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Nari bent over her music composition homework notes, copying scales until the lines blurred. Her hand ached from writing and erasing, but she liked the ache. It meant she was working hard.

Across the room, Hana had fallen asleep sitting up, her head propped on her history book. A Post-it clung to her cheek: Goryeo dynasty—trade with China, 918–1392. Tae was sprawled on her stomach near the heater, earbuds in, laptop open to a half-finished track. She was trying to turn the history facts into rap lyrics to make them more memorable.

“Test tomorrow, stay awake; pass that class for K-pop’s sake—”

Nari groaned softly. “Tae, please.”

Tae twisted towards her, eyes bright. “It helps me remember the facts.”

“You’re doing more rhyming than studying,” Nari said, but she smiled. Tae’s odd study skills were more sweet than annoying.

“Hey, at least I’m creative under pressure.” Tae rapped one more line about caffeine and dreams before cracking herself up.

Hana stirred, blinked and tried to focus on the history book in front of her. “I’m never going to remember all this. I’m terrible with dates.”

Nari turned back to her notes. Everyone was fighting their own battle this week. Academic finals. Dance performance exams. They were all part of the end-of-term evaluations that decided who stayed in the advanced trainee track and who got bumped down. She’d already passed her vocal check, but that didn’t mean she could relax.

She couldn’t relax. Not after what had happened.

Her pencil froze in mid-air. A flash of memory—glass, light, the shadow’s whisper—shivered through her. She drew a tiny rune—the one Hana had traced on the mirror to pull her back—in the corner of her page. Just seeing it made her feel calm.

That night, the dorm lights went out at eleven o’clock. Outside, the frosty air gathered at the corners of the windows. Inside, the heated floors made their room feel like a warm, safe cocoon. Hana and Tae fell asleep almost as soon as they went to bed, but Nari forced herself to stay awake. There was too much left to learn. She had to master Hana’s protective symbols that had saved her from the shadows. She had to be prepared in case the demons came back. She slid her phone flashlight under the blanket and opened her notebook.

Red symbols glowed faintly in the narrow beam. She traced them with one fingertip: symbols of light, sound, breath. She had copied them from Hana’s notes after the mirror rescue, memorizing every line, though she barely understood their meaning. Sometimes she thought if she stared hard enough, she’d feel the pattern’s protective hum from somewhere within her.

Outside, wind rattled the window. By the time her phone battery died and the flashlight flickered out, Nari was sound asleep.

The next morning came too quickly. Study all night; rehearse all day. The routine was exhausting. The term couldn’t end quickly enough, as far as Nari was concerned.

The campus courtyard glittered with frost as the girls of AURA hurried across the cobblestones toward Studio A. Their breath hung in the cold air like clouds. Nari caught a whiff of street-cart hotteok from the vendors just outside the gates—a blend of sugar, cinnamon and oil that reminded her of home and holidays. But there were exams and evaluations to get through before she could return to those things. Inside, students were everywhere, clutching coffees and tablets, practising scales in stairwells. The building buzzed like a hive. Final performance exams meant nonstop rehearsals: pop vocals, choreography, instrumentals and even songwriting.

Principal Lee’s voice crackled over the loudspeaker: “All trainees, please report to the auditorium for an important announcement.”

Groans rolled through the crowd. Hana looked half-panicked. “I need that hour before rehearsal to study history.”

Tae tapped a beat on her cup. “Maybe they’re cancelling exams. That would be a holiday miracle.”

Soojin appeared behind them, flawless as ever, scarf draped just right. “They’re announcing next term’s showcases, including the trainee group chosen to debut. You need to read your student handbook. Everything a dedicated trainee needs to succeed at this school is in there. I’ve basically memorized it.”

The auditorium lights flickered as everyone filed in. Nari flinched. Ever-watchful Hana noticed and took Nari’s hand. Nari wondered when flickering lights would stop haunting her with thoughts of demons. She hoped it would be soon.

Onstage, Principal Lee stood at the microphone. Her outfit had extra sparkle, lending an added sense of importance to her announcement. “With final exams and performance evaluations starting next week, it’s time to prepare for our Year-End Showcase. As you know, one group of graduating trainees will be awarded a recording contract and will have their debut on the televised international Solar New Year celebration on December 31 and again on Lunar New Year on February 17.”

Soojin smirked at the girls. “Told you so.”

Principal Lee continued. “The Solar New Year countdown celebration will be hosted by Kitty and Babu, our very own alumni and proud parents of a student right here at K-Pop Academy!”

The crowd erupted in cheers at the mention of the country’s most beloved animated television hosts, but Nari saw Soojin’s smile fade upon hearing her parents’ names. Nari noticed that Soojin was proud of her K-pop royalty status, but embarrassed by her former K-pop-star parents whenever they showed up on campus.

“In addition to this grand performance by a senior group, the Spotlight Solo will also take place at the Lunar New Year Festival in February. One singer from K-Pop Academy will be chosen to perform alongside their group, with their incredible vocals showcased for all to see.”

A hum rippled through the room—excitement, anticipation and a hint of dread. Nari felt the shift in the air.

“Faculty will watch next week’s evaluations and will announce the name of the Spotlight Soloist on January 1,” Principal Lee continued. “The winner and their group will return to school early and receive special star training for this performance.”

“I hope I don’t get the Spotlight Solo,” one boy in the row in front of them said to his friend. “It’s cursed.”

“You wouldn’t get it anyway,” his friend joked.

Tae leaned forwards. “What do you mean cursed?”

“Anyone who gets the Spotlight Solo fails out or transfers the next term,” the first boy said.

“I heard like ten years ago, the soloist disappeared right after the performance, never to be heard of again,” his friend said.

“Maybe they did such a good job that they got a contract and were whisked away to change their name and become an idol,” Tae shrugged. “Maybe it’s someone famous!”

Nari grew excited. “Maybe it’s someone from Hot Seven!”

A familiar voice broke in behind them. “Don’t be ignorant. There’s no curse, and no one disappeared. It’s just some bad luck,” Soojin said loudly enough for half the section to hear. “Some people can’t handle the pressure.”

Tae whispered to Hana. “Or maybe demons hate solos.”

“Don’t start,” Hana whispered back.

Nari tried to stay calm, but the back of her neck prickled at the words solo and demon. Even if there were no curse, she was ready to jump up and run out of the auditorium forever. Slow, steady breaths, Nari, she reminded herself. Practise the box breath. In, one, two, three, four; hold for four counts; out, one, two, three, four; hold for four counts.

The boy in front of her poked her, breaking her concentration. “You okay? Why are you breathing weird? Do you want me to call the nurse?”

The calming breaths hadn’t been helping, but the annoying boy’s interruption did the trick. “All good. Thank you,” she said softly.

Outside the auditorium, the hall lights flickered once more. “The lighting in this place is so old,” Nari heard one of the teachers say to Mr Shin as she passed by. “They need to upgrade its wiring before the whole school burns to the ground.”

Mr Shin shook his head and looked meaningfully at Nari. “The wiring is fine. It’s the other things within the walls that worry me.”

Worst nightmare coming true, Nari thought to herself. Those shadow demons who took me and held me captive behind the mirrors. They were just the beginning.
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Morning came with a streak of winter light across the dorm blinds. The dorm heater thumped softly under the floor; the windows were edged in frost. Nari blinked awake to the soft tick of the metronome she’d forgotten to switch off and the louder sound of Tae rapping the hook to some made-up study song while she stuffed clothes into a tote.

“Rise and try,” Tae sang under her breath. “Sleep is shy, finals fly—”

“Tae,” Hana mumbled from her pillow. “Have mercy.”

Nari pushed herself upright. Her throat felt raw, like she’d swallowed ice. “What time is it?”

“Almost nine.” Tae tossed her a fuzzy headband with sparkly cat ears. “We have rehearsal in thirty.”

Nari slid the headband over her hair.

They dressed fast: matching black sweats, school jackets, favourite worn-in trainers. Then they grabbed their duffle bags and headed out.

As soon as they opened the door, the cold air hit them with a blast. If any of them weren’t awake already, the wintry chill did the trick. They rushed across the courtyard and bounded inside the practice building with renewed energy and sighs of relief.

The practice wing was bustling. A flurry of neon shoes and glitter hair clips rushed by them. Somebody’s phone blared a chorus; a student belted out scales like an emergency siren warming up.

Nari marvelled at the energy buzzing through the school. She was only twelve years old, but already her life was split into two parts: before and after her arrival at K-Pop Academy. Her old school had been all academics, all day long, with performance practice and classes every evening and weekend.

At her old school, she hadn’t had any favourite subjects. She had studied to get perfect grades, but only so her parents would allow her to sing and dance after school. At K-Pop Academy, she could live and breathe performance. All of her subjects—singing, dancing, rapping, language classes, interviewing skills, and even modelling and costume design—were her favourite classes. It really was a dream come true for Nari and everyone else around her.

When they arrived at their practice room, Mr Shin was there, as expected, but so was Soojin.

“What is she doing here?” Tae asked. “She’s not in AURA.”

“As if!” Soojin shot back. “This room isn’t just for you and your group. Get over yourselves.”

Soojin was soon joined by her old group, and all the other first-year trainee girl groups filed in as well. Mr Shin clapped from the corner. “As you all know, you’re not just performing for your final exam today. You’re also auditioning for the Spotlight Solo.”

Nari froze and turned to Hana. “Did you know about this?”

Hana shook her head, and so did Tae. Soojin heard the question and rolled her eyes. “Seriously, read the school handbook!”

“We’ll start with last year’s Spotlight number to set the bar.” Mr Shin glanced at the glass window where faculty could watch the performance from the hallway. “Also, just to remind you, all your teachers will be watching.”

Soojin joined ECLIPSE, the group of girls she had danced with at the autumn festival. Hana was confused. “Was Soojin last year’s Spotlight?”

“Nope.” Tae shook her head and pointed to a quiet girl in the back corner. She stood thin and pale, her long, dark hair braided down her back, hands folded like she didn’t know what to do with them. “It was Eun.”

Hana recognized her from the autumn festival. “She’s the backup dancer who was grabbed by the shadow. But I’ve never seen her sing,” Hana said.

“She doesn’t. Not any more,” Nari whispered, her eyes wide. “No one knows what happened.”

Hana pulled up last year’s performance video on her phone and hit play.

The banner read K-Pop Academy Winter Showcase Spotlight Solo. On-screen, Eun stepped into the beam of white light. She looked confident, shining. Completely different from the quiet wallflower in the corner today. Halfway through the second chorus, though, her voice faltered. Nothing seemed to come out. Her face had a look of panic.

“Oh,” Hana whispered.

The camera caught Soojin, just a shadow dancing at stage left, turning—then gliding forwards and taking the mic without missing a beat.

The video ended to wild applause as the five girls took their final bow.

Nari looked over. “What do you think happened?”

Soojin’s voice came from behind them. “She stopped singing,” she said simply. Then she turned to the other four girls of ECLIPSE. “Chop-chop, ladies. Let’s move. On your marks. Let’s go on three.”

Dara, Min and Pari took their places behind Soojin as leader. But then Eun stepped forwards, stood next to Soojin and held out her hand.

“Oh, I thought you didn’t sing any more,” Soojin said. But Eun kept her hand out until Soojin handed over the microphone. Soojin let out a frustrated groan and took the main dancer position to Eun’s left.

“Let’s go already. What are you waiting for, applause?” Soojin said.

Eun held up a hand and silently counted them in: three, two, one…hit it.

The bass kicked up in an instant with a thump so deep and strong, it rattled through the practice room. Their dance started instantly as well, with slick, sharp movements. Confident and bold, they moved together in perfect harmony—kalgunmu.

Halfway through the choreography, the group fanned out, and all eyes went to Eun. She lifted the mic with both hands. The thumping stopped, leaving an opening for her voice to ring out. Eun took a breath and released the first note: thin but true. She tried for the next one.

Nothing came out.

Her lips formed the vowel shape. Silence. A flicker of something like panic crossed her face, then she tried harder—pushed—and a dry scrape came through.

“Stop,” Mr Shin said, crossing to the sound table. He hit the red button. The music cut. In the quiet, Eun’s breath hitched.

Eun shook her head and tried again. Her eyes filled with tears of frustration. Her mouth opened. Still no sound.

It wasn’t a voice crack. It wasn’t even hoarse. It was like something had swallowed her voice.

A soft hum rose from the glowing red ceiling lights. It was the same faint sound Nari had heard in the auditorium.

Nari’s chest tightened. She was already across the floor before she realized what she was doing. “Come sit down,” she said, guiding Eun to a chair in the corner. Tae handed her a water bottle. Hana squeezed Eun’s hand.

The nurse hurried in with a small kit and her most professional frown. “Open,” she said gently. “Say ‘ah’.”

Eun’s mouth opened to say “ah,” but no sound came out. The nurse peered in with a small flashlight. “Inflammation,” she announced. “Likely laryngitis. Stress, dehydration. I’ll take her to rest. She’ll be fine by tomorrow.”

Soojin let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “Of course. Laryngitis.” She turned away quickly.

Mr Shin cleared his throat. “Well, we’ve all seen enough. AURA, you’re up first.”

Nari was nervous as they took their positions. Hana, Nari and Tae lined up and quickly gave each other’s hands a squeeze. As soon as the first notes rang out, they found the song and moved as one. They had practised so long and so hard, the song felt like it had become part of them. When it was over, the girls finished with a power pose taken from Hana’s warrior stances.

“Thank you, AURA. You’ve passed your evaluation,” Mr Shin announced.

The girls beamed with pride and relief. Tae put an arm around Nari’s shoulder. “Your voice was so strong and clear. You’re destined for that Spotlight Solo!”

Nari shook her head. “No. Really. I’d be happier if I don’t get it. I don’t need to be in the spotlight,” she protested.

Soojin, gleaming with effort but not a hair out of place, tossed her towel over her shoulder. “Don’t fill her head, Taeyang. The Spotlight’s mine, and we all know it.”

Nari, Tae and Hana rolled their eyes at Soojin, but Soojin was already across the room, lining up with her group for this year’s performance. “She’s so full of herself,” Hana said.

“She is really good at everything she does,” Nari insisted. “I think Soojin deserves the Spotlight. Especially because she wants it the most.”

“Just because she wants it doesn’t mean she deserves it,” Tae shot back. “She may have perfect form and timing, and she can hit all the notes, but she does it all without any…” She searched for the right word.

“Soul?” Hana joked. “Maybe she does have a little of the demon in her after all.”

Nari shook her head. “That’s not nice, Hana.”

“I was going to say heart,” Tae said flatly. “But Hana isn’t wrong, exactly. I think Soojin wasn’t affected by the demons until they got really strong because she doesn’t let things affect her. She’s got, like, walls around her. And those walls are super thick.”

Nari bit at her fingernail. Hana noticed and put an arm around her friend. “You’re thinking about the Spotlight announcement, aren’t you?”

Nari nodded.

“You wanna head to lunch to take your mind off it?” Tae asked, putting an arm around Nari on the other side. “I hear they’re serving dumplings today.”

Nari nodded again. This time, she managed to smile. “What would I do without you two and comfort food in my life?”

“Good thing you don’t need to find out,” Tae said. The three of them headed down to the cafeteria and spent the next half hour happily stuffing themselves with spicy steamed pork and kimchi dumplings.

That evening, the whole student body gathered in the auditorium for the end-of-year celebration that included the big announcement of which band would make its debut. Rows of glittering uniforms filled the seats; cameras flashed from the faculty balcony. Tae, Hana and Nari sat in a row with all the first-year students who would be moving up to second year after the ceremony. The thirty graduates took the stage and put on a show worthy of any stage or screen in the country.

“This is so inspiring,” Tae said after the last act finished. “This will be us in a few years!”

Hana shook her head. “It won’t be me. I didn’t get in for my performance skills. According to our teachers, all I’m good for is fighting demons and keeping you all safe.”

Tae and Nari each put an arm around Hana. Nari leaned her head in close. “You are a warrior, but you are also a fierce performer, and I will always want you by my side on stage.”

Tae tapped Hana on the nose. “The same goes for me, too. I promised to fight side by side with you against whatever darkness is out there, but you’d better commit to performing with us, or we are going to have to rethink our friendship!” All three of them laughed.

Despite their laughter, Nari felt nervous. She loved to sing and dance, but the stars up on stage seemed a world away from where she was. One in particular stood out: the tall boy from the group VORTEX. His smooth black hair caught every bit of stage light and fell over his eyes, making him look mysterious and unreachable. His smile looked practised but annoyingly perfect. Nari could never imagine taking the stage with that kind of presence or confidence.
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