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The music filled the studio. It began with the opening beat, familiar and steady, then Tae’s rap cut through the speakers. Nari’s voice rose next, clear and strong, carrying the melody. Soojin moved, her body in sync with the rhythm, leading without thinking about it.


We are strong. We are there for each other. We are better together.



Hana stayed close, matching Soojin’s dance energy, her voice blending into Nari’s lead. Tae shifted smoothly between rap lines and movement, timing every step to the beat. Their practice showed in the way they moved as a unit, each of them distinct, all of them connected.

The chorus of “Stronger Together” came in, sharp and unmistakable.


One plus one plus one plus one equals AURA.



They danced through the take with bright expressions and steady focus. The student director called for a reset, and the song started again right away.

They ran it again. And again.

This was AURA’s first music video. They were filming it for their video performance and production class, and everyone on set was a student, just like them. The song had already been recorded. Their voices and Tae’s rap poured from the sound system each time filming stopped and started. Their job was to match it perfectly each time with new costumes, lighting shifts and new props rolled into place between takes.

Their demon-fighting weapons had been styled to look like props for the video. The sharp edges caught the light as they moved, giving them hero vibes.

The idea for the song had come to them when they were playing with Tokki, their little music goblin buddy, who was now hibernating in his cubby for the next ten years under the watchful eye of the school nurse. Soojin smiled at the memory. Everyone at school assumed he was a rare breed of bunny, and the girls of AURA weren’t about to correct them. None of the students at KPA needed to know that there were goblin-like dokkaebi, guardian spirits, and demons from the underworld roaming the school. It was AURA’s job to keep the supernatural beings in check so they didn’t cause trouble. Their song said it all:


We show up for each other in the spotlight, and also when no one is watching.



Sweat gathered at the base of Soojin’s neck under the lights. She focused on the camera. Every take mattered. The harder they worked to get it perfect in filming, the smoother it would look in the final cut.

Between runs, the student wardrobe lead adjusted jackets and belts. A makeup student touched up faces. Their teacher watched closely, eyes sharp, arms folded. Soojin stepped to the sidelines and adjusted one of the spotlights.

“Let the crew handle it,” the instructor said.

Soojin dropped her hand and stepped back into position. The music started again.


Fanged beasts in the night. Wild birds in flight.



They danced through the sequence, smiles steady, shoulders squared. They all gave Hana space as she rolled into her now-famous kick spin. The one she had perfected when they had fought the shadows of doubt months before.

Soojin slipped her phone out between takes and grabbed a few seconds of video from the side, framing it so it looked casual. She already knew how she would edit it later for their behind-the-scenes reel.

After the third full run-through, the student director glanced at her tablet and waved them towards the interview set along the far wall.

“Okay. Let’s record some interviews while we make a few adjustments,” she said. “Give quick answers in full sentences. Act natural and forget the cameras are on.”

AURA moved into place as the camera operator adjusted framing and another student fine-tuned the lights. Soojin angled her phone against a light stand a few feet away, careful to catch the interview set along with the director and the crew. She checked the angle, tapped “record” and stepped back into her chair.

Hana settled beside her, blue bob tucked behind one ear. Nari’s long white hair fell over her shoulders, glossy under the lights. Tae leaned back slightly, long red braid draped over one shoulder, calm and ready.

The camera light blinked on.

“Let’s start with the song for your latest music video,” the director said, glancing up from her tablet. “Where did it come from?”

Hana answered first. “I wrote the first version after a late practice,” she said. “It was about showing up for each other.”

“We all worked on it from there,” Nari added. “We wanted a theme that felt true to us.”

“It’s about how we work as a group,” Tae said.

Soojin smiled. “It’s about being strong as individuals and stronger together.”

The director nodded. “Great. Next question. People keep asking about the bunny. That cute little mascot shows up a lot in your content,” the director said. “We haven’t seen it in a while.”

“Nari was bunny-sitting for her cousin,” Tae said. The lie came out easily. “Tokki got into everything,” she said with a laugh.

“He caused chaos, but he was really sweet,” Nari added.

Soojin tilted her head. “I miss him,” she said honestly. “Even though his main talent was causing trouble.”

The director smiled, then checked her tablet again.

“Okay. Let’s talk about the weapons you guys use in all your dance numbers,” she said. “They give you a tough vibe even though your songs are more about helping each other.”

“We started using them when we first got together as a group,” Hana explained. “At first, it was for just one song, but then it just kind of became who we are.” She shrugged. They had practised answering questions like these in their dorm room. The key to hiding their secret demon-hunting identity was to stick to the truth as much as possible.

Tae spoke next. “My bow and arrow help me focus,” she said. “They remind me to stay sharp and keep my goals in sight.”

Nari rested her hands on the hilts of her twin blades. “These help me stay balanced.”

Hana touched the hilt of her sword. “This connects to my martial arts training. And it makes me feel powerful,” she added.

The director turned to Soojin.

Soojin lifted her weapon, a scythe, with an easy grin. “I like mine because it’s the biggest.”

That earned a soft laugh from the crew. Soojin held the smile and let it land. The story sounded good, even though the truth was more embarrassing than she wanted to admit. She had a feeling it had simply been the only weapon available when she officially joined the group. The curved blade sometimes made her feel like a farmer going out to cut wheat in the fields.

“One more question,” the director said. “When it comes time to choose your minor next year, what are you going to pick?”

“Tech crew,” Tae said. “Sound and production.”

“Choreography,” Hana said.

“Voice,” Nari said.

Soojin met the camera squarely. “Social media.”

“Perfect,” the director said. “Thank you. Let’s head back to the floor.”

As the lights dimmed and the crew reset, Soojin crossed back to her phone and stopped the recording. She skimmed the footage quickly. The group looked polished and connected. The crew moved efficiently in the background, the director stepping in and out of frame with her tablet tucked under her arm.

She deleted the moment when someone crossed in front of the camera, and a few seconds when Nari’s mic fell and they had to reset. By the time she slid her phone into her pocket and returned to her mark, the behind-the-scenes story was already taking shape.

She checked the time again. Her parents would arrive any minute. Principal Lee had mentioned their tour earlier in the week, and Soojin had nodded along, pretending it didn’t matter. Kitty and Bubu had donated generously when the school upgraded the video production building. Their names appeared near the entrance on a plaque that caught the light every time the doors opened.

Soojin had come to understand how this worked. She knew that their fame and success as TV hosts opened doors for her to be a successful performer. But she also knew how much work she put in, how hard she trained, how seriously she took every detail on her own. She used to worry that people would think her parents bought her way into K-Pop Academy. And, honestly, she hadn’t done anything to make anyone believe otherwise. Until AURA. Her first real friends. They didn’t care that she was K-pop royalty or the daughter of two media superstars. They liked her for herself and invited her to join for her skills, not who her parents were.

The studio doors opened during the next reset. Principal Lee entered first, smiling as she gestured towards the lighting rigs and monitors. “This is where the new setups really shine,” she said.

Kitty and Bubu followed, already waving, already laughing. They were dressed in their usual loud colours, and they entered the room as if stepping onto a stage.

“This place is fabulous,” Kitty announced, clapping her hands. “So much space.”

Bubu leaned into the frame of a nearby camera and pulled an exaggerated serious face before breaking into a grin. “Still got it,” he winked, drawing laughter from the crew.

The mood lifted instantly. A few students waved back. The teacher chuckled despite herself.

Soojin turned, posture straight, expression ready. “Amma. Oppa.” She greeted her parents formally.

Kitty wrapped her in a quick hug. “Soojin-ah, you look like a star!”

Her father patted her head. “How’s my little dancer today?”

They joked, waved and made faces, leaning into the attention. Everyone seemed to enjoy the break and the energy shift that came with their big presence. Kitty and Bubu thrived on it, drawing laughter and warmth wherever they moved.

Soojin stayed in place, smile steady, feeling the familiar tightening in her chest. She caught Nari’s eye and got a small, grounding look in return. Hana adjusted her stance beside Soojin. Tae stepped closer. To Soojin, it felt like a warm hug.

“I’m sorry to butt in, but we should really get back to filming,” Tae said, pretending to look at the schedule. “It’s the car setup. We need to, um, do a lighting check. Right, Soojin?”

Soojin nodded gratefully. The director took the cue. “Positions, everyone.”

The crew moved quickly, rolling the prop car into place. Screens behind it flickered to life, open countryside receding into the distance, then shifting to a cityscape glowing with light. AURA climbed in, weapons visible, expressions reset.

The music started again.


Even an army of mischievous demons couldn’t tear us apart.



In the small space of the prop car, their movements were sharper. The city blurred behind them. The last line of the song rang out.


We are stronger together. Stronger together.



Soojin held her smile through the final beat, breath steady, focus locked. When the director called, “Cut”, the room filled with applause and chatter.

Kitty clapped her hands together and beamed at the group. “Did you see them?” she said to Principal Lee. “Perfect. Every single one of them. Did you notice Soojin’s timing? She’s always had that. From the moment she could walk.”

Bubu leaned in, nodding seriously. “Flawless,” he said. “Absolutely flawless. These girls are going places.”

Soojin’s parents fussed over AURA, straightening their collars, praising every detail as if the performance had already gone live. Soojin smiled, nodded and thanked them, playing the role of dutiful daughter and shrinking in their presence.

Principal Lee stepped in smoothly. “Why don’t we continue the tour outside?”

Kitty blinked, then laughed. “Of course. Of course.”

As the doors closed behind them, Soojin let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

When the recording finished, they stepped outside into the thick, bright, July heat.

Tae stretched her shoulders. “We did it.”

Hana laughed softly. Nari leaned into Soojin’s side for a moment before stepping away.

Soojin lowered her phone and stood with her friends, the tension easing as it always did when they were together.

As they crossed into the courtyard, the words of the song stayed with her. She knew who she was as a dancer. She knew how much work she put in. She also knew how easily people made assumptions about her. She was the daughter of the most famous couple on Korean television, so of course she’d get into K-Pop Academy, and of course she’d get the solos and the honour.

For a while, that was fine with her. She had used it to get front-of-line privileges at the cafeteria and first pick at dorm rooms. Maybe she half-believed what people were saying about her, even though she knew in her heart she belonged at KPA.

But now, Soojin had a new perspective. She was part of AURA, a talented team of artists who had also become good friends, as well as a secret unit of demon fighters chosen to save the school. And now that she had truly earned her place, she wasn’t going to stand in her parents’ shadow for another moment. It was Soojin’s turn in the spotlight, and she was ready for it.





CHAPTER 2 [image: ]

The notices appeared a few days later around the campus without any announcement.

Soojin noticed them first in the hallway of the video production building, taped neatly beside the digital board where class schedules and room changes were usually posted. A few students slowed as they passed, leaning in to scan the details. Others snapped photos and kept moving, already talking through what it might mean for their own departments.


Guardians of Seoul Summer Showcase

Interschool Competition

Finalists’ Grand Performance: 24 August



Soojin read the notice once, then again. The citywide showcase spanned the entire summer, culminating with the main performance in late August. She wanted to be a finalist so badly that she could almost taste it.

As she crossed the courtyard towards the main campus, her thoughts raced ahead of her steps, already sketching out possibilities for AURA to compete. A summer-long showcase meant multiple opportunities to perform and make a name for themselves. It meant audiences and fans. She’d have to up her posting game for sure, and she’d have to make sure the other girls started posting more, too.

Soojin had just rejoined the rest of her group at the low steps near the courtyard when the notifications began to sound.

Nari’s screen lit up first. Hana’s chimed a moment later. Tae glanced down at hers, then up at the others with a slight nod. Soojin felt the familiar vibration in her pocket and paused before opening the email, giving herself a second to breathe.

“We were invited,” Nari said with a quiet smile. “Did you guys click the link yet?” They all shook their heads. Nari read aloud from the site: “Each group must feature its school’s ‘guardian mascot’ in special effects-supported performances. Points add up through the summer.”

“We made it!” Tae said breathlessly.

Soojin filled with pride. This was the kind of massive opportunity that tested groups in ways a single performance never could, and they were ready for it.

“We got it,” she said, smiling as the words left her mouth.

Hana leaned closer to read over her shoulder. “We’re in.”

In that moment, everyone’s phones lit up with an announcement from Principal Lee. “All-school meeting at 6 p.m. in the courtyard.”

They had some time before they had their first dance practice, so the group headed to the main courtyard, energy still buzzing among them. It was there – amid clusters of students, overlapping conversations and phones held up at every angle – that the moment shifted.

“We were selected,” Soojin said to a cluster of girls next to her.

One of the girls laughed and lifted her phone. “So were we. And them. And like half of the groups in the school.” She pointed to three other clusters of students celebrating across the courtyard.

Another student joined in with a smirk. “The invitation just says we can try for a spot in the showcase. Everyone has to prove they have what it takes before they get to perform there.” He pointed directly at Soojin. “Even her.” The words landed cleanly, without cruelty, and that almost made it worse.

Soojin felt heat rush to her face as understanding spread through the courtyard. The conditions for competing became clear all at once. Every group at KPA was welcome to vie for a spot in the showcase.

“Okay,” said Tae, her voice steady and calm. “We’re going for a walk. Now.”

Hana nodded. Nari slipped her phone into her pocket. Without another word, they strode away from the crowd, crossing the courtyard and heading towards the quieter edge of campus. They needed air and distance from their embarrassment.

They walked in silence for a few minutes, the campus noise fading behind them. The path curved towards the old gate at the far edge of the school grounds.

Stone guardians, called haetae, stood on either side of the gate, massive and awe-inspiring, their bodies carved in a seated pose that suggested patience. These mythical creatures with lion-like bodies were often seen guarding entrances across Korea, as they were believed to ward off injustice and danger. One leaned slightly forward, mouth parted as if caught mid-thought, its mane heavy with curls. The other sat more upright, its mouth closed, its expression steadier, the lines of its face softened by years of rain and heat. Both were broad and powerful, paws planted firmly, stone surfaces worn smooth where countless hands had brushed past on the way into school.

The one with
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