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1 NEW BEGINNINGS
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Sanha thought she might throw up. Like, right now. She’d been feeling nauseous ever since she’d held the offer letter in her hands.

Congratulations on being accepted to Spirit Academy, it read. Then it went on about how impressed they were with her talent and potential, how they believed she would excel at the school, yada, yada. But Sanha was stuck at the very first line.

Accepted? Her? To Spirit Academy? If someone had told her that a few weeks earlier, she would have laughed. Like, a lot. But when it happened, it wasn’t funny at all.

Sure, Mum had told her that her application had gone in. But Sanha hadn’t expected the school to actually admit her. Spirit Academy was the best K-pop idol training academy in the whole world. And Sanha? She was just … ordinary. Average.
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‘That’s not true!’ Dad said from the driver’s seat when he heard Sanha muttering about it. ‘I know you can sing!’

‘Dad, don’t even,’ Sanha grumbled, burrowing deeper into the back seat. Everyone in her family – probably even Bori the cat – knew that Sanha didn’t sing after that incident. Not in public, anyway.

‘Well, this is us,’ Dad said, pulling into a parking spot. ‘You know, bug, you’re going to be –’

But Sanha wasn’t listening. She was too busy staring out of the window – and then jumping out of the car.

‘Whoa,’ she gasped.

Even though she was still sure this was some kind of trick, it was jaw-dropping to see Spirit Academy in person.

It looked like Disneyland, if Disneyland had time-travelled from the year 2300. The front gate, decorated with the letters SPIRIT ACADEMY, was made entirely out of crystal and glittered in the sun. Beyond the gate, the buildings showcased all kinds of interesting and futuristic designs: a sleek silver dome, a conch-shell-shaped hall glistening like mother-of-pearl. What drew the most attention was a giant glassy cube wrapped in electronic billboards that played K-pop music videos on a loop. When one of the screens began to play the video of Siyoon’s latest mega-hit song, ‘Get, Set, Go’, Sanha snapped back to reality.

She was now a first-year student at her sister’s school.

Seeing her terrified face, Dad got out of the car and lightly ruffled her hair.

‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ he said. He pulled her suitcase out of the trunk and straightened her uniform collar. ‘Remember what Siyoon told you.’

Of course Sanha remembered the video call last night. Siyoon, in a backstage makeup room, had said, ‘You’ll be fine, Sanha! Spirit Academy is super fun! I mean, I’m going onstage in front of fifty thousand people in half an hour, so what’s the big deal about a new school, little sis?’

But that was exactly the problem. Her sister Siyoon was one of the most popular idols in Korea right now – and Spirit Academy’s most successful student ever. She was super cool and stylish. Her singing and dancing were flawless. Her fandom even had their own name – the Yooniberries. There was no way Sanha could compete with that. Hopefully she could just blend in and no one would know who she was …

Dad gave her a gentle nudge on the shoulder.

‘I have to run,’ he said. ‘I promise I’ll send you photos of Bori every week.’

After rolling her eyes at her dad’s silly jokes and car games the whole journey there, Sanha suddenly didn’t want him to go. She opened her arms wide, and Dad hugged her tight, giving her a firm squeeze.

‘Just have fun. That’s all I want for you,’ he whispered, and a warm feeling filled her chest.

Sanha waved as his car rolled away. A small spark of confidence flickered inside her.

Maybe her first year wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe it could actually be fun.
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‘Hey, do you think we can meet Siyoon in person while we’re in school?’

‘Oh my gosh, that’s my DREAM!’

‘If I meet her I will literally die!’

Joyful giggles bubbled across the front garden, blending with the clack, clack of suitcase wheels rolling on the path. As Sanha passed under the crystal gate, she swallowed. She was used to hearing Siyoon’s name, but she could tell this would be a whole other level.
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‘But have you heard? Siyoon’s younger sister is joining this year!’

‘No way!’

‘Do you think she’ll be as cool as Siyoon?’

‘Are you kidding? I bet we’ll know it’s her the second we see her.’

All heads started swinging left and right, scanning the crowd. A ponytailed girl met Sanha’s gaze, and Sanha almost yelped. She immediately ducked her head and dropped her gaze to the ground. Was this how the whole school year was going to be?

Just then—

SCREEEEEEEECH!

All the first-year students in the garden froze or jumped in surprise.

What was going on? Sanha’s heart pounded – maybe the alarm went off because the school somehow detected that she shouldn’t be here after all? She looked around at the other confused people but felt completely alone. No Siyoon – busy with rehearsals. No Mum – busy managing Siyoon and yelling at people. And now no Dad either.

Sanha turned and almost sprinted back to the parking lot. But before she could, another sharp screech sounded – and she realised it was coming from the speakers on the utility poles. Then came a woman’s voice:

‘Ah, ah. Mic testing, one, two, three.’

Sanha breathed out. She tried to pretend she hadn’t just tried to make a run for it. The voice on the mic was beautiful, as clear as the crystal gate she’d just passed through.

‘Hello, and welcome to your first day at Spirit Academy,’ the voice said. ‘This is your Headteacher Kang speaking.’

As the headteacher instructed them to go and find their dorms before the special welcome assembly, Sanha looked around at the other first years. There was a mixture of nerves and excitement buzzing through the air.

‘And most of all – have fun! Well, that’s it for my announcement!’ Headteacher Kang chirped. ‘Welcome again, everyone! See you soon!’

Her voice ended with a click. The students relaxed and went right back to chattering about Day One. Sanha slipped past them and hurried after the ‘First-Year Dorm’ signs.

Please, she prayed. Let my roommate be interested in anything but Siyoon. Preferably cats.
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2 NEW ROOMMATE AND A SPOTLIGHT
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When Sanha arrived at her room, a girl by the left wall looked round. The first thing Sanha noticed was her beautiful, wavy hair, long enough to reach her waist. Then her stylish jacket, dotted with glistening silver star-shaped pins. And was that a rainbow ruffle layered under her school skirt? It looked so cute, Sanha almost wished the uniform had come with it in the first place.

‘My name’s Jo, Seonwu Jo.’ The girl grinned. ‘What’s yours?’

‘Sanha,’ Sanha said, and held out her hand, before immediately wondering why on earth she was trying to shake hands like some middle-aged businessman. But Jo didn’t seem to notice and grabbed her into a crushing hug. Then she stepped back and stared at Sanha.

‘WAIT – Sanha, as in Jin Sanha?’ Jo’s eyes looked like they were about to pop right out. ‘You’re Jin Siyoon’s sister?’

Sanha didn’t get a chance to answer as Jo dashed over to the bed on the left side of the room and started pulling things out of her bag.

‘Look – I’ve got a scrapbook of every single costume she wore on her tour last year! And I brought eleven packets of these sweets because she said they were her favourite once. Do you want one?’
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‘Um …’ Sanha started, but Jo shoved a watermelon sweet into her mouth and kept talking.

‘Is it true she has a secret hamster tattoo? Have you meet Joon? He’s SO cute …’

Sanha blinked as Jo carried on about Joon’s ‘perfect eyelashes’. Siyoon was only fake-dating Joon, a member of a popular boy band called The Haechis. It was one of the many marketing strategies to create buzz. (Sanha had met him and he was super boring.)

Siyoon’s concert poster from last year hung on the wall behind Jo – her sister was passionately singing in a dazzling costume under stage lights. And it wasn’t just one poster. The left side of the room was plastered with posters, postcards and printouts of Siyoon.

So, obviously a super-fan.

Then Jo gasped. ‘Do you know where the secret venue is, where she’ll be holding her comeback showcase?’

‘Er …’ said Sanha. Siyoon’s comeback showcase was the biggest secret of all. Only a few lucky Yooniberries who’d won tickets would be transported to the showcase on the day.

‘You know, don’t you!’ said Jo.
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Sanha could feel her cheeks go red. She wasn’t good at lying. ‘It wouldn’t be a secret if I told you, would it?’ she said.

For a moment, Sanha worried her new roommate might take her the wrong way. But Jo laughed.

‘Haha, true! I’ll have to watch on the livestream. When you’ve put your bags away, do you want to go to the assembly together?’
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‘Yes please!’ Sanha said, grateful.

She put her bag down on the other bed – and saw that Jo had put a welcome card on her pillow, with another packet of watermelon sweets. Even though her roommate seemed to be the biggest Siyoon super-fan in the world, she’d been so friendly and welcoming. It was just what Sanha needed.

‘Hey, Jo?’ Sanha asked, and Jo turned around. ‘Do you want to know a Siyoon secret?’

Jo clasped her hands in excitement. ‘ER, YES??’

‘Well, don’t tell anyone else, all right?’

‘Just between the two of us roommates.’ Jo nodded solemnly.

Sanha took a dramatic breath. ‘It’s not a hamster tattoo. It’s a gerbil.’
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All the way to the assembly, Jo and Sanha giggled about Siyoon’s tattoo.

‘I mean, hamsters and gerbils – don’t they basically look the same?’ Jo asked.

‘Don’t ever say that in front of my sister,’ Sanha sighed. ‘You’ll end up getting an hour-long lecture about their differences and how gerbils are much, much more adorable. Even though her actual pet gerbils are a pair of evil twins who spend all their time plotting against Bori.’

‘Bori?’

‘Our cat,’ Sanha explained. ‘Wanna see?’

Sanha turned on her phone and showed Jo her wallpaper. A fluffy, plump calico cat stared back at them, with frown lines between her big amber eyes.
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‘Cute!’ Jo exclaimed. ‘She looks pretty, um, mad. What did you do?’

Sanha shrugged. ‘That’s just her face. She gets that a lot.’

‘Aw, she’s so special!’

As they walked down a marble corridor studded with colourful rhinestones, Jo pretended to stroke Bori’s forehead with her index finger. Sanha’s shoulders sagged with relief. Her roommate did like cats, after all.

They reached the auditorium. Even after seeing the marvellous buildings outside, Sanha couldn’t help gawking. It was massive – almost like a concert venue. Tiered seats that reached high up were already half-filled with other first-years showing off twintails, cute scarves and colourful hairpins.

Feeling slightly intimidated, Sanha clutched Jo’s hand without meaning to. Before she could pull away, Jo squeezed back. That somehow brought back Sanha’s courage.

They found two empty seats near the back and sat down. The lights slowly dimmed, along with the low murmurs. Then, a dazzling spotlight on the stage snapped on with a loud click.

‘Welcome, first years!’ a familiar, cheerful voice rang out.

With her rich, wavy auburn hair and a flowy peach-pink dress, Headteacher Kang looked like a celebrity as she stood on the stage.

‘Let me ask you all a question,’ Headteacher Kang said, smiling. ‘What do you think is the most important quality in a K-pop star?’

Murmurs spread through the auditorium again. Sanha turned to Jo and met her eyes, also wide with curiosity. In the row in front of them, a boy with floppy dark hair and bleach-blond highlights shrugged and muttered, ‘Good looks?’

‘Great performance skills and strong stage presence are crucial, of course,’ Headteacher Kang said into the microphone. ‘But remember – what matters most is passion.’

Passion. The word brought a fiery flutter to Sanha’s heart. It
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