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Chapter 1

Left foot forward, left foot back, right foot forward, right foot back. I closed my eyes and moved to the sound of the beating drum. My arms swept through the air as I drew a figure eight using alternating circular motions.

“Loosen your legs, Lia. You need to relax,” instructed Master Jinho.

“Ne, Seonsaengnim.” Yes, teacher. Even before he said it, I knew. Nerves had gotten the best of me, and my legs were too stiff. I tightened the belt around my uniform and took a deep breath to clear my mind.

In front of me, Joon stepped in perfect rhythm with the drum. To the untrained eye, it probably looked like we were dancing. But this was actually a pretty deadly practice called Taekkyeon, a traditional Korean martial art. Even before Taekkyeon was officially listed as a UNESCO intangible cultural heritage, we’ve been practicing it for centuries. Keeping it alive.

Joon glanced at the holographic image of Master Jinho shooting out from the silver box in the middle of the room.

Master Jinho clapped his hands and, to no one’s surprise, said, “Excellent pumbalbgi, Joon.”

I wanted to roll my eyes, but I smiled and nodded in agreement. Pumbalbgi, or Stepping-on-Triangles footwork, was super important, and today Joon had it down.

Maybe I’d be just as relaxed as Joon if my magic power manifested like his had. Everyone knew that if you didn’t have any inkling of magic by the age of twelve, it was most likely something that would never happen.

I turned twelve a few months ago.

Normally, I was pretty good at Taekkyeon. But I couldn’t concentrate today. Feelings of dread welled up in the pit of my stomach. I knew how all this would end. Not well.

Because, too bad for me, the annual exam to get into the International Magic Agency–sponsored school had three parts: Taekkyeon, academics, and magic.

It really wasn’t fair. I was so much better than Joon, but he could do the one thing I couldn’t. No matter how hard I tried.

“We’ll do one round of sparring,” Master Jinho said as he sat down on a chair.

“Ne!” We strapped on chest guards and helmets. I patted my arms and legs. This was supposed to stimulate blood flow and circulation.

After a brief moment, we faced each other and focused on our footwork, swaying back and forth. The key was to maintain eye contact, read the situation, and react quickly.

Joon lifted up his left leg and kicked me. I deflected it with my arm and slapped his foot out of the way. Without missing a beat, I immediately responded with a high kick that landed square on the side of his helmet. Joon fell backward with a yelp.

“There we go, Lia!” Master Jinho leaped to his feet and cheered, giving me two thumbs-up. “Always the fast learner.”

Joon grumbled as he sat up. His birthmark peeked out of his uniform, and I motioned for him to cover it. It made him self-conscious, and he hated showing it to anyone. Not even me, his best friend.

He quickly adjusted his uniform. “This is just practice. You didn’t have to strike so hard.”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to.” I reached out to help, but he waved my hand away and jumped up.

Master Jinho chuckled. “That’s what the protective gear is for. We must practice hard to be ready.”

We stood shoulder to shoulder and bowed to Master Jinho. He bowed back and said, “Keep practicing together. You’re both more than ready for the exam.”

Red lights flickered on the silver box, and the image of Master Jinho faded away.



After we changed, we sat down on the foam mat and stretched. I reached for my toes and pressed my face against my knees. The backs of my legs burned from the session today.

Joon rubbed his hands together and chanted, “Yakson.” Medicine hands. Ever since I’d known him, which seemed like forever, he’d always had this ability. Lucky him.

Once his hands started to glow an orangish color, he placed them on his shoulder. The color transferred from his hands and enveloped the injured area.

Even though I’d seen him do this a million times, it never got boring. I mean, how cool was it that he could heal himself? So, basically, as long as he didn’t get fatally wounded, he could heal himself just like that. Which was why his complaining that I’d hit him too hard was just ridiculous.

He moved his neck side to side as he rolled his shoulder. “Good as new. I forgive you for pummeling me.”

“I should’ve gone even harder,” I joked back.

“Have you gotten your power yet?”

I shook my head and took in a deep breath. “It’s too late for me.”

“We could keep practicing. Maybe it’ll show up soon. There’s still time.”

Things weren’t looking so good for me. People were either born with magic powers or they weren’t. Simple as that. It wasn’t entirely dependent on genetics, more like luck of the draw. But I had heard that if you were born into a family of magic, the odds of having powers yourself were higher.

I doubted being born to parents with very low doses of magic helped my chances. Appa had an eidetic memory, better known as a photographic memory. A pretty useless skill in a day and age when everything could be looked up on the phone. Umma had the power of—wait for it—flexibility. And she wasn’t even that flexible. Yoga-level flexible, not superhero level. So my gene pool wasn’t all that great.

All I ever wanted was to be part of IMA, fight monsters, and be one of the four protectors of the world. Of course, normal people couldn’t actually see monsters. They concealed themselves well, blending in with humans. Some minded their own business while others, the ones that we were trained to fight—they were the bad ones. End-the-world, steal-your-soul, open-the-gates-to-the-spirit-world type of bad.

I must’ve been so lost in my thoughts that I hadn’t noticed Joon waving his hand in front of my face.

“Why don’t you follow your mom to work and see what being a desk agent is like?”

“Won’t make a difference. I don’t want to work as a no-magic.” Technically, my parents weren’t no-magics because they did have powers. But, and maybe this was worse, they chose to be desk agents. Why would anyone not use the magic they were given? It made absolutely no sense to me.

The no-magics had the worst jobs ever. Data entry, writing reports, and other boring tasks that required zero powers.

He sighed. “I really don’t see what the big deal is. It’s better than nothing, isn’t it?”

“You just don’t get it.” How could he? He didn’t have to think about life outside of IMA.

I stood up and walked to the calendar hanging on my wall. There were exactly five days left until the exam.

Joon rushed out the door and yelled, “Race you to our hideout!” He disappeared down the stairs.



A large tree stood smack in the middle of our yard. When we first moved here, Appa had been excited to discover it. A couple days later, he bought some wooden planks and got to work building me the most perfect tree house. It was my special place.

I climbed up the ladder fastened to the side of the tree. The inside was a lot larger than it looked from the outside and big enough for us to stand up straight. The good thing about having parents in IMA was that they were able to purchase special magic-infused wooden planks. To anyone else walking past our backyard, this looked like the average tree house. But the inside was a different story.

Joon stood in front of the whiteboard, which was getting pretty full of crossed-out words. We had been coming here for months now, trying to figure out my powers. I had to hand it to Joon for the countless hours of research he’d done in hopes of coaxing my power to show up.

“Today it’s”—he pointed to the whiteboard—“intangibility.”

I groaned. We’d tried this a couple months back. Definitely not the most fun skill to test out. Intangibility was the official way of saying the ability to walk through walls.

“What is the point in all this anymore?” I rubbed my knuckles. Last time, I believed with all my heart and then smashed my hand into the table. It did not go through.

“Who knows? Maybe your power decided to show up today.”

Always the annoying optimist.

“Easy for you to say. You aren’t the one getting banged up every time. And…”

He finished what I was just about to say. “And even if I did, I could heal myself.” Joon chuckled and flexed his arms. “Can’t help it. Born with it.”

I sighed. No use arguing with him. “Okay. One last time. And then I’m so done.”

If this was going to be my last hurrah, I was determined to make it a big one. I steadied my breath, just like we’d learned from our IMA tutor.

The most basic rule was to empty my mind and, if I had a power, try to channel it.

Part of me wanted to prove Joon wrong. But the other part of me desperately hoped that I had some magic. That I belonged. Even a sliver would be fine.

Joon tapped the table. “Ready?”

I nodded, and before he could stop me, I closed my eyes and ran straight into the wall.

For a couple seconds, I must’ve lost consciousness, because when I opened my eyes, Joon was peering down at me with super-worried eyes.

“Lia!” He let out a huge sigh of relief before starting his rant. “That was such a dangerous move.” He stormed to the window and jabbed his finger out toward the grass. “What if you’d had that power?”

“But I didn’t.”

“Not yet.”

“Think it’s time you accept it.”

“But this is what we’ve been dreaming about all our lives.”

“Dreams change.”

He looked at me with a hurt expression. “I guess.”

I couldn’t stand it. The way he looked like I’d just shattered his dreams.

“Like all agents do, I have a backup plan. So don’t worry about me.” If I couldn’t be part of IMA because I was a no-magic, then I was going to be best friends with Dior. She was the most popular girl at West Hills Middle School, the normal-people school we attended during the week.

Since IMA agents needed to blend in, academics were very important and so most magic kids attended normal-people schools. But because our identities were a secret, we were under strict orders not to use magic or talk about IMA in front of normal people.

Maybe he was in denial, but things were already different between us. After we finished school at West Hills, there were days when Joon would take magic classes with his IMA tutor at his house, while I’d take random skills classes with mine. We used to do everything together.

“I’m going to be Dior’s new best friend,” I said.

“You know that’s the worst plan ever.”

“Why?”

“Because you don’t belong at West Hills.”

Why should I settle for a boring job at IMA while he got to do all the cool magic stuff? No, I was going be the most popular girl at West Hills. And get a fantastic normal-person job someday.

He rolled his eyes. “Okay, so how exactly are you going to be friends with Dior? Who, by the way, is pure evil. And she doesn’t even know you’re alive.”

I scoffed and opened my desk drawer. Inside was the most coveted bejeweled pink invitation ever for none other than Dior’s birthday bash.

Joon picked it up and studied it carefully. A look of disbelief crossed his face. “Is this the invite?”

I beamed but tried to stop because Joon looked so sad. “Always be prepared. That’s our motto, right?”

He scrunched his face and shook his head. “I can’t believe it. All this time.”

I knew he spent every spare moment exploring ways for me to find my power. But we’d exhausted all possibilities, and I was done getting banged up.

“Why can’t you just be happy for me?”

He was so mad, his whole face turned red. “Because this is our thing.”

“Not anymore. I’m not like you.”

“Yeah, but you can still be a part of IMA.”

“As a no-magic. No thanks.”

“She’s just using you.”

I flinched. His words stung, but they weren’t completely untrue. I got to know Dior because she happened to be in my history class. It started off with me helping her with her homework. But somehow I ended up doing all her homework for her. It was worth it, though, because she invited me to her birthday party. All the girls in her group had a golden bracelet. I had a feeling I’d be getting one too at her party. She was my friend, and soon I’d be able to prove it.

“You’re just jealous because you weren’t invited.”

“Why would I be jealous of a normal-people birthday party?”

What was his problem? I should be the one upset, not him. He was the one who was probably moving away to Korea, while I would be left behind, with no friends at all. Eventually he’d make friends with other people at IMA, maybe even meet another healer. But me? I was the one doomed to live in this boring little town in California, alone forever.

“Forget it. I’m going home.”

“Fine.”

I opened my backpack and slid the invitation inside, right next to my black leather pouch, which I always carried with me wherever I went. This was my secret stash of nifty things that a good agent might need in an emergency. Since I didn’t know any magic, I made my own little collection of everyday items, from paper clips to matches.
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Chapter 2

For the next couple days, Joon and I ignored each other. During IMA after-school prep sessions, we each practiced on our own. At least today was Friday, and I wouldn’t have to bump into Joon for a few more days. I didn’t know what to say to him anymore. I thought maybe he’d apologize or show up to my house with another new idea, but there was no sign of him.

I trudged down the stairs. I still hadn’t figured out how to ask my parents if I could go to Dior’s birthday party tomorrow. It was the day before my IMA exam, but it wasn’t like I had a strong chance of getting in. Pretty slim because, last I checked, still no magic power. But maybe they’d see it the way I did. If I was going to stay here with them and continue to go to West Hills, being part of the popular kids group would be a good thing. In fact, it would make my transition to normal-person life so much easier. Dior’s party was my ticket in. I had to go.

As I reached the bottom step, I saw Umma’s petite frame with her hair swept up. She was wearing my favorite outfit, a formfitting black dress with a big chunky necklace. Whenever we went out, people would always mistake her for my beautiful older sister. Umma loved hearing it. Me—not so much.

I was the exact opposite of her: tall for my age, and I didn’t have her dainty features, either. My eyes and nose were too big for my face, but she told me not to worry. Apparently it was in my genes, and I’d grow into my looks. It always annoyed me when she said that. Just because she was gorgeous didn’t mean I was going to be too.

Appa reached over Umma and pulled dishes from the cabinets. He was much taller than her and in pretty good shape for an old guy. Appa’s black-framed glasses made him look very scholarly and serious, but he loved to joke around and tease me.

I heard my parents talking in hushed voices in the kitchen. I paused at the stairs and tried to make out what they were saying.

“She’s getting stronger every day,” Umma said.

“Do you think it’ll hold?” Appa placed a bowl of salad in the center of the table.

Umma slumped into her chair and put her head in her hands. “It has to. I can’t make it any stronger.”

Appa wrapped his arms around her. “As long as she doesn’t use magic, we should be fine for now.”

Umma leaned her head against his shoulder. “I’m worried. That day still haunts me.”

Appa tapped his watch a few times. “Me too. I’ll activate the fail-safe just in case.”

Umma leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Thank you. All set?”

A beep sounded from Appa’s watch, and he showed it to her. “Done.”

Daebak. It’s a Korean word that literally means jackpot, but I used it all the time for when something was fantastically good, or when I was surprised or shocked. I knew I shouldn’t eavesdrop, but they looked so serious. Who could they possibly be talking about? Magic and a failsafe? And who was getting stronger? The furrowed brows, hushed voices, and fear in their faces worried me. Maybe something had gone wrong at work, or they had a classified top secret mission.

I sighed. If only.

I didn’t know all the ins and outs of the agency yet, but I knew enough to know that nothing exciting ever happened to desk agents like my parents.

Umma lifted her head up and our eyes met. For a second, her face froze before she smiled and waved me over.

Appa turned around and said, “Lia ya, what are you standing there for? Come help.”

I walked into the kitchen. My dinner job was putting the food in bowls and bringing them over to the table. I sniffed the air and smiled. It was my favorite today: beef curry with rice. I scooped the rice into three bowls and poured the curry on top. I put everything on a tray and carried it over to the table.

“So how was class today?” Umma asked as she placed a bowl in front of everyone.

“Good. Mr. Baker liked the essay I wrote.”

She scooted the kimchi in front of me. “No, silly. Your IMA after-school session.”

“Oh, that. That was good too.” I stuffed some food in my mouth to avoid talking about it.

“Jalhaesseo?” Appa asked, and winked at me.

The dreaded question: Did I do well? No way my parents didn’t know that I still hadn’t gotten my powers yet. “The multiple-choice questions and Taekkyeon parts were fine.” Actually, I probably got nearly perfect scores on those two sections.

Umma nodded, then said, “Geureom jalhaetne.”

“Just those parts went well.” I flunked the third, magic portion of the test.

They gave each other a look. Umma changed the subject. “Bap eolreun meogeo.”

“I know, Umma. I’m eating.” I didn’t know why they insisted on speaking Korean to me when they spoke perfect English. They said it was because it was important and it was who I was, but I just spoke English back to them. And eventually we all just spoke English anyway. But every day, without fail, they tried.

My hands felt clammy as I tried to bring up the party. “So I was thinking maybe I could hang out with some friends tomorrow?”

“Weren’t you going to practice with Joon tomorrow?” Appa said. “And what friends are you talking about?”

They put their chopsticks down and waited for me to answer.

“My normal-school friends.”

Umma raised her eyebrows. “Interesting. I thought you and Joon were team super agents forever.”

“Well, I changed my mind. I want to be normal and continue to go to West Hills.”

“You’re born into this. You can’t leave IMA,” Appa said as he squeezed Umma’s hand. “It’s a part of who you are.”

“But I don’t have any magic.”

“That’s okay,” Umma added quickly. “Just take the exam, and we’ll go from there.”

I crossed my fingers behind me. “Fine.”

Umma breathed a sigh of relief and drank from her glass of water.

“But what about the party?”

“Is Joon going?” asked Umma.

“Of course not. He’s not friends with Dior.”

“We’d feel better about it if Joon went with you,” said Umma.

As if I had a choice in whether he came or not. “Well, he’s not. You can’t just show up to something you’re not invited to.”

“I’m sorry, Lia,” said Appa. “We can’t let you go.”

“Please? This is so important to me.”

Umma couldn’t look me in the eyes. She ate a spoonful of curry and chewed silently.

“Just trust us on this,” Appa said in his firm I-mean-business voice.

Tears welled up in my eyes. How could they not understand how important this was to me? “Why not?” I demanded. “I always do what you ask of me. Why can’t you let me do this one tiny thing?”

“Because you just can’t,” Umma replied.

I clenched my fists together and pressed them against my lap. “That’s not even a reason.”

“Don’t talk to your mom like that.” Appa never raised his voice except when I argued with Umma.

“Well, she’s not being fair,” I protested. “I promise I’ll take the IMA exam on Sunday. I’ll study really hard after the party.”

Appa sighed. “Our answer is no.”

I wiped a tear from my face. “Just this once, Daddy? Please?”

“No.”

“But—”

“And that’s final.” He put down his spoon and dabbed his mouth with a napkin.

I was so angry, I blurted out, “Well, maybe I’ll just go anyway.”

Umma shot him a look. “I know you’re disappointed, but how about I take you to the Jay One concert instead? I bought tickets for us.” She reached out to touch my hand and spoke in a soft voice. “It was going to be a surprise.”

Jay One was my favorite K-pop boy band, and they were playing at the Bailey Stadium in a couple months. I had begged Umma for weeks to let me go. She said she’d think about it, which usually meant no. Kind of surprised she actually agreed to take me.

But as much as I loved Jay One, going to a concert with Umma and going to the birthday party of the year were not the same thing. Not even close.

“Who cares about Jay One?” I paused, then added, “I’d rather not go than be caught going with you.”

Umma flinched, but I didn’t care.

“That’s enough, Lia,” warned Appa.

“This is so unfair! You guys are ruining my life. I’m going to be a wangtta.”

“So dramatic,” Umma said. “You won’t be a loser.”

Appa patted my back. “It’s for your own good. Someday you’ll understand.”

I scowled at them and pushed my bowl aside. “I’m done. May I be excused?”

Umma nodded. I picked up my bowl and put it in the sink. I climbed up the stairs and slammed my door. “Sorry!” I yelled. The door shut a lot louder than I thought it would.

Didn’t want to get into more trouble for being rude.

My parents were being so unreasonable.

I pulled out a wrapped box from under my bed and stuffed it into my backpack. I had saved my allowance for weeks and told my parents I wanted a silver necklace with a moon-shaped charm. But really it was a birthday gift for Dior. It’d be really impolite to show up without a gift. Especially since she never stopped talking about birthday presents and what she wanted—jewelry, in particular.

Getting invited to this party was everything.

Being a magic agent sounded fun. But what was the point in being one if I had zero magic powers? And I couldn’t tell anyone about it. All being an agent meant was that I took more classes after school and basically had no life. But being a part of this group would change all that. I could be one of Dior’s friends and be liked by everyone at school.

As I got ready for bed, a car door slammed shut outside my window. I raced over to see who was coming by so late.

It was Ajumma and Ajeossi, Joon’s parents. In Korean culture it was rude to call friends’ parents by their first names, so I referred to them as Ajumma and Ajeossi, which literally meant middle-aged woman and man. But in this case, because I had known them pretty much all my life, the terms were closer to auntie and uncle.

What were they doing here? It was strange that my parents hadn’t mentioned a get-together with them tonight. I would’ve remembered something like that.

Ajumma walked to the front door and hugged Umma before disappearing inside. Appa stood by the door with Ajeossi. They pointed at the sky and spoke in hushed voices.

I didn’t know what they were talking about, but I couldn’t shake the grave expressions on their faces.
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Chapter 3

The next morning, I barely spoke to my parents. I refused to acknowledge their dictatorship. Instead, I did the best I could to be just polite enough that I wouldn’t get in even bigger trouble.

“Good morning, Lia,” Appa said as I walked into the kitchen.

“Morning.” I avoided eye contact and spread cream cheese onto my bagel.

Umma hugged me from behind. “We love you so much, Lia, and just want the best for you.” She poured her coffee into her tumbler. “You-know-what is in spot number four now.”

You-know-what was code for an emergency device that in all twelve years of my life we had never needed to use. Even though nothing ever happened, Umma, in her super-cautious way, still changed the hiding spot every week. There were five locations total. Five! To be honest, I couldn’t even remember which number was which hiding spot.

I nodded and kept chewing.

Just then, Tina, my babysitter, strolled inside. “Annyeonghaseyo.” She bowed to my parents.

What was she doing here? Tina was an IMA-approved sitter. She had a few tests left before becoming a full-fledged agent.

Umma and Appa hardly ever went on overnight trips. The only exception was when they had to go on business trips. To this day, I still couldn’t figure out what was so important that IMA needed to send desk agents out of town.

“We have an emergency IMA meeting to go to. Tina will take you to Joon’s house later to practice.” Appa hugged me tight.

“Bye.” I wiggled out of his arms. A hug wasn’t going to magically make things better. I was still so mad at my parents for ruining my life.



Tina called me down for lunch. I groaned thinking about her tuna sandwiches. They didn’t seem all that complicated to make, but somehow whenever Tina cooked, as in made sandwiches, it just tasted really bad. A simple turkey-and-cheese sandwich would’ve been fine for me. But she insisted on making me fancy sandwiches. I didn’t have the heart to tell her they tasted awful.

To my surprise, there was no sandwich in sight.

“Special lunch for you today.” She grinned as she lifted the mesh covering over the bowls on the table.

A small smile broke out on my face. I hurried over to my seat and grabbed my chopsticks.

Umma must’ve felt bad, because she had prepared some of my favorite foods. In the middle of the table was a platter of neatly lined-up yubuchobap, soybean curd stuffed with a mixture of rice, meat, and veggies. Next to it was a bowl of gungjung tteokbokki. Everyone makes these differently, but I loved Umma’s version using thin oval rice cakes with sliced cabbage, mushrooms, beef, and onions, all sautéed in soy sauce and sesame oil.

“Your mom does make the best food.”

“She does.” The rice cakes were the perfect amount of chewy—not too hard and not too mushy.

Tina looked at her phone. “Ten minutes, and then we’ve got to go. I’ll be waiting in the car.”

I chewed as fast as I could. Should I tell her I didn’t want to go? Or pretend that I was sick? But then Tina would have to call my parents and let them know. No, that would be a very bad idea.

No matter how many scenarios I ran in my head, there was only one option: I’d have to sneak away after she dropped me off. One good thing about living in a small neighborhood like Sunnyway was that everything was within walking distance. After living here forever, I knew all the streets by heart. I bet I could walk around with my eyes closed and still get from place to place.

I grabbed my backpack and walked out through the garage. Tina was waiting in the driveway. I hopped into the back seat and buckled myself in.

She pointed to the garage door. “Close, please.”

I found the garage-door opener in my bag and clicked it. Instead of giving me a key to the house like normal parents might do, mine gave me a garage-door opener.

Tina pulled up to Joon’s house. I scooted out and slammed the door shut. This was going to be the toughest part: lying in a believable way. I was a horrible liar, and Joon could read me like a book.

I waved to Tina and watched her drive off.

Before I could even ring the bell, Joon peeked his head out from behind the curtain in the window. The door opened, and I put on the saddest face ever.

“Didn’t think you’d show up,” he said in a cool voice.

I clutched my stomach and doubled over in pain.

Joon’s voice softened as he helped me up. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

I kept my head down to avoid looking at his face. My eyes were a dead giveaway. “Ow. My stomach. It must be all the stress.”

He opened the door the rest of the way. “Come in and rest.”

I scrunched my eyes in pretend pain. “No, no. I just came here to tell you I don’t think I’ll be able to practice today.”

“I’ll get my mom to drive you home.”

He was about to pull me inside, but I waved his hand away.

“It’s okay.” I pointed behind his house. “Tina is waiting for me right around the corner.”

“Are you sure? I don’t see her.” He stared at me with a funny look in his eyes.

“Oh, she must be just driving around.” What? That doesn’t make any sense. Come on, think, Lia. I quickly added, “Because it’s boring standing still.”

I felt terrible lying to Joon. He must’ve sensed something was off but was probably too busy thinking about the exam to push back about me being sick.

He shrugged. “I guess.”

I smiled and waved. “Good luck tomorrow. You’re going to do amazing.”

“Thanks. You too.” He closed the door and locked it.

I waited until I couldn’t hear his footsteps anymore. Then I raced down the street and didn’t stop until I was a good two houses away. I walked a few more blocks until I reached my favorite street in our town.

Jacaranda trees with purple flowers lined both sides of Arden Street. The drooping branches formed a flowery tunnel. My skin tingled and a happy smile leaped onto my face. This place always had that effect on me. When I was little, I pretended to be a superstar agent searching for hidden treasure in a magical forest.

I stretched out my arms as wide as I could and sprinted down the street, willing myself to go faster and faster. It felt like I was soaring through an enchanted forest while purple snowflakes fell all around me.

Beyond the last jacaranda tree, it was a completely different world. The world of large homes with gigantic front gates. Each house was bigger than the next. The best homes were in this part of town and were surrounded by a billion trees. Dior lived a few homes down from here.

Oh no. In my hurry to get to the party, I’d forgotten to check if I was being followed. That was one of the most basic skills needed to be an agent. Couldn’t believe I missed that one. I ducked behind the nearest tree and looked around. Completely empty. That meant Tina and Joon hadn’t figured it out yet.

But I was done taking chances. I needed to get to this party no matter what. This neighborhood seriously lacked hidden back roads. But luckily for me, Dior’s house wasn’t too far from here. All the homes here had cameras, so sneaking around would cause people to get suspicious.

My best and only option was to run.

I took a deep breath and sprinted down the street.

As I neared her house, I hatched a foolproof plan to maximize my time there. I’d give Dior the present, gush over her and the party, and hang out for a little bit. After an hour or so, I’d fake a stomachache and head home before my parents got back. That way I’d still be home in time for dinner and be in a little less trouble. My parents were big on families eating together.

It was a brilliant idea.

Dior’s front gate wasn’t massive but just tall enough to keep people out. My finger hesitated in front of the doorbell. What if Joon was right? What if Dior was really using me? Or worse: What if this was just a pity invite that I’d eagerly accepted?

My lips tightened as I imagined everyone laughing at me. But at least I could run home and hide under my blankets if it went badly.… Maybe I’d beg them to move or send me to a different school. Any school but this one.

Here goes nothing. I took a deep breath and with a shaky finger pressed the doorbell.

The moment of truth.

The gates creaked and opened an inch at a time. I squeezed through the opening and walked down the pebbled path toward the front door.

Just as I reached the front steps, the door flung open. Dior stood there with her hands on her hips. “Lia! You’re so late!”

“Sorry. I came as fast as I could.” It took every ounce of strength I had to keep from snapping at her. If she only knew what I’d had to do to get here.

I pulled the present from my bag and handed it to her. “Happy birthday.”

Dior smiled and took the present from me. “Oh, you shouldn’t have.” She laughed and threw her arms around me in a bear hug. “Well, come on in! Everyone’s in the backyard.”

I laughed nervously and hugged her back. “So happy to be here.” At least she seemed to be in a good mood.

As I walked through the door, I gave myself a pep talk. I was meant to be at this party. And I will charm the pants off everyone. And they will all find me irresistible, like moths to a flame.

Dior’s mom sat with her legs crossed in an armchair in the living room. She wore a loose white shirt and tight blue jeans paired perfectly with red heels. No wonder Dior had such good taste in clothes. They were practically clones, with their wavy long brown hair and slim figures.

She waved to us as we passed by and then continued to talk on the phone.

I followed Dior through the house, and I realized that her hair was dripping wet. Swimming was something I tried to avoid at all costs. I really hoped she didn’t expect me to go in the water.

If forced to, I had a great excuse. I’d shrug, put on my saddest face, and say I’d forgotten to bring a swimsuit.

We walked through the living room and stopped in front of the French doors that led to the backyard. I unclenched the fists that were glued to my sides. Whoever said you should try to act natural and smile clearly never had to make new friends, especially super-popular ones. So much easier said than done. I forced myself to breathe in and out—in a very natural way, of course. I learned this breathing technique watching Umma do yoga at home. It usually helped calm my nerves.

A row of pink canvas bags with different names printed in a fancy script sat on a table by the doors. Dior handed me the one that had my name on it. “This is a little present from me. Don’t forget to put it on.”

My heart leaped. Did she mean the present? “Thanks.”

Dior stood there and nodded for me to open it.

I couldn’t hide my excitement and giggled while I pulled out the contents of the bag. There was a cobalt-blue swimsuit with a scoop neck, a flowery silk robe, a pink towel embroidered with my name, and a jasmine-scented body lotion. Everything looked so beautiful and fancy, although there was no way I was going to get into that swimsuit. I stuck my hand inside and felt the bottom of the bag.

It was empty.

The blue bracelet box wasn’t in there. I kept smiling and tried not to look too disappointed.

“Well?”

I was kind of hoping to get the bracelet today. She never promised me one, but Audrey got a bracelet after sitting at Dior’s lunch table for two weeks. I’d been eating lunch with her for over a month now. It had to be coming soon.

I gave her a big hug. “I love it, Dior. Thank you so much.”

She smiled. “No problem. Go and have fun.” Then she turned and walked away to place my gift at a table overflowing with presents of all different sizes.

I pushed open the French doors and gasped.

Outside, a live band played one of the hottest songs, “In a Heartbeat,” and I bopped my head to the familiar tune. Two photographers walked around, taking pictures of everyone. A chef cooked in the back corner while kids lined up to order food. There was a long white table with stacks of large and small plates. Next to it were rows of glass cups, some filled with water and others with an unidentifiable pink liquid.

On the other side of the backyard was a white tent. I walked closer to see what was going on. I covered my mouth with my hands and giggled. Girls sat in huge massage chairs as they got pedicures, while another group sat by a table and got manicures. I’d been begging my parents to let me get my nails done for ages. Today was my lucky day.

A group of kids picked out props as they stood in line behind a photo booth near the tent. I cringed a little, looking at the giant pool on the opposite side of the yard with inflatable flamingo and unicorn rafts floating inside. If I weren’t so terrified of the water, I’d jump right into those.

A server carrying a tray of mini hamburgers interrupted my thoughts. “Miss, would you like to try some?”

I smiled and took one. “Thank you.”

He went off to find another group of kids. At least four other servers walked around with different types of finger food.

My favorite part about this party was hands down the massive dessert table placed unfortunately in front of the pool. In the middle of the table sat a giant macaron tower that Dior had bragged about at school and a three-tier cake decorated with fresh flowers. On one end of the table, there was a platter of pink, white, and lavender cupcakes with sprinkles, and on the other side, little fancy-looking pastries that I didn’t know the names of.

It all looked like something out of a magazine. No wonder all the kids had talked about this party.

I placed my hamburger on a plate and piled on some macarons and cupcakes. Umma didn’t really let me eat sweets. What she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.

The phone in my bag vibrated. I placed the plate down on a nearby table and pulled my phone out. After making sure no one was watching, I flipped it open. As high-tech as my parents were, they didn’t believe in giving me a smartphone until I was in high school. Who knew stores even sold flip phones? They had given it to me two years ago and made me promise to use it only for emergencies and to call family. I laughed out loud. Like I would ever pull out this dinosaur in public.

I hurried inside before anyone spotted my ancient phone. I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten to turn it off. Poor planning on my part.

I found a quiet area near the dining room and pressed the talk button. “Hello?”

In a shrill voice, Umma said, “Park Lia!”

When Korean parents say your full name the Korean way with the last name first, it is never a good thing. I expected them to be upset, but this was a tone I’d never, ever heard before.

I cupped the mouthpiece with my hand and whispered in between coughs, “I’m at Joon’s.”

“Park Lia, do not lie to me. We already spoke to Joon’s parents.”

“Okay. Sorry. I’m at the party, but I’ll be home soon.”

The next words were so loud that I had to move the phone away from my ear.

“Unbelievable. Come home now.”

“But…”

Before I could finish, Umma said, “I don’t want to hear it. You’re grounded for six months.”

Six months? Was she serious? That was an eternity. Wait a second. Surely this didn’t include the Jay One concert. “Since we already have the tickets, I can still go see Jay One, right?”

“Of course you can’t go.”

“That’s so unfair. You promised!” The sentencing seemed very harsh for a first-time offender. I always did what they asked of me, except going to this one party. It was just this one tiny time.

Umma hollered, “Unfair?”

I covered the speaker, but she was yelling so loud, I could still hear her clearly.

“You flat-out disobeyed us.”

My face turned red, and I protested, “But I was just dropping off Dior’s present. You’re being so unreasonable.”

“Young lady, do not take that tone with me. When we say no to something, it’s for a good reason.”

I rolled my eyes. What could possibly be the reason for banning me from this party? From having fun? It was ridiculous, and they knew it. They just wouldn’t admit it.

“I hate you! You guys are the worst parents ever!”

I pressed the end call button, snapped the phone shut, and shoved it back into my bag. It was rude, but I was already grounded for six months. What more could they possibly tack on? And since I probably wouldn’t get to do anything fun for a while, I planned on enjoying every single second of it. Maybe I’d even be the last one to leave.

I made my way to Dior’s table and sat down next to her.

Dior stood up and yelled, “Pool time! Everyone, go change!” All the kids grabbed their bags and walked inside the house with Dior. She looked at me and said, “Aren’t you coming?”

All the blood drained from my face, and I jammed the hamburger into my mouth. “Still eating.”

She rolled her eyes and said, “Hurry up and go change when you’re done, then.”

I nodded and chewed a million times before swallowing. There was no way I was going in that pool.

One by one kids in cobalt-blue swimsuits came out of the house and jumped into the water. Dior was the only one wearing a pink swimsuit, her signature color.

Soon a game of Marco Polo began. A few kids closed their eyes and shouted “Marco,” while everyone else whispered “Polo” as they splashed around trying to avoid getting caught.

Seemed like everyone was busy. Should I pretend to use the bathroom? Maybe I could hide out in there for a while and come back when everyone was out of the pool. Or sneak away to the tent and get a manicure and pedicure. No one would really miss me.

But of course today, of all days, Dior was in a very welcoming mood. “Hurry up! Come in!”

“Still eating,” I said, pointing to my hamburger.

Something about the water scared me senseless.

Ever since I could remember, my body went into a full panic-attack mode when just my toes touched the water. It didn’t make much sense. And believe me, I wish it was something I could fix. My parents even took me to see a doctor. It was useless, though. The doctor used big fancy words and said that I have something called aquaphobia—a fear of water.

Thanks, Sherlock, we already knew that. My parents seemed relieved and satisfied with the diagnosis, though. Thankfully, taking a shower was fine as long as I used a handheld showerhead that I could control.

Loud chuckles erupted around me and wet hands grabbed my legs and arms.

“Stop! Stop!” I kicked and screamed.

“One, two, three!” one of the boys shouted. They swung me back and forth and tossed me into the air.

My wails were short-lived as my back crashed onto the water. Imagine a belly flop but on your back. That was me. It felt like I landed on a bed of sharp needles as the pain radiated all across my back. But even that didn’t compare to the stabbing pain mounting in my chest.

Each breath I took made it worse. It was instinct to try to breathe. Very bad idea.

I sank deep into the pool with my legs bent backward. My legs refused to straighten and stand up. They were useless. Not only were my legs refusing to cooperate; my arms felt like dead weights that dragged me to the bottom of the pool.

I held my breath, but being panicked didn’t help with that. Before I knew it, I opened my mouth to scream for help, but water gushed in, silencing my cries.

My body convulsed as I tried to cough.

I shouted silently, “Umjigyeo.” Move. Legs, please move. Get up and move, Lia. My body tingled while everything around me grew faint.

My eyes drooped down and closed on their own.

Two strong arms scooped me out of the water.

I gasped for air and spit out water as Dior’s dad sat me down gently on top of a towel on the ground. I kept coughing as I tried to get out all the water lodged deep in my throat. My hands and shoulders trembled as tears streamed down my face. Air rushed back into my lungs, and I shivered. There was still something stuck at the back of my throat. Every time I tried to talk, I ended up coughing and shaking.

“Dior, go get your friend some towels,” he said. “Boys, to the living room right now!”

The boys followed Dior’s dad inside but not without jabbing each other and muffling their chuckles. Before going inside, Dior and the other girls huddled in a corner. Some of their backs were turned toward me, so I couldn’t see all their faces. They talked in hushed voices but the backyard was so quiet, I could hear everything.
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