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CHAPTER 1 [image: ]

Hana stood in the lobby of the trainee dorm at the prestigious K-Pop Academy with a folded campus map in her hands. She had already checked the map three times to make sure she was in the right spot.

The trip back to K-Pop Academy from her hometown had made for a long day. First, she’d taken a train, then a bus that rattled its way towards Seoul and up the last stretch of road, stopping more often than Hana thought was necessary. She’d packed light – all she had was a backpack and her rolling suitcase – and had been careful not to buy any extra school supplies that she didn’t absolutely need. As a scholarship student, she had to be thrifty.

Winter break at home had been quiet and restful in the best way. She’d enjoyed peaceful mornings, home-cooked meals and long walks through fields that still smelled faintly of frost. Her parents had waved as the train left the station, and Hana had waved back until she couldn’t see them any more.

Now she was here. The trainee dorm building was all clean lines and glass panels, nothing like the older dorm she had lived in last year. It looked grown-up. Important. It was a place where people expected you to know what you were doing.

Hana exhaled and took the lift up three floors. She followed the numbers down the hall, the squeak of her suitcase wheels announcing her arrival.

She stopped at the door marked AURA Suite 3B. Home. She raised her hand to knock, then heard voices inside.

“Higher! A little higher!”

“No, the other higher!”

“That is my other higher!”

Hana smiled despite herself and pushed the door open. Inside, Tae and Nari were standing on their desks, arms stretched overhead, holding opposite ends of a huge poster. All she could see was the back of Nari, with her long blonde hair hanging straight down. Nari was focused on keeping her corner of the poster level with Tae’s corner. Tae’s whole body, including her bright-red braid, leaned left.

“Okay, stop,” Soojin said, standing in the centre of the room with her arms crossed and her head tilted. “Now, one inch to the right.”

“We don’t go by inches,” Tae said. “We go by vibes.”

“Nari, down. Tae, up. No, not that much.”

Hana cleared her throat. All three of them froze.

Soojin turned first. “Hana!” she yelled.

Nari gasped. “You’re here!”

Tae nearly lost her balance turning around to see Hana. “Whoa! Hold it… hold it…”

Hana dropped her map and rushed forward just in time to steady the desk with one hand.

“Careful,” she said, laughing.

They climbed down, abandoning the poster midair as Nari hopped off her desk and wrapped Hana in a quick hug. Tae followed, bumping her shoulder against Hana’s shoulder playfully.

“You took forever,” Tae said.

“I had to take a train and a bus,” Hana replied.

Soojin picked up the fallen poster and held it up to show Hana. Hand-lettered in bold colours were the words AURA TRAINEE ERA. Below that were hand-drawn doodles, stars and a very dramatic tiger drawn in the corner.

“I like it,” Hana said. “It’s very AURA.” She glanced around the room as she set her suitcase down. The dorm suite was nothing like their old one. There were four private bedrooms, a shared lounge and sleek shelves built into the walls. Everything looked new. Untouched.

“This place feels…” Hana trailed off.

“Like we’re not supposed to touch anything,” Nari finished.

“Like we’re guests in our own lives,” Tae added solemnly.

Soojin ignored them and gestured towards the wall. “Poster first. Then we unpack.”

Before anyone could argue, the door swung open. A tall woman with a ponytail entered. Her posture was as straight as a pin. Hana felt herself instinctively standing up straighter to match it. The woman’s face was dominated by big, round glasses. She had on a black pencil skirt, a crisp white blouse and a black blazer without a single wrinkle. In her hands was a tablet, and she was tapping out some notes. “I’m Eunyeong,” she said, looking up at them. “Your manager.”

She offered no smile. Zero warmth.

Soojin bowed. Tae hesitated, then did the same. Nari bowed too, a beat late. Hana mirrored them, heart thumping. Eunyeong’s eyes scanned the room, the desks, the poster and the half-unpacked bags.

“Welcome back,” Eunyeong said. “You are now officially trainees.” She tapped her tablet. “Lights out every night at ten-thirty. Wake-up call is at six sharp. Even on weekends. You choose each day’s meals from a menu we send the night before. Assigned seating in the trainee cafeteria begins tomorrow morning. Academic classes resume tomorrow. All schedules route through me.” She looked up. “There will be no late studio sessions. No unscheduled wandering. All social posts require approval.”

Tae raised her hand. “Is wandering defined as…”

Eunyeong stared disapprovingly at her for the interruption.

Tae lowered her hand.

“You have privileges,” Eunyeong continued. “You have privacy while in your dorm room. Resources to make something of yourself. Visibility in the music world. But you also have responsibility. Your time is no longer your own.” She paused, then added, “You may hang the poster if it does not damage the wall.”

Soojin blinked. “Thank you.”

Eunyeong nodded once. “Unpack. Dinner menus will be delivered shortly.” She turned and left, her ponytail swinging with each brisk step. The door clicked shut behind her.

For a moment, no one spoke.

Tae squealed. “We have a manager!”

Nari raised an eyebrow. “We have a strict manager.”

“She’s so intense,” Soojin added. “Anyone else a little afraid of her?”

Hana nodded. She felt the weight of Eunyeong’s words settle over the room like a heavy blanket. Privileges. Visibility. Responsibility. It all amounted to a lot of pressure.

AURA unpacked quietly for a few minutes, the earlier excitement giving way to a thoughtful calm. “Do you think…” Nari hesitated, then continued softly, “the spirits will come here, too?”

The question hung in the air.

Hana paused, considering it. This dorm was new, polished and closely monitored by K-Pop Academy faculty, but none of that mattered to the spirit world. Spirits didn’t care about rules. They responded to feelings.

“I don’t see why not,” Hana said finally. “They show up when there’s tension and pressure.” She thought of Eunyeong’s checklist: the schedules, the expectations, the way the word “trainee” sounded like both a gift and a warning.

“And based on that welcome speech,” Hana added, “I think we’re in for a lot of both.”

The air shifted.

Hana felt it before she saw it – a change in the atmosphere, like the room was holding its breath.

A small black-winged bird stepped out of the wall.

Speaking without moving her lips, Tae asked, “Does everyone see the bird?”

Nari swallowed hard and nodded once.

It hadn’t made a sound. It had simply emerged through the wall as if the wall were made of liquid. The bird tilted its head, its dark eyes bright and curious.

“Don’t move,” Tae said. “I think it’s checking us out.”

It looked at Hana.

Then Soojin.

Then Nari.

Then Tae.

One by one, slowly, as if grading them on something.

The girls stood perfectly still. The bird squawked – a single, sharp sound – then turned, walked calmly to the opposite wall and stepped straight through it. No one moved for a beat longer, then everyone turned to stare at each other at once.

Tae broke the silence. “Well,” she said, “I guess that answers the spirit question.”

“I don’t like it.” Soojin shook her head. “Spirits don’t usually introduce themselves and leave.”

“Maybe it’s a polite spirit,” Tae offered.

But they didn’t have time to dive deeper into her theory because, at that moment, the lights flickered. The air grew still, and a familiar chill that Hana recognized right away settled across the room. “Demon shadows,” she whispered.

As she spoke, a thin band of shadow slid beneath the suite door and stretched across the floor in a widening arc. It pooled near the centre of the room and began to rise, pulling itself upward into a warped, shifting mass.

Soojin moved first, retrieving her long blade from where it rested behind the bookshelf. Hana reached for her sword, tucked just inside her suitcase. Tae had her bow assembled in seconds, arrow drawn and steady. Nari stepped into position, knives flashing.

The shadow surged towards them. Hana stepped forward and met it head-on, slicing through its centre. The blade met resistance, then passed through as the form split and twisted around her. Tae’s arrow pierced its upper portion, pinning it briefly to the wall before it tore free again. Soojin advanced, forcing it back.

The shadow grew and thrashed, reaching towards Nari.

Nari stepped in and drove both knives downward in a sharp, practised strike. The movement cut through the densest part of the shape. The shadow shuddered, then began to disintegrate.

Hana finished it with one clean swing of her sword. The mass dissolved into wisps and evaporated as it rose to the ceiling. The girls let out a big exhale as they felt the air in the room warm up again.

Tae lowered her bow. “First day back,” she muttered. “Of course it would strike.”

Soojin slid her blade back into place. “New dorm. Same problems.”
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By the time Hana stepped out of her last class for the day, with her friends right behind her, the sky had dimmed into a tired grey-blue colour that matched her exhaustion. She was mentally drained, and her body ached from eight straight hours of being “on” – academic classes in the morning, music theory after lunch, vocal training, then dance. There had been almost no breaks in between. Even walking from building to building was scheduled down to the minute.

Tae seemed to feel the same way. “So this is trainee life,” she muttered. “I feel like a puppet with too many strings.”

Soojin didn’t answer. She was staring down at her phone, thumb hovering over the screen like she wanted to type something but wasn’t sure if she should.

Nari stayed close to Hana, quiet as usual when she was tired. Her eyes looked a little glossed over from fatigue. In music theory, the teacher had called on Nari twice, and both times she had answered perfectly and calmly as if she could see the correct responses taking shape inside her head.

Hana, on the other hand, had been trying to keep her brain from melting. She loved music. She loved dancing. She loved the feeling of learning something new and getting better at it. What she didn’t love was being put on the spot in music theory or handed three pages of dance history homework and being told to memorize dates while constantly being reminded that her debut was coming.

AURA crossed the courtyard towards the trainee café, their aching feet powered only by the promise of a hot sit-down meal. Last year, dinner had meant standing in a line with everyone else, trays clattering, students shouting greetings across tables. Now they had assigned seats in a separate room across the hall from the old dorm dining area. They chose their meals from a menu instead of a counter, and it was served to them fresh and hot, moments after they were seated with cloth napkins on their laps. It felt like being moved from the kids’ table to the grown-ups’ table.

Tae rubbed her hands in anticipation as they reached the door. “This is my favourite part of trainee life. Do you think I can ask them to put noodles on the menu at every meal?”

Hana laughed. “I’ve never known anyone who liked noodles more than you. You’d better be careful, or you’re going to turn into a bowl of ramyeon!”

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Tae laughed.

When they entered the café, Eunyeong was standing near the entrance with her iPad in both hands, scanning the room like she was checking for something that needed to be corrected.

When she saw them, she didn’t wave. She simply nodded once, as if to say, There you are. Good.

“Table four,” she said. Her voice was warm but firm. “And make sure you eat. No one performs well on an empty fuel tank.”

Tae opened her mouth like she was about to make a joke. Eunyeong looked at her. Tae closed her mouth again. Hana hid a smile and followed the others to their table, already set for four, right in the centre of the room.

Across the room, older trainees sat clustered at tables. Hana noticed their quiet control and discipline right away. As if the cameras were rolling. The younger groups just acted normal: laughing, teasing and joking around.

A light bulb went off in Hana’s brain. All this training wasn’t just for their onstage or onscreen performance. They had already been trained as performers. This training was teaching them how to behave out in the real world. How to behave as stars in the public eye. How to behave as if all eyes were on them. Because if they were going to be successful as K-pop stars, they were going to be in the spotlight all the time. They weren’t going to be able to turn it off, even in their private lives. Even after a lifetime of martial arts training, Hana shuddered with dread at the thought of being that controlled all the time.

She took a deep breath to steady her nerves and looked around the room, wondering if they’d have trouble fitting in. Unfortunately, her suspicion was spot-on. The quiet conversation that had filled the room with a low hum when they walked in had stopped, and everyone in the room was staring at them.

Once they were seated, two girls at the next table leaned close together. One of them turned her head, but not enough to hide the expression on her face. Her upper lip curled up on one side, as if she smelled something unpleasant. “Are those the second-years?” she asked her friend, just loudly enough for AURA to hear.

“They’re thirteen,” another voice said. “Maybe fourteen. Too young to be trainees for sure.”

“I heard they got bumped up because of a special project,” someone else replied.

Tae’s eyes narrowed slightly. Soojin straightened her posture. Nari stared down at her place setting, shoulders tense.

Hana leaned closer to the others and spoke softly. “Ignore it.”

Tae made a small sound in her throat – half laugh, half growl. “I am ignoring it. I am ignoring it with rage.”

Nari’s lips twitched, and that flicker of a smile made Hana feel better.

Soojin frowned, picked up her chopsticks with careful control and began eating as if she hadn’t heard the gossip.

Hana watched her and understood, suddenly, that Soojin had grown up in rooms like this. Rooms where people were always watching and judging, and where she had to behave like she didn’t notice.

They ate their meal in silence. The food was good. Better than the cafeteria food, for sure. Hana’s tofu stew was comforting and warm. Almost as good as what her mother made at home. She looked across
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