steel plates and disappearing entirely.

The yard looked normal again.
Machines roared. Workers shouted.
Life moved, indifferent.
But Hwayi could no longer pretend.

That night, after the girls went to their rooms, he sat at the dining table with Anne. She brewed tea, watching him carefully.

“You’ve been quiet since work. Something happen?”

He hesitated—because even he didn’t understand what he had seen.

“There was... a shadow,” he said finally. “But it wasn’t from anything. It moved. Like it had a mind.”

Anne set the cup down slowly. “A hallucination? Maybe from the surgery?”

“Maybe.”
He didn’t believe it.
Before she could ask more, Yeo-jin peeked out from the hallway.
“Dad, your eyes look weird.”
He turned.

“What do you mean?”

“They’re... different,” she said, tilting her head. “Left one is kind of blue. Right one is kind of yellow. Pretty, but... scary too.”

Anne stiffened.
“Let me see.”
She turned his face toward the lamp. Her lips parted—barely noticeable, but enough.
“Hwayi... this isn’t just lighting.”
For the first time, fear spread through his bones.

But the real fear came later, after everyone slept.

As he lay awake, staring at the ceiling, his left eye pulsed with a cold blue flicker.
His right eye glowed faintly gold.
And somewhere in the apartment’s silence, a whisper echoed.
Not human.
Not language.
Something older.
Something that had been waiting for him to see it.
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Chapter 2 – Shadows in Changwon
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The next morning, Changwon looked ordinary.

The sky over Sungsan-gu was a washed-out gray, the kind that made the apartment blocks look like tired concrete giants. The early traffic hummed along the main road, buses exhaling white breath into the cold air. People rushed to offices and factories, clutching coffee cups and bags, unaware of anything beyond their own small storms.

But to Hwayi, nothing felt ordinary anymore.

He stared at himself in the bathroom mirror, gripping the edges of the sink so tightly his knuckles blanched. The change in his eyes had advanced overnight. What had been a faint tint was now undeniable.

His left eye: a cool, cutting blue, like the surface of the East Sea in winter.
His right eye: a muted, luminous yellow, like a lantern in fog.
He splashed water on his face and blinked hard, as if effort alone could force his irises back to normal.

They didn’t change.

Behind him, in the hallway, footsteps paused.

“Dad?” It was Seojin.

He turned slightly. “Yeah?”

There was a brief silence. He could feel her hesitating, measuring her words. “Mom said you should probably see a doctor again. Just in case.”

“Your mom is right,” he replied quietly. “I’ll... think about it.”

“Don’t just think about it. Do it,” she said, a little sharper this time. Her voice had that edge she used on herself when studying—no patience for excuses, even from her father.

He wanted to say, You’re right. I will.
Instead, he just nodded.
Because how was he supposed to tell his family that shadows had started looking back at him?



On the bus ride to the plant, he sat near the back, eyes on the floor. But the world would not let him look away.

A man in a wrinkled suit stood near the door, one hand on the rail, the other clutching his phone. From his shoulders, a faint dark mist rose, coiling upward like smoke—but no one reacted. The mist thickened around his head, forming a vague shape that leaned close to his ear.

No face, no body.
Just an outline whispering directly into his skull.
The man’s expression hardened as he checked his messages. His jaw clenched. In that moment, the shadow’s indistinct head sank deeper into his, like ink soaking into fabric.

Hwayi’s right eye tingled.

The mist flared in his vision, suddenly sharp and defined.
He could see strings—thin lines of darkness—wrapped around the man’s heart, tightening with each breath.
He doesn’t know anything is there, Hwayi realized.
He thinks these thoughts are his own.
The bus jerked to a stop. People shuffled, mumbled, shifted. The man with the shadow stepped off, taking the whispering darkness with him, unaware.

Hwayi swallowed hard.

How many more like that were there?
How many people walked around Changwon with their minds invaded, their decisions nudged, their anger sharpened by something not human?
By the time he arrived at
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