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DEDICATION

To my SIH Squad, this is for you. 

Because of you all, I was able to find my courage and pursue my passions for something that many before have told me was impossible. In a safe place and with folks who looked like me. 

I hope that you all get the chance to chase after your dreams too and that you all will continue to thrive. 

Thank you.
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​CHAPTER ONE

​Mika Collins
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Another year of teaching went by faster than she expected. 

Mika picked up her messenger bag as she and her co-teacher Suzy saw their last student out of the classroom.  

“Thank you so much for all your help this year. I loved working with you, Suzy,” she said sincerely. 

They received the news two months ago that their school, Daewoo Elementary had lost its government funding due to its declining student enrollment and would not be able to remain open after the end of the current school year. Hearing the news was hard, especially since Mika enjoyed her job there. She had taught at the school for three years and had come to know many students well.

Mika could see that her new friend and co-teacher for the last year was getting emotional at the realization of what that day meant for them both. Suzy’s head hung low, her black hair covering her face like a curtain. When she looked up at Mika, her petite nose was the faintest shade of red. 

“I will miss working with you too. You were the coolest English teacher that this school has ever had, Ms. Collins.” 

Mika chuckled and shook her head. 

“How many times have I told you to drop the honorifics with me? Call me Mika, please.”  

Suzy looked at her shyly and nodded her head. 

“Okay...  Mika.”

Hearing Suzy say her name made her smile. 

“Thank you. How about we go out for a nice, tasty dinner tonight? My treat?” she offered. 

“Okay! Thank you Ms.-” 

Suzy started to say until Mika tilted her head.

“M-Mika.” 

They made their way out of the classroom, and Suzy turned off the lights as they both began to say their silent goodbyes to the school that they had come to think of as their second home.  As they were leaving the building, their principal, Mrs. Hyuk, a short woman in her late 50’s with salt and pepper hair, walked slowly toward them. 

“Ms. Collins, Ms. Park, hello.” 

The two quickly bowed respectfully and greeted her. 

“Hello, Principal Hyuk.”

She then reached out to give the two comforting pats on their shoulders before handing them each a white envelope. 

“I wanted to thank you both in person for all that you have done. You worked hard until the very end. I have prepared recommendation letters for you both, as well as three months’ severance pay.” 

Suzy’s eyes widened in surprise. 

“Even for me, Principal Hyuk? Oh, thank you! Thank you so much!” 

She engulfed the principal in a big hug, shocking the older woman. Once her excitement calmed down, she bashfully smiled at Principal Hyuk and immediately apologized.

“Thank you, Principal Hyuk,” Mika said. 

Being in South Korea for the last five years was not at all easy, but having Principal Hyuk as her boss at least made it less difficult professionally. She was fair and professional to her staff and did not treat them as if they were disposable.  

This was very unlike Mika’s last school, who all but told her that she could be replaced any day of the week if she did not meet the students’ demands or make her students’ parents happy. She nudged Suzy gently, prompting her to join her in bowing to their boss again. Principal Hyuk gave them a small smile before walking back to her office. 

The two finally walked out of the building and made their way into the busy streets of Yangju-do. People glanced at them as they walked by, but Mika was used to it now. Suzy, however, was not and did not understand why people would stop in the middle of the crossing to stare at them.  One group of people took out their phones and tried to get video of her, so Mika grabbed Suzy’s hand and picked up the pace to the subway station.

“Why are they like that?!” 

Suzy furiously shouted, gaining the attention of those around them. 

“Let it go Suzy – it’s okay.”

But Suzy was not done venting. 

“First, we lose our jobs to stupid budget cuts, and now people are being like that towards you! It’s not fair, Mika!” 

The younger woman looked up at Mika with her eyes full of tears. 

“It is not fair!” 

Mika held out her arms for Suzy, who did not hesitate to lean into her embrace as she cried. A few moments passed before Suzy stopped. 

She tried to wipe her face with the back of her hand while avoiding looking at Mika on the crowded train.  

“Most locals have gotten over the shock of seeing a black woman in this small city.  I think that they may have been from China.” 

She tried to make light of it, but after hearing Suzy’s outburst, even Mika had to face reality. She was now an out-of-work foreigner in South Korea.  

“What will you do now?” Suzy asked.

Mika honestly didn’t know the answer to that question, and not knowing was starting to weigh her down.

“Ummm, my E2 is still good until the beginning of next year, so I can look for another teaching job, I suppose.” Mika thought out loud. 

“Now that I have no set schedule until then, maybe I will treat this time off as a vacation? Oh! I can finally take a Korean language class!” she finished excitedly.

Now it was Suzy’s turn to laugh. 

“You want to take a Korean language class? Why? Your Korean is better than most foreigners.”

“Well, there is always room for improvement,” Mika explained. 

“And I still get some words mixed up too. Remember when I told one of the other teachers to enjoy their chestnuts when I really meant ‘night’ last week?”

Suzy giggled after hearing that. 

“I guess a class or two couldn’t hurt.” The two looked at one another and smiled.

“And you have to continue your road to becoming the best new fashion designer! We will be okay.”

Mika told her softly before forming her hand into a fist and pointing it at her.

“Yeah, you’re right. We’ll be okay.”

Suzy echoed before balling her little hand into a fist too. 

Then they both tapped their fists together before saying, “Fighting!”
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​CHAPTER TWO

​Nae Ae Rin
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“That’s it for dance practice, ladies! Take a thirty-minute break before your vocal lessons.” Myung-Hee instructed the half-dozen girls that were still inside the small room.

Even though Ae Rin was indeed tired, she made sure to not show it like the other girls did. While they were grumbling their frustrations and getting upset over their new pumps giving them blisters on their toes, Ae Rin double-checked her heels to make sure that the band-aids that she had put on earlier were still securely in place. Being a trainee with The Rising Moon Label for five years had taught her two things:

One, always be prepared. Don’t come into any situation without knowing anything; it makes you look stupid, and that is exactly how everyone who works behind the scenes will treat you.

Two, if you are not prepared, never let it show. Ready yourself as the situation calls for it and put in the work to make it through to another day. That next day might become your day–your day to show the label what you can do. Ae Rin knew that the label was in the process of selecting girls for a new group, and this was her time. She could feel it and made sure to show it in every rehearsal, in the studio, and especially in front of the executives. They held the cards to get her closer to her dreams of being a world-famous musician, and she did not want to give them a chance to question what she could do.

All I need is a chance. At the right time and in front of the right people.

“Ae Rin! Is Ae Rin here?” called one of the new female production assistants. 

She stood and looked the young woman in the eye.

“Yes, Nae Soon. I am here.” 

The woman looked at her for a second and smiled. 

“You remembered my name? Wow. Ummm, you are wanted in Mr. Bum-Kun’s office. Please follow me.” 

The other trainees looked at the two of them and grumbled more under their breaths as she walked out with the assistant.

“I bet they are going to tell her that she’s to be in the next group,” one of the girls said sourly. 

Another girl next to her huffed and sneered. 

“I doubt it. She’s a relic among the trainees. I bet they’re finally getting rid of her.”

Ae Rin made sure to commit her face to memory.

Tiffany Dong. She’s been a trainee for two years. 

The two women walked quickly to Bum-Kun’s office, and the assistant knocked on the door twice before turning the knob and opening the door for Ae Rin. Bum-Kun sent a tight smile Ae Rin’s way while continuing his phone call. She squinted her eyes as she tried to decipher the language being spoken on the other line. 

It’s definitely not Japanese or Mandarin. French? Or Italian, maybe? 

Ae Rin didn’t have another minute to ponder the situation, since the next thing the older executive said must have been goodbye as he hung up the phone. Bum-Kun put the phone back on the receiver and grinned at her. This time, she returned it with an even bigger one of her own. 

“Hello, sir. I was told that you wanted to see me?”

“Yes. Yes, I did! How is training going for you these days?” he asked. 

Like I would ever tell you if it were difficult.

Ae Rin thought sarcastically to herself before looking at him solemnly.

“Very well, thank you. I will continue to work hard,” she replied as enthusiastically as she could. 

“Good, good. I have no doubt that you will. Which is why I wanted to see you.” 

This is it! Your time has finally arrived, Ae Rin! 

“As I am sure that you know by now, we are forming the next big girl group. And, after much careful consideration, we have decided to make it a trio.” 

Ae Rin was ready to scream with excitement! 

A trio? That is incredibly good news! Most groups nowadays are four members at best. This will give me and whomever I am with more exposure!

Bum-Kun continued. 

“The process is always hard when it is time to place our groups, but this time was especially difficult. You have been with us since the beginning, Ae Rin, and if we had decided to make the group a quartet, we would have placed you with them instantly.” 

She was now confused. 

What is he saying?! Wh-what is happening?!

Ae Rin wondered frantically.

“I’m sorry, sir, but I do not understand what you are telling me. Am I to be in the next new group?” she asked directly.

He looked off to his left-hand side and put his head down slightly. 

“No, you will not be in the latest group. We, umm... we seem to not have found a good fit for you with any of the other trainees. And, at this time, we are not releasing any solo artists. The cost to finance one artist is just too high in this ever-changing market. You understand?” 

Unfortunately, Ae Rin Nae understood all too well. 

This was the third time that she has almost debuted. Keeping a positive yet professional presence in the midst of it all was getting harder. Thankfully, she was alone this time and in a private office.

“Ah, yes, I understand,” she replied evenly. 

His posture changed after hearing her answer. Bum-Kun then looked her in the eye before casting his glance down at her and slowly back up again. This time, his smile was a bit too wide; his eyes glistened with a more predatory stare. 

“I cannot promise you a solo career this year. Though, if you were open to becoming my personal protégé, I can give you a few features with some of our established rappers by the end of this year? As a soft debut, of course.” 

Ae Rin was torn. She did not know what she wanted to do more in that moment–cry out her frustrations over a pint of ice cream or claw his eyes out for what he was suggesting. Then she remembered her first rule in the business: always be prepared.  Do not lose your calm. 

Men like him in this business are not new. Focus and exit – now! 

Ae Rin offered a professional bow before sending him a smile that did not reach her eyes. 

“Thank you for telling me the news in person. I will continue to train hard to be placed in the next group, whenever that may be. I will take my leave now. Goodbye.” 

She bowed slightly again for good measure and turned to open the door to leave. His words echoed in her head as she rushed to make it to her vocal practice.

...We seem to not have found a good fit for you with any of the other trainees... You will not be in the latest group... 

Why? Why not?! 

She had been consistent in all her training, had learned every dance and music genre asked of her, and had kept her weight in check since signing on as a trainee. When would she debut?! 

It is all that I have wanted since I was eight years old. To sing and dance – to share my love of music with the world. Why is my time not right now? 

She felt the first hot tear slide down her cheek. Gasping out loud, her hand quickly  went to cover her mouth. 

Ae Rin rushed to the nearest restroom and swung open the door to find an empty stall. Once she locked herself inside, more angry tears began to fall. And she did not try to stop them. Instead, Ae Rin Nae lowered the toilet seat lid and sat down. She then stared at the metallic door of the stall and continued to cry.

I am ready. So, when will it be my time?
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​CHAPTER THREE

​Chen Xiao Mei
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Her new group from Scarlet Red Ink did not even get to debut. 

Just utter nonsense! 

Xiao Mei thought furiously. 

She only agreed to share the information that she had found out about her fellow members’ pasts because her manager promised that it would get the group more exposure when they premiered. Well, it did all right. Someone at the agency leaked the news before their first TV show performance, and the news crews spun it downhill from there. 

And I learned all those old cheesy moves for nothing! 

Xiao Mei sourly continued. So what if Zhou Huang worked as a hostess for a few weeks?! 

Those businesses are commonplace these days. And what about the ‘gentlemen’ that frequent those establishments?

She stuffed her oversized luggage onto the escalator in front of her. The manager that she was assigned to was not completely useless, as he did manage to snag her a parachute just before the group was dissolved for ‘creative differences’. There was an agency in South Korea that wanted to add new trainees to their roster for a new girl group to premiere this year.

I am more than confident that I can find myself in good favor with one or more of the executives there.

Xiao Mei told herself with a smirk. Men are all the same. Let them think that they are in charge and making all the decisions, and they will fall in line easy enough. Women who failed to see this truth were the ones losing out in her opinion.

Her new stilettos made the most comforting click-clack sound as she stepped off of the escalator to find her airline service to check in her luggage. 

Of course, men and women were eyeing her. Xiao Mei kept her body in peak shape and enjoyed showing off her physique. She proudly paraded to the check-in counter in the shortest of pencil skirts with an almost sheer crop top. 

From a distance, she appeared topless. As she got closer to the unsuspecting man at the counter, she could see his pupils widen and his cheeks redden. 

I have yet to say a word to him, and he is already putty in my presence. Pathetic. 

She cast her eyes down and slowly brought them back up to look him in the eye before offering him a small smile. Xiao Mei noticed his Adam’s apple quickly bob up and down before speaking.

“I’m here to check in for my flight. My luggage was previously weighed and met the required amount.” she said smoothly. 

A complete lie, but as long as she maintained eye contact with him, she knew that he would believe her.

“W-where to, miss?” he stuttered. 

She laughed softly at his obvious behavior before answering. 

“One way to Seoul, South Korea.” 

His name tag read Jonathan, but Xiao Mei knew that was not his given name. Her guess was confirmed when his eyes lit up again at her response. She decided to speak in his native tongue to see what else she could squeeze out of him for the time being. 

Korean was the second language that her mother insisted she learned in primary school before her passing. Until she left home at sixteen, her father made sure that Xiao Mei continued her private lessons. 

“Yes, back to South Korea I go.” 

Watching his jaw become slack was almost comical. He looked quickly behind his shoulder and back at her as he checked her ticket. 

“It says here that you have a coach seat ticket waiting for you to pick up,” he explained. 

“Oh, no. That must be a mistake.” she replied quickly in Korean. 
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