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CHAPTER 1 [image: ]

Nari walked out of the dorm and pulled her red sequinned jacket close around her. The trees along the path had started to bloom, even though the early evening air had a chill to it. Small pink flowers dotted the branches, and a few that had already fallen onto the stone were pressed flat by footsteps. Everyone but AURA was at dinner, so it was easy to spot Hana standing near the courtyard fountain. She was moving through a slow stretch, arms lifting and lowering with steady control. Nari adjusted the weight of her bag over her shoulder and walked over.

“You’re early,” Hana said with a smile.

“You were earlier,” Nari responded, returning her smile. They fell into step beside each other without another word. It had taken time to get here. At the start of the year, everything had felt uncertain – where they fit, who would lead, what kind of group they would become. Now that part felt settled.

What wasn’t settled was what came next. This year was different. Everyone at K-Pop Academy knew it. The performance cycle ahead would decide who moved forward and who didn’t. Who stayed on track for debut and who got passed over.

“It feels like everything we do counts even more now,” Nari said.

Hana nodded. “It does.”

The past few months had been a blur of early call times, van rides, dressing rooms, and increasingly large stages and stadiums. K-Pop Academy and its challenges weren’t new any more, but the stakes were always getting higher.

Soojin’s voice came from behind them. “Every day is a fresh start. A new opportunity to knock people’s socks off with our music.” Nari and Hana turned around. Everything about her was perfectly in place – jacket zipped, bag resting easily on her shoulder, not a single hair out of order. “And each new day brings a chance of us not being attacked by demons while we’re trying to rule the stage,” she added.

“But isn’t that part of the fun?” Hana joked.

Nari shook her head and laughed. “Your definition of fun is different from mine.” Before she could say more, they all turned to see someone barrelling towards them.

“Please tell me I’m not the last one here,” Tae panted, jogging up and stopping short, one sleeve still halfway off her shoulder. She pulled it into place as she spoke, her hair already slipping loose from its tie.

“You are, but it’s fine,” Hana said.

“You cut it too close,” Soojin said. “Again,” she added.

“I’m here before the van,” Tae said. “That counts.”

“Barely,” Soojin snapped back.

Hana stepped in before it could go further. “We’re all here. That’s what matters.”

Soojin held her gaze for a second, then rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

Nari let out a quiet breath and shifted her bag higher on her shoulder. Around them, other trainees were starting to file out of the building in small groups, some heading towards practice rooms, others slowing just enough to stare at AURA standing together near the fountain.

The looks were different from those they’d received in the past. Before, there had been sly glances or jealous stares. Now, students were more fascinated and curious than anything else. Now, people knew exactly who they were and the path they were on. As the youngest trainees ever at K-Pop Academy, they had finally earned their top spot, all while secretly battling demons to keep the school and the city safe.

Two trainees near the steps stopped talking as they walked past. One of them glanced back, then leaned in to say something under her breath.

“Don’t look,” Tae said quietly beside Nari.

“I’m not,” Nari said, even though she had been about to.

Soojin adjusted her position slightly, lining up with Hana at the front. “All eyes are on us. Everyone’s wondering what we’ll do next.”

Me too, Nari thought to herself.

“Anytime we succeed, it feels like the expectations keep getting bigger,” Tae said.

Nari nodded, even though Tae wasn’t looking at her. That part felt true. It wasn’t just happening at school any more. Over the past few months, something had shifted. Each performance had brought more cameras, more clips, more people following what they did.

She reached into her bag and pulled out her phone for a second while the others were talking.

There were new notifications. More than there used to be. She tapped through a few posts – short clips from their last showcase, comments stacked underneath. Some of the accounts were familiar. Others weren’t.

She paused on one post that linked to a list she had looked at the night before: Pre-Debut Groups to Watch. She tapped it open and scanned down the page. Their name was there, somewhere in the middle of a list of twenty groups, but as she scrolled, the screen flickered and then brightened in a flash. A searing white light shone into her eyes. She closed her eyes, and her mind went blank. Something weird was going on. Words scrolled across the small screen.

FIXING.

MAKING ADJUSTMENTS.

Then a final word: UPDATED.

The screen refreshed, and suddenly the list seemed shorter than she remembered. She was right. Now there were only fifteen groups listed, though AURA was still on the list. She tried to remember which groups had dropped off, but she couldn’t recall a single name.

Nari scrolled again, then once more, as if it might change back if she looked long enough. It didn’t. She locked her phone and slipped it back into her bag without saying anything.

“Everyone have everything they need? Bags, phones, water?” Hana asked, glancing at each of them in turn.

They all nodded or held things up to confirm.

“Good,” Hana said. “Let’s go.”

They started towards the front gates together, falling into step. The black van was already waiting, parked just beyond the entrance. Their manager, Eunyeong, stood beside it with her tablet, glasses catching the morning light. She didn’t wave or smile. She just tapped her watch. “Eight minutes early,” Eunyeong said as they approached. “Good. That gives us time to review.”

Tae leaned slightly towards Nari. “I was exactly on time,” she murmured.

“You were not,” Soojin whispered back without turning.

Eunyeong tapped her tablet once and looked up. “Tonight’s Seoul Music Celebration is part of the young artist series. You will be performing alongside other pre-debut groups and invited performers from outside the Academy.”

Soojin nodded. “Understood.”

“There will be industry representatives present, along with press and independent media,” Eunyeong continued. “Performances from this series are recorded, shared and reviewed beyond the venue. You should assume that anything you do onstage will be seen more than once.”

Her gaze moved across all four of them.

“You will stay together unless directed otherwise. You will follow the choreography as rehearsed. You will not adjust timing based on audience reaction.”

Hana nodded. “Got it.”

“It is not enough to be good,” Eunyeong said. “You must be exact. Every count. Every transition. No improvisation.”

Soojin gave a small nod. “Yes.”

Eunyeong held her gaze a moment longer, then added, “Consistency is what separates trainees who move forward from those who don’t.”

Nari let that settle in, clear and direct. She was living the dream of becoming a pop star. She knew she shouldn’t be surprised at the pressure, or how making music and being onstage would be just a small part of her life. So much of it was preparation and practice.

“Your performance slot is midway through the programme,” Eunyeong continued. “By that point, the audience will have seen multiple groups. They will be comparing you to them.”

“That’s fine,” Soojin said.

Eunyeong held her gaze. “It is not about being fine. It is about being consistent. You will perform exactly as you trained. No going off like you did last time. And the time before. Sometimes with those weapon props you have, it looks like you’re battling an invisible invasion or something. I mean, the audience eats it up, but improvisation is not part of these performances. Understood?”

Soojin gave a small nod. “Yes.”

Eunyeong lowered her tablet. “Questions?”

No one spoke.

“Excellent. Get in,” she said.

They climbed into the van, settling into their usual seats. Hana and Soojin took the middle row. Nari and Tae moved to the back.

As the door closed and the van pulled away, the school gates slid out of view behind them.

Nari rested her hands in her lap, then leaned her head lightly against the window. The city moved past in steady motion, buildings rising higher as they got closer to the centre.

“Are you okay?” Tae asked quietly.

Nari nodded. “Yeah. I just want tonight to go perfectly.”

“It will,” Tae said. “We’ve done this before.”

Hana turned slightly from the row ahead. “We’ve handled bigger things.”

The van was quiet for a second, with all four girls lost in their own thoughts about the performance that lay ahead of them. They had done this before. Plenty of times. And this quiet van ride was part of the process. Nari knew that the ride home would be filled with laughter and song, a release of all the nervous energy after their performance. But during this ride, Nari’s mind was free to wander as the van drove through the crowded city streets.

By the time they reached the venue, the sidewalks were lined with fans and cameras. Security directed the van towards a side entrance, but the noise still carried through the glass.

The building rose ahead of them, all glass and gold, reflecting the morning sky.

When the van stopped, Eunyeong stood and faced them. “Wait. Timing is everything.”

They did. The door opened. Sound rushed in, louder now. Eunyeong stepped out, then turned back with a smile. “Now.”

Hana moved first. Soojin followed. Tae stepped down next. Nari followed last. Her feet hit the ground, solid and steady. She adjusted her bag and looked straight ahead at the open doors.

They walked forward together, keeping pace without speaking. Nari kept her eyes on the entrance as they stepped inside, her mood lifted by the cheers and chants of the fans outside. The doors opened and the now-familiar backstage smells rushed at them – hairspray, makeup, freshly pressed fabric and the faint heat of the stage lights that had been burning for hours.

Crew members moved quickly past them with clipboards and headsets, calling out cues and checking times. Somewhere down the hall, a group was running vocals, their voices cutting through the noise in short, focused bursts.

Then, for a moment, everything aligned: the footsteps. The voices. The sound checks down the hall. Even the hum of the lights overhead. All of it seemed to combine into one sound and one blinding white light shining into Nari’s eyes.

She slowed down, confused.

Then, just as quickly, the sounds separated again. Someone dropped a cable. A microphone screeched. The moment returned to normal.

Nari shook her head to clear it, sure she was imagining things. The noise and mess of being backstage before a performance was her comfort zone – her happy place, right before she went onstage to do her favourite thing with the people she loved best, her friends who had so quickly become like family.

She glanced at the others. Hana stood tall and still, already focused on what came next. Soojin adjusted her sleeve and checked her hair. Tae bounced a few times on her toes, then settled down, her attention sharpening.

They had all given up so much to be here. Time, comfort, simpler paths. They had worked through long days, harder nights and moments when it would have been easier to stop. Yet, still, this was what they chose.

Because this was the part that made it worth it. Making music together.

Nari nodded once, more to herself than anyone else.

Then they kept walking, together, towards the stage, where they could do what they came here to do.





CHAPTER 2 [image: ]

The final note of their last song rang out, clear and steady. Then the lights went black.

The members of AURA held their ending positions for a count, breathing hard, shoulders rising and falling together. The sound of the crowd rushed in – cheers, clapping, voices calling their name – then a stagehand hurried them off.

Hana moved first. Soojin followed, then Tae, then Nari. They stepped into the wings as the next group took their places. Music started again right away, filling the space they had just left.

Backstage was bright and crowded. Crew members moved quickly, checking timing, resetting equipment. Someone walked past Nari, carrying a bundle of cables.

Eunyeong stepped in front of them with her ever-present tablet. “You followed the choreography. No unscripted movement. You followed directions for once.”

Tae leaned slightly towards Nari. “That’s her version of ‘good job’.”

Nari was relieved, but not because she needed the validation. Her mind was fixed on the second verse of the final song.

The sound in her earpiece had shifted. It was delayed just enough to throw off the timing. When she sang, her voice came back a split-second late. Nari had taken out her earpiece, and followed Hana and Soojin instead. They had all adjusted together and finished the performance without messing up. From the audience’s perspective, it probably seemed normal.

“Let’s go. Freshen yourselves up as much as you can. You have the post-performance interview down the hall before you head back to the dressing room,” Eunyeong said, leading the way. Bright lights were set up along one wall, and a crew member waved them over for a quick clip. They smiled, gave a short greeting and offered the answers Eunyeong had made them memorize beforehand. Then they stepped away as soon as it was over.

The music from the stage carried through the walls.

Eunyeong turned slightly, focused on her tablet.

Hana leaned in and whispered so just the other three could hear. “We have to get out of here.”

Tae blinked. “Now?”

“Yes,” Hana said. “Something wasn’t right on that second verse of ‘Hallyu Anthem’.”

Nari nodded right away. “You noticed? I hope I pulled it off okay.”

Hana gave her a hug. “You were amazing. But something supernatural caused that delay to test us. I’m sure of it. And you definitely passed.”

Soojin squared her shoulders. “We pulled it off. Why do we need to leave? It’s done.”

Hana shook her head. “That didn’t feel random. It felt like something was trying to correct our performance or pull us into something. Demon activity seems to follow us wherever we go. I don’t want to stop performing, so the only alternative is to find out why it’s happening, then put a stop to it once and for all.”

“I agree,” Nari said, in what she hoped was her strongest voice. The others nodded along as if casting their votes as well.

Hana turned to tap their manager on the shoulder. “Excuse me? Eunyeong? We were just talking, and we noticed it’s kind of getting late. We’d like to head back now, if that’s okay.”

Eunyeong looked up. “It most certainly isn’t. Besides, I need to stay. You’re not the only group I manage, you know.”

Hana looked to the others for courage, then she pressed on. “We have an exam tomorrow. First period.”

“All of you?” Eunyeong raised an eyebrow.

“We need to be back tonight,” Nari added.

Eunyeong studied them. “You should have told me earlier. I would have adjusted your schedule.”

“We know,” Hana said. “We should have said something sooner.”

Eunyeong glanced towards the stage entrance, where another group was about to go on. She looked back at them. “Fine. You leave now and go straight to the van. No delays.”

“Thank you,” Hana said.

“Next time, you tell me in advance.”

“We will.”

They moved quickly through the exit doors and into the night air. The sound from inside followed them for a moment, then dropped away as the doors shut.

They climbed into the van, still in costume.

“Great lie,” Soojin snapped as soon as the doors closed. “You invented an exam that none of us have. We’re gonna get caught.”

“Relax, Soojin,” Tae said as she took her seat. “If she checks up on us, we’ll just apologize and say we read the schedule wrong. We all agreed we needed to get out
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