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Dedicated to all K-pop singers, dancers, staff, fans and friends

	You are true heroes and heroines

	Now your story begins . . .

	K-pop을 사랑하시는 모든 분에게 이 책을 헌정합니다.

	 


1

	DREAMS & ASPIRATIONS

	Year 1

	Julie Kim drew in a sharp breath and let it out in a slow exhale. This was it; the blood, sweat, tears, and grueling training she had put in had led to this defining moment. The moment she had been waiting for. The bright lights of Seoul shone on her as she walked into the Blue-Sky Entertainment (BS Entertainment) building. The city was abuzz with activity. Julie had a feeling that although she was walking in for the first time, she would one day leave this training facility as a beloved K-pop star.

	Julie was what many would call the ideal Korean beauty. Born and raised in South Korea, she had porcelain white skin, dark hair that made a beautiful contrast, a V-shaped face, perfectly symmetrical eyebrows that framed her eyes, and a slim body to top it off. Growing up, Julie was always told that she could pass for a model, but that wasn’t her dream; she preferred to be a K-pop star singing to millions of fans who would cheer her on.

	She looked by her side and saw a handful of girls making their way inside the building, and she knew it wasn’t going to be easy. After all, these girls were also very talented, and it would probably be cutthroat competition, but she was ready for the ride. If anything, Julie was determined now more than ever to make her mark in the fiercely competitive K-pop industry.

	“Welcome, Julie!” Sunny Park called as she scooped her in a warm bear hug.

	Sunny was Julie’s bubbly and outgoing best friend. Sunny styled her soft brown hair in a shoulder-length fringe bob, and her plump pink lips curved in a refreshing smile. Sunny was already beyond excited that she was here. She had been accepted into the same training program a few months earlier and was excited that Julie was joining the program.

	Sunny had been standing in the main hall for minutes to make sure that Julie didn’t lose her way in the massive building, bonus points that she was going to be the first person to officially welcome her to the facility.

	“Sunny, this place is huge!” Julie squealed as she scanned the hall.

	The girls did a little happy dance. They couldn’t believe this was actually happening, like in real life!

	It was all they had been talking about for the past few months. Both their parents hadn’t gone a day without hearing all about how Julie was planning to enroll in the program just like her bestie.

	“Thank you!” Julie smiled, her eyes wide with awe as she took in the sleek and modern interior of the training facility. The words Blue Sky Entertainment were boldly standing out on the glossy wall. Julie thought about how luxurious it looked. “I can’t believe I’m here.”

	Jennie Lee, another trainee who had joined the program around the same time as Sunny, walked up to them with a confident smile. Her elegant appearance was that of one who seemed to have it all together. She had mixed race features, and that made sense since she had an American-Caucasian dad and a Korean mom. She was born in the United States of America.

	“Hey, guys! Are you ready to take on the world of K-pop?” Jennie asked with a beautiful American accent.

	Julie nodded eagerly, her determination shining through. “I’m more than ready. I’ve been waiting for this moment my whole life!”

	Sue Chung, the last of the four girls, approached them with a shy smile. “Hi, everyone, I’m Sue.”

	She was usually reserved, but this time, she had made up her mind to make friends for a change. Sue was born and raised in Korea just like Julie. She had a very flexible body that smashed every dance move with ease. Sue always knew she was meant to make a mark in the dance industry and leave positive messages through dance.

	Sunny immediately enveloped Sue in a warm hug. “Welcome, Sue! We’re so glad you’re here too. We’re going to be the best of friends; I can feel it.”

	Sunny was being Sunny as usual: warm, friendly, and ever so kind. You could tell from her genuine smile that she meant every word that she said.

	Julie shut her eyes, breathed deeply, and allowed it to soak in.

	She was happy to be here, with her band of new friends, to do what she loved best, and she couldn’t wait to see what was in store for her and these lovely girls in the year to come.

	***

	“Buckle up, ladies,” Master Ki-Taek barked. “It’s going to be a long ride.”

	Julie gulped and stole a glance at Sunny, who equally looked like she had a bug in her throat.

	Master Ki-Taek was the Creative Director/CEO of the entertainment organization. From what Julie had heard, he was no-nonsense. Well, he and the rest of the tutors who stood behind him. Other trainees often called him Dr. K, as he seemed to know everything about K-pop or Dr. Pepper, as his training program was so infamous for its unbearable hardship. Master Ki-Taek was the friendliest or least dreadful one among the trainers.

	“Some of you have been here for a few months, and some of you are still fresh out of the oven,” Ki-Taek spoke with an air of finality. “That is why we’d like to introduce your tutors to you.”

	He started by the left and pointed at the four teachers that stood. “Seong will be taking vocal lessons; she’ll be working to perfect your vocal dexterity. Chang-Min Song will handle all dance classes. Jae will take care of the acting classes, and Eun-Ji will be teaching songwriting and production. Is that clear?”

	The girls replied with a resounding yes.

	Ki-Taek stroked his beard. “Even though most of you are quite talented, you’re all fairly new to the real world of entertainment, and that means that there is a lot of work to be done.”

	He stooped and then started again. “Nevertheless, let this be an avenue to officially welcome you into Blue Sky Entertainment.”

	With this, the girls clapped, and there was even one shout of excitement in the back, to which Ki-Taek harshly stared in that direction.

	“Getting into this facility is no walk in the park. You’ve all been through some auditions and, of course, interviews. So being here means that you are good at what you do.”

	The girls clapped again, more excitedly this time around.

	“However, it is not good enough. Here at BS Entertainment, we pride ourselves in being the best of the best. You can call us the 1% of the 1% if you please, and that means absolute excellence.”

	There was now silence, and it seemed Ki-Taek was enjoying this more than the cheers.

	“The management of this esteemed establishment has decided to split you all into groups for easier monitoring and assessments,” he announced.

	Ki-Taek did a sweep of the girls with his eyes. That pause was for dramatic effect.

	“You,” he called out to a wimpy girl with dark eyes and long legs. The girl turned towards Ki-Taek. “You fall under group 1.”

	Ki-Taek selected three more girls who stood close to the skinny teen and put them in group 1 as well. “Come here,” he said to another girl named Min Ji, who had been a songwriter for years before her friends encouraged her to pursue a career in K-pop. “You’re in group 2. Three of you, please join her.”

	Ki-Taek pointed at a few more girls and put them in groups of four. Then he stopped right in front of Julie. “I haven’t seen you here before,” he remarked.

	Julie held her head a little higher and looked right back at him. “I’m with the new batch.”

	“Oh,” Ki-Taek said with a blank expression on his face. “Good, you’re in group 7.”

	Then he pointed at Sunny, Sue, and Jennie. “You are teammates now.”

	The girls tried to hide their excitement before Ki-Taek would notice it and change his mind.

	He went on to group the rest of the girls. A few of the teammates were already acquaintances, but most of them were just meeting for the first time, so it was obvious that there was a bit of work to be done in getting to know themselves more and just generally adapting to the new change.

	“Hi, I’m Min Ji,” the girl said in the distance as she tried to exchange pleasantries with the rest of their teams.

	“Nice to meet you,” another girl said in the other part of the hall.

	They knew that their success in this place largely depended on their ability to work together and display perfect harmony. As a group, they would be required to sing, dance, and just perform together, so that initial bonding would be the first foundation they would be laying for their long-term relationship.

	“Well, what are you waiting for?” Ki-Taek asked. “Let’s get to work!”

	Within a millisecond, the girls jolted out and set out for their first rehearsals for the day.

	“He’s usually like that,” Sunny assured Julie.

	She was intentional about making sure that Julie did not develop cold feet because of his coldness.

	However, Jennie looked practically unshaken. Sue observed her as she did some vocal warm-ups.

	After a few ahhs and ohms, Jennie stared at the three girls. “You think I came all this way just to chicken out from that little act? He looks like he’s all bark and no bite.”

	“That’s the attitude I love to see!” Julie said gleefully.

	“Less talking, more working,” Ki-Taek snapped and said as he looked over at the group.

	With that, they giggled sheepishly and continued their vocal exercises.

	***

	The girls had agreed to meet up together for brunch, and there they were seated at the table, all looking fabulous.

	Jennie was scanning through the menu and telling the girls about her love for fusion dishes and how they should one day come over to her parent’s house, where she would treat them to a home-cooked dinner.

	Sue sat there in her cute blazer dress, which had just the perfect balance of business and pleasure. She mused quietly and noted some of the things that the restaurant could do to get increased patronage.

	They were all seated there, except for Julie.

	“Where’s Julie?” Jennie asked Sunny, who was reading an e-book on the basics of the entertainment business.

	The question was enough to jolt Sunny back into reality.

	“She said she was close by,” Sunny replied as she turned back to check. “And there she is!”

	“Sorry, I’m late, guys,” Julie said as she walked to the table where the girls sat, looking fashionably late.

	They all laughed as she took a seat.

	“I bring news from BS Entertainment,” Sunny announced.

	Everyone looked at her eagerly. When it came to being knowledgeable about the facility and entertainment in general, Sunny was the one to call. After all, she got in a few months earlier than any one of them.

	“You guys know there are 12 groups of girls in Blue Sky Entertainment, right?” Sunny began as she watched the girls nod in agreement.

	“Well, the management is planning to taper that down to just six groups by the end of the year.”

	“Oh!” Sue whispered.

	The girls always knew that some groups would have to be cut loose eventually, but they weren’t expecting them to cut off half of the class in just a few months.

	“What about the year after that?” Jennie asked.

	“By the end of the second year, there’ll be only 3 groups left, and after that, they’ll have to choose just 1 set to work with.”

	The girls were quiet for a minute; they seemed to be asking the same tough question: would they make it to the top?

	Jennie knew what they were thinking, and she didn’t want them to panic, so she took the initiative.

	“We will make it,” Jennie said confidently and smiled with fierce determination in her eyes. “And it’s not because we are talented or special. I mean, look around BS, there are plenty of talented girls there. Still, I have a feeling that we’ll get to the top.”

	The girls looked a little more at ease.

	“Julie’s right,” Sunny said. “We will have to work twice as hard and be extra diligent, but it will be worth it in the end.”

	“I say we take a chance and give it our best shot,” Jennie agreed with a smile.

	Sue stretched out her hand to the group, and they followed suit, holding hands and giggling happily.

	They were ready to take this journey. With their unique strengths and abilities, they made a fantastic team. Julie had the looks and the leadership skills, Sunny P was blessed with the most precious voice you’ve ever heard, Jennie Lee’s elegance and grace made the group stand out, and Sue’s impeccable dance moves were out of this world.

	The girls knew that they could do this. All it took was a little faith, determination, and hard work. They had not come this far to back down now. The challenge in front of them was real, but they did not feel afraid anymore.

	***

	A pair of heels click-clacked across the tiles of the vocal classroom, and all the girls were silent as Miss Seong, their voice coach, walked in.

	The lady was draped in a black midi-length dress with black pointed heels to match, and fire-red lipstick for a pop of color. Her hair was slicked into a low, elegant bun, and her aura was one that immediately commanded respect.

	“I’m delighted to meet you all again,” Seong announced. “Master Ki-Taek introduced us earlier, and now I’m just glad we get to do some real work. Let me start by saying you’re here for one thing: To pull down every obstacle and get to the top of your game. We’ve already done so much orientation, so let’s get right into the practice.”

	“I want to see what you’ve got, so I know what I’m working with. We’ll start with voice modulations and variations of your pitch, who wants to try first?”

	A few hands were raised, and Miss Seong seemed pleased that her trainees were eager.

	After looking around the class for a while, she chose Lin to go first.

	“What’s your name?” Seong asked.

	Lin did a subtle, not-so-subtle smirk and tossed her hair to the side after looking into Julie’s eyes. It was an expression that said, “Hey, look, I’m already warming you up to our teacher, and I’m doing it before you.”

	“My name is Lin.”

	Then she proceeded to sing and hit a very high key.

	Seong looked startled and astonished and pleasantly taken aback at the same time.

	“Phew! That was intense, well-done, Lin.”

	“Who wants to beat that record?” Seong asked, ready to shake the class up and create some competition.

	Fewer hands were raised this time, and Julie so desperately wanted to rise to the challenge, but she knew this was not her time. She knew she wasn’t petty enough to dance to Lin’s beat.

	Seong walked up to where Julie was sitting with her friends. She did a sweeping motion with her fingers as if she was undecided on whether to pick Julie or not, and just then, she rested her finger in the direction of Sue.

	“Well, I’m waiting,” Miss Seong said impatiently.

	“I didn’t raise my hand,” Sue said.

	“I know that,” Seong said impatiently. “Still, I want you to do it.”

	Sue sat up flustered and looked at Sunny, Julie, and Jennie for support. She wasn’t expecting Seong to choose her just like that. Their kind eyes gave her a little flicker of encouragement, but then she made the mistake of looking at the rest of the class and then at Lin, who was laughing wickedly.

	Sue opened her mouth with the intent of singing, but all that came out was a strangled sound.

	Seong looked unimpressed and shook her head. “Please, sit down.”

	Sue sat gingerly, but she would have preferred to allow the ground to swallow her up. It wasn’t that she didn’t know how to sing; her lack of confidence had gotten the best of her again, and she hated herself for it.

	“I’d like to try,” Sunny said as she raised her hands. She was angry about what just happened. She noticed that Lin took pleasure in making their group look bad. Very soon, their monthly evaluation would begin, and she couldn’t afford to let Group 7 fall behind.

	“Okay,” Seong said as she turned around. “Give it a try.”

	Sunny proceeded to sing, and the rest of the class could only stare at her. Her voice was incredibly sharp, yet soothing all at the same time.

	Seong smiled and said, “Finally, a worthy competitor. Good job.”

	Seong turned to the board and started to outline the tips to properly modulate. Lin looked over at the girls again and gave her signature smirk. She was gradually achieving her goal, even though Sunny had just made the blow less painful. No matter what, she would make sure that these girls were nothing but second best, second of course, only to her.

	***

	“Okay, what’s with the mean girl?” Jennie asked, looking visibly disturbed.

	“You mean Lin,” Sue replied.

	Jennie, Sue, Julie, and Sunny were walking out of the building. They were very exhausted from the demands of the classes they took. BS Entertainment tutors had proved so far that their standards were through the roof. With sore legs, the girls were making their way to the bus stop. They lived in different parts of Seoul. Their parents lived in parts of Gangnam and Itaewon, so they would take the bus and branch out to their houses.

	“Yeah, I don’t care what her name is,” Sunny said. She wasn’t pleased with what happened earlier in class. She held Sue’s hand kindly in an attempt to make her feel better.

	“Hi,” a girl in a pink skirt and cute white button-down greeted.

	The girls weren’t in the mood to talk to anyone else, but the girl had friendly features and looked receptive.

	Apart from this, they also noticed that she was very frail. They were all placed on diets, but some girls were struggling with eating disorders and whatnot.

	“I’m Yuna,” the girl said and smiled. “Sue, I’m so sorry about what happened earlier. Don’t think about it too much. Lin is practically evil.”

	Sue was surprised that she knew her name.

	“I’ve noticed you girls since the day we were put into groups,” Yuna said, as if she could read Sue’s mind. “I admire the bond you share.”

	The girls smiled at this and watched Yuna head out.

	“That’s it,” Julie said out of the blue, as the rest of the girls looked at her, eager to know what she meant. “Lin is our nemesis. Do you know how in the movies, the heroes always have to conquer the villain? Think about it; she’s our villain, and if we want to reach the top, we have to overcome her.”

	“Honestly, the only thing I want to overcome right now is the hunger and embarrassment I feel now,” Sue said sadly, as she remembered the cringe-worthy moment.

	The girls laughed hard at the way Sue managed to tell the joke, but Julie was quiet. She strongly believed that one blow to the team was a blow to all. That meant what happened to Sue was bad for the whole group, especially as they were now friends.

	Julie had sacrificed a lot to be here. Her mind even trailed to how people had always accused her parents of putting pressure on her to become a celebrity K-pop star, but she knew this wasn’t true. She wanted this for herself, and not even Lin was going to get in the way of her and her friends.

	***

	It was about 3 weeks into their training, and the bond between the girls was getting stronger. Through the demanding training sessions, they were always there for each other, always there to support and encourage each other. They both stayed focused on the goal: to emerge as the top K-pop group in the country. They were ready to make the sacrifices of their time and effort to ensure that their dreams came through.

	Then again, it was a hot Tuesday afternoon, and they wanted to be anywhere else but in the dance class, getting coached by Chang-Min on how to do the AESPA’s arm illusion.

	“For the last time, you push your hands out like this and bend the back of your hand to form a C,” Chang-Min barked as he showed the girls what he wanted them to do.

	Some groups were already smashing the steps, while some were left looking like clumsy ostriches.

	Chang-Min took note of the girls who were frowning because their feet were sore from standing for so long.

	“What?” he asked. “Did you expect a cozy training here at BS? If you can’t master these simple dance moves, then you might as well pack your bags and leave.”

	Barely three weeks into the program, the trainees had already slipped into a taxing routine. Apart from the regular training sessions, as well as vocal and dance classes, they had been placed on strict diets to keep them fit. Some trainees were already on the verge of giving up, but not Julie. She remained as determined as ever, ready to put in the work for this journey to stardom. Sunny shared a similar sense of determination with her; the strong belief that their group was going to make a debut as the next best K-pop group in Korea and leave their footprints in the sands of time after making their mark in music.

	“Sue,” Julie whispered to her friend. “Show Mr. Song the move you’ve been working on.”

	“What? No,” Sue whispered back almost immediately. “Not after what happened last time.”

	“You can do it.” Jennie and Sunny assured her.

	They all knew they had to shine through as early as possible before the management started making cuts. Monthly evaluation was coming up, and a win for one was a win for all.

	“Okay,” Sue breathed, still unsure about whether this was the right move or not.

	She cautiously began performing the routine she had been working on for months. Her balance and flow were so noticeable that the whole class practically stood still as they watched her flawlessly grace the stage with her seamless dance moves. Even her tutor couldn’t help but notice.

	“That was flawless!” Chang-Min exclaimed as he clapped while the other trainees joined in.

	“Sue, that was a good one,” he added delightedly. “You must be the star dancer of your group.”

	Sue and her friends smiled with glee. Yes, the move had paid off, and their group was on track again.

	“We’ve come to the end of our class,” Chang-Min said as the trainees breathed a sigh of relief. Today’s class was particularly demanding than ever before, and they desperately needed the break. The girls wrapped up, with most packing their bags. Lin walked up to the group, and her teammates stood beside her.

	“Nice moves, Sue,” Lin said as she did her evil grin.

	“Thanks, I guess,” Sue replied.

	“That doesn’t change the fact that you sing like a frog!” Lin added and burst into a fit of laughter while her teammates joined her.

	“You have no right,” Jennie fumed and tried to inch closer to Lin before Sunny and Julie stopped her.

	“Oh yes, I have every right, and what are you going to do?” Lin asked as she pretended to not know what was going on. “You do know hitting someone in this school will get you kicked out, don’t you?”

	“We are fully aware,” Julie replied. “And that is why we are not stupid enough to fall for your schemes.”

	“Good to know.” Lin laughed as she turned around with her squad. “See you around.”

	Sunny hugged Sue, who was quietly sobbing now. They all knew that Lin was just a distraction from their goal. If they wanted to go far in this race, they had to find ways to ignore what she was doing and focus on what was important. But the question was, how?

	***

	“I need talent!” Master Ki-Taek said as he flung his arms about dramatically.

	They were having a management meeting that did not seem to be going so well.

	“The girls need time,” Seong muttered quietly.

	“Time?” Ki-Taek acted shocked. “What they need is a push.”

	“Well, so far I've spotted some pretty good trainees,” Chang-Min shrugged. “There's one called Sue, she's got some very fluid moves. She made a mark on the dance floor the last time we tried.”

	“Chang-Min,” Ki-Taek called. “One student? You mean to tell me that we have 36 students in the entire BS Entertainment and only one student has the moves?”

	“Not exactly,” Seong disagreed. “Two students have displayed excellent vocal prowess so far, and the rest are picking up very fast.”

	Ki-Taek shook his head. It wasn't good enough for him. He wanted perfection.

	“Keep the girls on their toes. I don't know what it is, but come up with something, anything: tasks, challenges, competitions, just anything to get them to work harder.”

	Ki-Taek left the meeting hall, feeling exasperated, and left Seong and Chang-Min behind.

	“I've taken note of group 7 in particular. They seem to be the most harmonious group, don't you think?”

	Chang-Min agreed with what Seong was saying. “That's true.”

	“In fact, I've noticed that they have the makings of a solid K-pop group, but I haven't said anything to any of them yet,” Seong said.

	“Julie has the looks and the leadership skills,” Chang-Min said as he thought deeply. “She might not be the best at singing or dancing, but she's a good decision maker, and that seems to keep her group together. With that pretty face of hers, fans will be raving about her all day long.”

	“And then Sunny, her voice is incredible,” Seong mused, and she was glad that Chang-Min understood what she was saying. “Her beautiful voice practically brings warmth to the people that listen to it. She's energetic and has a surprisingly good command of her voice.”

	“Let's not forget Sue,” Chang-Min added. “I cannot stop raving about her dance moves and flexibility. It's almost as if she has no bones in her body. For someone with such skills, I can attest to the fact that she is supposed to be a superstar by now.”

	“Jennie's elegance shines through,” Seong said. “She's not as good at singing or dancing as Sunny or Sue, but she carries herself well, and her grace seems to make up for her lack of entertainment skills. I honestly feel like she would be better off modeling.”

	“Among the rest of the girls, there are some girls that stand out,” Chang-Min said. “After all, Yuna makes a very good dancer, and I've heard you bragging about Lin's vocal dexterity a lot of times. Ki-Taek was right. These girls do need a serious push. They might be comfortable because there is no competition among them. Eventually, we will have to cut most of them loose, and the sooner they get on their toes, the better.”

	“I think it's agreed,” Seong said. “We are going to have to act on the instructions given to us by Ki-Taek and go ahead to host an in-house competition. That should give the girls a little something to work towards.”

	They finally agreed on hosting a performance competition. The girls would be tested based on several categories such as singing, dancing, and overall stage presence. The girls were excited to hear about it, and they immediately began putting in the work to make sure they emerged successful in the competition.

	***

	Yuna looked like a bag of bones. Her ribs looked ready to break out from the skin of her abdomen. Her clavicles were jutting out from her neck, and she looked weak.

	Sue saw her crouched in front of the mirror of the washroom, looking all pale.

	“Are you sure you can still compete today?” Sue gently asked her.

	“I’m fine,” Yuna replied and wiped her mouth with the back of her bony hands.

	Sue watched her leave the washroom, and she had a gnawing feeling that everything was not alright.

	“Sue!” Jennie called. “Snap out of it.”

	“Huh?” Sue was dazed.

	“You seem rattled. Are you alright?” Jennie asked because she noticed her friend was quiet, which was not so unusual of Sue, but still.

	“It’s probably just the nerves,” Sue said dismissively as she walked out with Jennie to sit in the dance room beside Sunny and Julie.

	The competition had already begun in full force, and another team had just finished dancing. It was finally time for Yuna’s group to come onstage.

	She and her teammates took center stage, and their sleek moves got them a good round of applause.

	Their routine looked well-choreographed and seamless, and everything was going well until Boom! There was a thud on the floor.

	The trainees gasped in horror as they discovered that Yuna had slumped.

	The room was in disarray. Many of the girls had fled. In one corner, two girls were crying. At another end, someone had called the ambulance while the management quickly scooped her up for First Aid.

	It turned out that occurrences like this were not unheard of in K-pop training programs, but it was horrific nonetheless. Julie, Sunny, Jennie, and Sue couldn’t stop talking about it all week. They had various views of what had happened. Sue was distraught, Jennie was livid, Julie was compassionate, but Sunny P was apathetic.

	“Hear me out,” Sunny said. “I know we are all placed on a strict diet, but Yuna took it too far.”

	The girls were having a sleepover in Julie’s room. There were some marshmallows and yummy snacks. They decided it would be nice to be together after the traumatic event they had just witnessed.

	“It doesn’t make it right,” Jennie countered and stopped chewing on her food. “We shouldn’t have to be a certain weight to be able to perform. It’s just music. That shouldn’t take away our right to eat.”

	Sunny shook her head while Sue managed to speak. “I feel sorry for her. Before I came into BS, I never had to diet a day in my life. Now at the agency, we have to question our weight almost daily.”

	Julie started to question a lot of things going on in the industry, but she decided to be the mediator.

	“I understand both of you,” she started. “Jennie’s feelings are valid because it’s not a good thing that K-pop stars and extreme diets are synonymous, but from Sunny’s view, Yuna did take it too far. I heard all she ate for 2 weeks were a handful of tomatoes!”

	The expression on the girls’ faces said it all. It was true; they knew that even after eating those tomatoes, Yuna would go ahead to combine yoga and weight training, and intense choreography sessions just to burn off the measly food she had eaten.

	“I don’t want us to argue over this,” Jennie said soberly. “We need to have a healthy relationship with food if we are even going to get past the first screening.”

	“You’re right,” Sunny conceded. “We are no good to our fans and each other if we keep falling off the stage. I love you all, and I don’t want to lose any one of you.”

	That was a cue for a big group hug and a few tears slipping out in between emotional smiles. Moments like this were what intensified the friendship between the four talented girls. They had come this far, and together, they could do so much more.

	***

	The next dance class was even more painful than the last, well, for some.

	Chang-Min was coaching the girls on the art of doing splits, and it wasn't going so well.

	Ji Eun was the center of attention today. She was in group 12 and also the last person to be accepted into the program among the girls.

	Her hips were at an awkward angle while her legs tried to find a balance as she attempted to split.

	“At this rate, you won't debut as a K-pop star!” the disappointed Chang-Min warned her. “Why are you splitting like an old woman with 4 grandbabies?”

	“What if she breaks her bones?” someone whispered.

	Ji Eun was groaning in pain, and since their tutor was so focused on teaching her to do the splits, some of the girls used this as an opportunity to gossip.

	Murmurs flew around the dance hall.

	“Did you see the way she collapsed like a pack of cards that day?”

	“Is Yuna dead?”

	“She shouldn't have gone so extreme with her diet like that.”

	Jennie overheard some of the side talks and was unhappy with it. She hated how girls were blamed for literally existing. They were fat-shamed when they put on a little weight and at the same time skinny shamed when they decided to burn off that fat.

	When Chang-Min would look back, the girls would immediately stop the chatter and pretend like they were doing their splits, but the questions lay heavy in everyone's mind.

	Ki-Taek walked in, and now they had to stop the chatter. He didn't look like he was there for pleasantries.

	“We have an announcement to make,” Ki-Taek said. He had a stack of papers in his hands as he sat directly opposite the girls. It was just him and Seong, and it was unusual for just the two of them to address the girls.

	“What happened to Yuna was indeed unfortunate,” Ki-Taek began. “The good news is she's recovering in the hospital, but the sad news is she won't be coming back to Blue Sky Entertainment.”

	He gave the girls some time to process that information.

	“Because of the incident, we have decided to make some very quick changes,” Miss Seong said. “You girls will now be living in the dorm. This will help us to monitor and evaluate your progress and health more easily.”

	Sunny looked at Jennie's face and knew that she wasn't buying it.

	“In addition to that,” Ki-Taek continued, “We will be giving you a list of do's and don'ts. To live in our dorms, you must abide by these rules if you don't want to get cut off just like Yuna.”

	“If you don't mind me asking, I would like to know, what rules?” Jennie spoke up, much to Sunny's dismay. Jennie's friends knew how outspoken she was, but no one was prepared for her to speak up to Dr. K himself!

	The Director briefly paused and stroked his beard in his characteristic manner. This gave him some time to reflect on the question.

	“Well, I'm glad you asked,” Ki-Taek finally answered. “For one, no phones will be allowed because that's how you young people get nasty ideas. Under no circumstances will you leave the establishment without the appropriate permission granted to you.”

	The girls exchanged glances. They already knew this path wouldn't be easy, but it was almost as if Yuna's health challenges had made things take a turn for the worse.

	***

	Julie tossed and turned in her bed. Disturbing dreams ravaged her. One minute she saw herself in an exquisite office, and the next, she was pushed out of a skyscraper. Julie jolted from the bed with sweat on her forehead. Her hair was matted, and there were red circles under her eyes; it wasn’t exactly the sleeping beauty sleep routine she was hoping for.
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