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CHAPTER 1 [image: ]


The limousine glided through the city as if it were floating on a cloud. Outside, the streets were a frenzy of shoppers, workers and students going about their business. Hana sat in the comfort of the plush back seat watching the scene move past her like a silent film. She could get used to riding in style like this.

Just yesterday, she had been one of the people in the crowd. Dressed in her school uniform, she had hurried past the market stalls, withering in the heat as she rushed past the spicy-sweet smells of tteokbokki, mung bean pancakes and dumplings.

Today was a whole new day. Today, Hana was on her way to K-Pop Academy for her first day as a trainee. She had a sudden urge to pinch herself. Instead, she unfolded the letter held tightly in her hand. An invitation. A scholarship signed by the school’s principal herself, Lee Eun-bi.

She was reading the letter for the hundredth time when she realized that the limo had stopped in front of K-Pop Academy. The school loomed large outside her window. She took in its hulking presence, the floor-to-ceiling windows and the giant double doors. It still felt like she was dreaming, but her fast-beating heart and sweaty palms told her otherwise. This was real. Here she was, a “mystery” transfer student, pulling up in a limousine. It was the kind of entrance a pop-star-hopeful fantasized about.

Fortunately, she had taken extra care to dress the part, with oversized sunglasses, bedazzled sneakers and a red blazer thrown over her old school uniform. She knew she’d stand out among the blue K-Pop Academy uniforms, but wasn’t that the point if she were going to be a star? In a paved area at the front of the school, just a couple of feet from the drop-off lane, a dance battle was underway. There must have been a hundred students crowded around, watching.

She took a deep breath and collected herself for her big entrance.

Her car door opened, and the driver reached in with a white-gloved hand to help her out. Just fake it till you feel it, she told herself. You belong here. She put on her stage face, stepped out onto the pavement and took a step toward her future.

Unfortunately, that step was more of a stumble. It all seemed to happen in slow motion: her body lurched forwards, and her hands, bracing for a fall, made impact with the back of a tall girl with a long, red braid. That girl bumped into another girl with white-blonde hair, and in seconds all of the singer-dancers fell to the ground like dominoes, with Hana face down at the top of the stack.

“Get off me!” shouted a gruff voice from the bottom of the pack. “What is wrong with you clumsy buffaloes?” With almost inhuman strength, the performer behind the gruff voice, a small, orange-haired diva, stood up from the pile and glared at the rest of the girls, who were still dusting themselves off. “Taeyang, was this one of your jokes, or did you actually lose your balance? We have to do better, and we ALWAYS need to be in sync.”

Taeyang, the girl with the braid, shook her head. “Don’t look at me. I was just doing my thing, trying to keep the beat. Then I felt a shove.”

“Nari?” The gruff diva turned her glare to the blonde girl, who looked like she wished she were invisible. The girl shook her head so forcefully that her blonde hair fell over her face.

Say something, Hana told herself. They’ll respect you if you own it.

“It was me.”

The orange-haired girl’s eyes glowered at Hana. She seemed to grow in size as she approached. “You? Who even are you?”

Taeyang put her hand on her angry friend’s shoulder. “That’s the dirt spoon,” she mumbled, eyeing Hana.

“What did you just call me?” Hana asked, taken aback. As the biggest triple threat singer, dancer and actor in her district, Hana hadn’t fielded many insults in her life, so this one stung (despite not knowing what it meant).

Nari appeared by Hana’s side. “Taeyang doesn’t mean anything by it,” she said softly. “She’s just repeating what Soojin said when we found out you were transferring here.”

“And that’s Soojin?” Hana said, eyeing the orange-haired diva. “And what is she, a clean spoon?”

“I’m a gold spoon. As if you don’t recognize me.” Soojin rolled her eyes. Then she saw Hana’s empty expression. “Oh, my goodness. Have you been living under a rock? You literally don’t know who my parents are?”

“No, but look: I’m really sorry I crashed your dance or whatever. It’s my first day. Give me a break, okay?” Hana said.

“Be respectful, unnie,” Nari whispered in Hana’s ear. “Moon Soojiin’s parents are K-Pop Academy royalty.”

Before Hana could ask any questions, a stout woman with thick glasses and a quick walk hurried over to her. She needed no introduction. This was Principal Lee, the star-maker and the reason K-Pop Academy was at the top of every young performer’s list of dream schools. Her reputation for strictness was as famous as her eye for talent.

“Kim Hana, you have made quite the entrance. Do you think you can make your way to the building without causing any more fuss?”

Hana bowed at the waist. “Yes, Principal Lee. I apologize for my clumsiness.” Hana took her bags from the driver and thanked him.

“Your letters of recommendation led me to expect that you have no flaws. It appears exiting a limousine is one area where you could use some extra training.”

Hana thought she saw the principal trying to hide a smile. Perhaps she was not so mean after all.

As the principal led Hana away from the dancers, Soojin growled a warning: “This isn’t over!”

The principal appeared not to notice Soojin’s comment and leaned in conspiratorially. “You were not chosen just because of your pop-star potential, Kim Hana. Your martial arts training has caught my eye. I will call for you later today. We must meet in private to discuss how your particular skills may prove useful. I fear they will be needed soon.”

“I am honoured to have been noticed, Principal Lee, and I am grateful for the scholarship funds—” Hana began, but the principal cut her off.

“You may not be so grateful once you step inside these doors. Now, I must see to Moon Soojin before the shadow of her anger consumes the courtyard.”

As Hana passed through the large double doors to her new school, she tried to focus on the hugeness of the moment: her first steps into her new dream life as a pop star. But all she could think about was the principal’s warning and the anger of Moon Soojin, the rude diva with the bright-orange hair.

She knew what her family would say to her in this moment. Her grandmother, Halmoni, would say, That girl has the fire of a demon in her. Her mother would remind Hana that Soojin was just another obstacle on her way to stardom. But whether the diva or another hidden danger was her biggest threat was still unclear. Kim Hana knew one thing for sure: she was going to have to watch her back.







CHAPTER 2 [image: ]


Hana stood frozen in the school doorway as students rushed past her on both sides and scurried off in all directions. It was as if everyone had heard a bell ring except for Hana. Among the sea of blue-uniform-clad students, Hana spied two familiar faces: Nari, the shy blonde singer, and Taeyang, the tough girl with the red braid, were headed right for her. Nari took Hana’s bags with a polite bow and Taeyang grabbed Hana’s elbow.

“Come on, new kid. We’re gonna be late,” Taeyang said, dragging her into the crowd.

“Late for what?” Hana asked. She tried to wrench her elbow free, but the girl’s grip was like iron.

“Don’t you smell it?” Nari asked. She had an expression of pure happiness and excitement. “It’s all-you-can-eat ramyeon day!”

The two girls expertly wove through the crowd in a way that wasn’t pushy but wasn’t gentle, either. Hana would call it determined. “What’s so special about ramyeon day? We have noodles all the time back home.”

The girls stopped in their tracks and stared at her. “These are not just ordinary noodles!” Taeyang practically shouted. “These noodles are covered in spicy, salty broth with fish cakes and seasoned egg and vegetables and chilli flakes and…”

“And we’re not going to be at the head of the line if we don’t get moving!” Nari exclaimed. It was the loudest Hana had heard her speak, and it was enough to move Taeyang along.

They pushed through the line and stopped close to the front of the growing crowd. There were six students ahead of them, four boys and two girls. They were the only ones who didn’t looked rushed or panicked. “Why stop here? Why not go all the way to the front?” Hana asked. “They don’t seem like they’d mind if we got in front of them.”

Taeyang shook her head. “You have much to learn, new kid. Those are the silver spoons. They’re waiting for their queen to arrive. She enters first.”

Hana didn’t have to guess who that would be, as just then the crowd parted silently, and the orange-haired diva from the dance battle made her entrance. “Of course. She’s the gold spoon,” Hana said, rolling her eyes.

Without a sideways glance, as if a crowd making way for her was the most normal thing in the world, Soojin pushed open the double doors and sauntered into the cafeteria.

The silver spoons followed, and Nari and Taeyang pulled Hana in line behind them as they entered the cafeteria queue.

Servers were standing by a big metal kettle and ladling out heaped helpings of steaming noodle soup. The students stood wordlessly in line, and each one received a tray piled high with food. Hana followed the girls to a table in the front and sat down. Before she could unfold her napkin and open her chopsticks, she looked up and saw that her two new friends had already stuffed their mouths full of noodles, their eyes bulging and their cheeks red from the heat and spice.

“I’m afraid to ask this, but why is it so important to get to the front of the line on ramyeon day?”

A tall boy with shaggy bangs swooped in and sat at the empty seat at their table. “Front of the line means you’re closer to the front when they announce refills.” He stuck out his hand for Hana to shake. “You must be the new scholarship kid. I’m Jason.”

“You’re American?” Hana asked as she took a polite slurp of her noodles. Her eyes opened wide. “These are the best ramyeon I have had in my entire life! I love ramyeon day!” she shouted.

They all laughed with her.

“I’m half American,” Jason explained. He unwrapped his chopsticks, and one immediately went flying under the table. “Still getting used to using these things. I’m a newbie, too. Nari and Meyoni here took me under their wing when I arrived.”

Hana turned to her new red-haired friend. “I thought your name was Taeyang.”

Jason answered for his friend, who was busy slurping up the last of the broth. “Her parents wanted a boy and gave her a boy’s name. I gave her the nickname Rameyoni—Meyoni for short—because she’s so obsessed with ramyeon. You should stick with these two. They’re like the unofficial welcome committee of K-Pop Academy.”

Taeyang stood up. “More like the ones who always pick up strays.”

“What do you prefer to be called?” Hana asked. “If we’re going to be friends, I want to get it right.”

She thought for a moment. “I kind of like Tae.”

Hana smiled. “Then it’s settled. We’ll get everyone but Jason to call you Tae from now on.”

Taeyang got up with her empty bowl. “Tae is going to get a refill now!” she said with a laugh. “Yeah, I can get used to that!”

Hana tucked into her bowl and concentrated on the flavour explosion that followed every bite and slurp. Music began to blare from high-powered speakers along the walls, and the room grew silent, as if everyone knew what to expect. Suddenly, a tall black boot landed on her table. The boot was attached to a person, and that person was Soojin, holding a gold microphone and moving to the beat. The two other girls from the front of the line—the silver spoons, as Hana remembered they were called—were already on top of other tables at the front of the cafeteria.

Then, Soojin began to sing. Her voice was loud, proud, confident and totally in sync with the other two girls who joined in.

“I am here. You see me. I’m like lightning. I electrify you. I excite you. I defy you. You fear me and you want to be me.”

“This song is awesome!” Hana called to Jason over the music and the cheers. “I’ve never heard it before.”

“That’s because it’s new. The spoons make up a new song every day, and they perform it at lunch,” Jason yelled back. “It’s not bad, but I can do better.”

Hana looked at him in surprise. “So why don’t you?”

“You want to know what’s lower than a dirt spoon?” Jason asked, then pointed to himself. “Me. Because I’m not Korean-born, I’m the only one who’s more of an outsider than you. And that means there’s no way I’ll ever get to perform in public until I graduate and get back home.”

There was that label again. Dirt spoon. What right did people have to judge her before they even met her?, Hana wondered. She knew K-Pop Academy and the whole idol culture was exclusive, but she had always assumed that once she got in, she’d be accepted as one of them.

The song ended, and the singers hopped off the tables to applause. Students crowded around Soojin and the two other girls and fawned over them like fans over true idols. “It’s embarrassing how crazed these students get over their own classmates. Sure, they’re super talented classmates who worked their butts off to get into the top school in the country,” Tae said. “But they’re not real idols.”

As Hana watched the commotion surrounding the singers, she thought she saw a shadow pass over them. “Did you guys see that?” she asked, but her words went unheard as almost out of nowhere the two silver spoons started to fight. Their voices raised in argument and grew louder until Soojin shouted, “STOP!”

Her word struck like thunder, bouncing off the walls of the room and stopping everyone in their tracks. Even the cafeteria servers, who stopped mid-noodle-refill, froze.

Soojin walked away and looked back, surprised that the silver spoons weren’t following her. They weren’t even looking at her. Instead, their conflict escalated, and they began to physically fight each other, scratching at each other’s faces.

Soojin rolled her eyes and continued walking. When she passed by Hana, Hana thought she heard her say, “Not again”, before stalking out of the cafeteria. The brawl continued as the other students looked on. This time, Hana knew she saw a shadow pass over them and noticed the fight getting more heated. The teachers stood watching helplessly, unable to step in without getting hurt.

“Someone should do something,” Hana said, feeling powerless. Then, she had a realization. “We should do something.” She bent down and picked up Jason’s lost chopstick from the floor, made her way towards the serving area and rapped the chopstick against the soup kettle.

CLANGGGG!

It rang out louder than Hana had expected, but it did the trick. Distracted, the two singers stopped fighting for just long enough that the teachers could separate them and take them to the office.

The teachers led the two girls, now looking deflated and battle-scarred, out of the cafeteria. There were tears flowing down their cheeks, and they left the room sobbing loudly and apologizing to each other. It was as if they’d been possessed.

The room sprang back to life. Students cleared their trays and filed out of the cafeteria whispering.

“What in the heck was that?” Hana asked.

“That’s what we like to call an ordinary Thursday around here,” Tae said. “Just kidding. But yeah, it used to be more rare. Now it’s gotten almost… normal for fights to break out in school.”

“What’s going to happen to them? They looked like they were already ready to make up with each other. Will they get detention or something?” Hana asked.

Jason shook his head and swiped his finger across his neck. “They’re outta here. KPA has a strict no-violence rule. If you’ve got beef, you gotta dance it out or sing it out or do some kind of performance battle. But that’s the third fight this month.”

“If word got out,” explained Tae, “the school’s reputation would be totally trashed, so they have to keep it quiet and fill the slots as quickly as they open up.”

“So that’s how a spot became open so last-minute for me,” Hana said. “It makes a lot more sense now. I was told I had no chance at getting in because the wait list was so long.”

“Well, you still have to have a ton of talent to even get a spot on the wait list, so don’t let it get you down,” Jason said.

Suddenly, his watch glowed red and he jumped up. “Yikes! I’m late for class. Gotta jet! See ya, ladies!”

Hana picked up her bags and got ready to leave. “I should go, too. I’ve gotta go find my room and unpack.”

“We’ll take you!” the girls said together. They jumped up and took her bags from her, linking elbows on either side and walking her to the cafeteria door.

“You bumped into us, so you’re stuck with us now!” Nari said, giggling.

Hana smiled broadly, relieved that these two, at least, weren’t going to hold a grudge against her. “Lead the way!”
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