
[image: Cover: K-Pop Academy: The Crystal Beat, by Mina Finch. Unofficial Stories for K-Pop Demon Hunters Fans.]



DISCLAIMER:

This book is an independent, unofficial publication and is not authorized, licensed, sponsored, or endorsed by Netflix, Sony Pictures Animation, KPop Demon Hunters, its creators, producers, or any affiliated entities. All trademarks, service marks, characters, and related indicia are the property of their respective owners. This book is intended for entertainment purposes only. The content and designs herein are original creations of the authors/publishers and do not reproduce or claim to represent the official work. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. No copyright or trademark infringement is intended.





[image: K-Pop Academy: Book 3: The Crystal Beat, by Mina Finch. Arcade. London | New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | Sydney/Melbourne | Toronto | New Delhi.]






[image: Silhouettes of four female warriors in dynamic poses, each wielding a different weapon, depicted in a grayscale digital illustration.]







CHAPTER 1
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Tae took a huge bite out of her rice ball and focused on relaxing. She leaned back on her hands and squinted up at the sky over the courtyard. Cherry blossoms swayed above her, their pink petals dancing in the breeze. Students from every performance group at K-Pop Academy, including her own group, AURA, were scattered around the open space between the dorms and the main building. Some were lined up and stretching. Some were laughing and good-naturedly fumbling their way through half-finished dance routines. A boy group near the central fountain was trying out a lift, counting loud enough to capture some attention.

It was a warm, bright, peaceful day, but for some reason even she couldn’t understand, Tae was feeling a little on edge.

“You’re attacking that food like the world is about to end,” Soojin said as she reclined beside her.

Tae looked down at the rice ball she was just about to shove into her mouth and laughed.

Soojin’s hair was tied back in a tight ponytail, bright orange strands pulled away from her face. Even when she was sitting on the grass in sweats, there was something formal about the way she held herself, like she didn’t know how to relax. But her words had a new lightness. It felt less like Soojin was making fun of her, and more like she was actually joking around with her.

Tae had been noticing a lot about Soojin lately, and not just because they had to spend almost every waking hour together. The Soojin from the beginning of the year would have made the rice ball comment, then added three more comments about how Tae should also fix her posture, her breathing and maybe her entire personality.

Nari sat cross-legged on the other side of Tae, carefully peeling the wrapper off a chocolate bar. Her long, straight hair fell like a pale blonde curtain over her shoulders, but she wasn’t hiding behind it as much any more. She tucked a blonde wisp behind her ear and took in what the other students in the courtyard were doing.

“I like days like this,” Nari said. “Everyone looks so… I don’t know. Normal.”

“Normal?” Tae repeated. “We go to a school where your exam grade depends on whether you can sing in tune while kicking in perfect sync. Nothing about this is normal.”

“You know what I mean,” Nari said, laughing. “No screaming. No shadow fire. No cursed microphones. Just sunshine and practice and snacks.”

“Don’t jinx it,” Tae said.

Hana sat a little apart from them. Her short blue hair was flattened on one side where she’d slept on it while taking a catnap between classes. She was staring out at the courtyard, watching a group try a complicated turn. Tae followed her gaze and noticed that Hana wasn’t watching the choreography. She was watching the performers’ feet, the angle of their knees and the way they stayed balanced when they spun.

Hana always saw the structure first.

“You’re doing it again,” Tae said.

“Doing what?” Hana asked.

“Analyzing their ankles.”

Hana blinked. “I’m not analyzing their ankles.”

“You are one hundred per cent analyzing their ankles,” Tae said. “The rest of us are thinking, ‘Oh cool, they look good.’ You’re thinking, ‘If they keep landing like that, they’re going to twist something.’ ”

Hana’s mouth twitched. “Maybe I don’t want to see anyone get hurt.”

“You’re so nice,” Tae said. “It’s disgusting.”

Nari laughed again, the sound soft but reassuring to Tae’s ears. There had been a time when even laughing seemed like work for Nari. After the stage shadow had taken Nari’s voice and contained her behind the mirrors of the practice room, Tae had watched her friend move like she was weighed down. Nari had been extra timid onstage, terrified to sing too loud or too long, afraid of what might reach for her if she stood centre stage again.

But this new Nari was relaxed and nibbling on her chocolate bar, enjoying the day. Maybe she finally trusted that things could be normal again.

Tae wanted to believe that, too. Her heart felt full when she looked at her friends: Hana, calm and focused, blue hair catching the light; Nari, gentle and open; Soojin, sharp but softer around the edges. AURA. Their group. Their family away from home.

They had made it through so much together already.

So why did her stomach feel knotted?

Another group shouted out counts near the practice studio doors. Someone dropped a water bottle. A staff member wheeled a portable speaker across the courtyard. This was the daily soundtrack of K-Pop Academy.

The hair on the back of Tae’s neck stood up anyway.

She pushed the feeling down and stuffed the rest of a rice ball into her mouth.

“Okay,” Soojin said. “What is it?”

“What is what?” Tae asked, her words garbled by a mouthful of rice and seaweed.

“That look,” Soojin said. “You’re doing your worried face.”

“I do not have a worried face,” Tae said after swallowing.

“You definitely do,” Nari said gently. “What’s wrong? Is something off with the sound system? Did you hear a rumour?”

Tae shook her head. “No. It’s just… I don’t know. Doesn’t it feel too good right now? Like the universe is about to spring something on us again.”

Soojin raised an eyebrow. “I thought I was the dramatic one.”

“I am not being dramatic,” Tae said, even though she knew she kind of was. “Think about it. Every time we’ve had a stretch of nice, peaceful days, something weird has followed. Every single time.”

Nari went quiet. Her hands clenched into fists.

Hana pulled her eyes away from the other group’s moving feet. “You’re thinking about last autumn.”

“I’m thinking about everything,” Tae said. She pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around them. “When I got here, I thought the hardest part would be learning how to rap on beat without tripping over my own tongue. I was ready for late-night rehearsals and sore muscles and maybe some petty drama over centre positions. I did not sign up for demon fire dogs and evil shadows.”

“Well, we’re signed up now,” Soojin said. “No use whining about it.”

“Soojin,” Nari said, bumping her with her shoulder.

“What? I’m agreeing with her,” Soojin said, then sighed. “Okay, fine. Yes. Our school is cursed, and weird things keep happening. But look at us. We’re still here. We’re getting better. And we know what to look for now.”

Nari nodded, her eyes a little distant. “When I first got pulled into all that shadow stuff, I felt like I was completely alone. Like no one would find me until it was too late. But you did,” she said, looking at Tae. “And Hana. And Soojin.”

She smiled at Soojin in a way she never would have months ago. There had been too much tension then, too much competition between them. Now there was something like trust.

“If you hadn’t jumped in front of the spotlight curse for me the second time,” Nari went on, “I think I would have run away for good. But you helped me figure out how to sing without letting the fear control me. So now when I get nervous, I remember that. I’m not alone. We all watch out for each other.”

Soojin cleared her throat. “It wasn’t just me. Hana literally kicked a demon out of the wings.”

“Yeah, but you restructured an entire performance so Nari could sing safely,” Hana said. “That was no small thing.”

Soojin avoided their eyes, but there was a tiny smile forming at the corners of her mouth. “I just did what needed to be done.”

“And I,” Tae said, pointing a thumb at herself, “provided essential comic relief under high-pressure conditions. Do not underestimate my job.”

Nari laughed again. Hana’s shoulders relaxed. The tight ball in Tae’s stomach eased a little.

“Still,” Tae said quietly, “we’ve been through a lot.” She let herself breathe in the smell of grass and food and the faint sweetness of the overhead blossoms. Her friends’ voices felt like a blanket all around her.

“We have,” Hana said. Her eyes were thoughtful now, focused somewhere far beyond the courtyard. “The first time I stepped onto this campus, I thought I was leaving martial arts behind. No more taekwondo tournaments. No more precise forms and combat practice. Just music and dance.”

“That lasted about five minutes,” Tae said.

“Yup,” Hana agreed. “Then the shadows started acting strange. People’s reflections weren’t right. Students were waking up more tired than when they went to bed. And I could feel that something was… out of sync, and it was getting worse.”

Tae remembered it all very clearly: the way the mirrors in the practice rooms had warped; the shape that had crawled out of one; the way Hana had moved to fight it without thinking, like she’d been training for that moment all her life. Tae thought she had signed up to share a room with a regular scholarship student. Instead, Hana had revealed herself to be a demon-fighting martial-arts expert who also happened to sing like a lead vocalist when she let herself.

“At least you know you belong here now,” Tae said. “As an incredible performer. Not just as the girl who kicks shadows in the teeth.”

Hana’s blue eyes softened. “I feel like that, too. Like I’m not just… on security duty.”

“You’re a star,” Tae said. “Deal with it.”

A short silence fell between them. The good kind of silence.

Tae felt a wave of gratitude. After everything they’d been through, this quiet moment under the trees felt like a reward they’d somehow earned.

Tae was about to make another joke when movement near the main building caught her eye. She froze, focusing her gaze on the front walkway.

A sleek black van with tinted windows had glided to a stop on the circular driveway. It didn’t look like any of the delivery vans or ride-share cars that sometimes came through campus. This one was spotless, with no school insignia. Principal Lee stepped out of the side door of the school, smoothed her blazer and walked towards the van with purpose and precision.

“Hold on,” Tae murmured.

“What?” Hana asked.

Tae didn’t answer. She watched as the passenger door opened, and a tall, thin, hooded figure stepped out. Her face was hidden. Her posture was straight and poised.

Tae felt that same electric prickle at the base of her neck.

“Do you guys see that?” she said quietly.

Soojin followed her gaze. “Principal Lee? Yeah, we see her all the time.”

“No,” Tae said. “Her.”

Hana turned just as the hooded figure vanished behind Principal Lee and into the building.

“Who was that?” Nari asked, brow furrowing.

“I don’t know,” Tae said. “Whoever it is, it didn’t feel like a normal K-Pop Academy arrival.”
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By the time lunch ended, Tae had mostly convinced herself that she was being dramatic about the hooded figure. The courtyard was bright with sunshine, the breeze was warm and comforting, and students laughed together as they crossed the quad. Everything looked the same as it always did.

“I told you,” Soojin said as they walked. “Perfectly normal day.”

“Uh-huh,” Tae said, mostly convinced.

They climbed the stairs to the second floor of the main building, heading towards Studio A for their regular performance period with Mr Shin. They were supposed to begin track-selection prep today for an end-of-term performance challenge just for students in their year.

A group of boys from another team passed them in the hallway, joking loudly about how one of their voices had cracked on a high note.

“Totally normal,” Nari echoed in a reassuring voice.

“Suspiciously normal,” Tae corrected, but she kept walking.

When they reached Studio A, Tae reached for the door and pushed it open – then stopped so fast that Hana bumped into the back of her.

“What the—” Soojin started, then fell silent.

Mr Shin wasn’t there.

Instead, Principal Lee stood at the front of the room.

On one side of her was the woman from the van. She had ditched the hooded cape and was wearing traditional hanbok.

Tae’s stomach dropped. She knew it. Something was up.

The studio, which was usually loud and rowdy before class started, was completely still and silent. Students sat on the floor in their group clusters, staring at the adults at the front of the room.

Principal Lee never taught this class. She visited performances, gave speeches and popped in at the end of showcases – but she did not stand at the front of a weekly technique class.

Her expression was flat. Not harsh, not angry. Just… blank. Eerily blank.

Tae felt a wave of uneasiness.

“Please take your seats,” Principal Lee said. Her voice was even and clipped, nothing like her usual enthusiastic greeting. There was no buildup, no warm smile, no story told to “set the stage” like usual.

AURA slid into their spot against the left wall. Principal Lee continued once everyone had settled. “Today marks a shift in our performance curriculum,” she said. “For the remainder of the term, performance training will be overseen by our newest instructor. This is Master Yoon. She will serve as your lead performance teacher from this point forward.”

The tall, thin woman stepped forward. Up close, she appeared older than Tae initially thought. Frail, even, but she stood like she was made of steel. Her gaze slowly swept the room.

“Good afternoon,” Master Yoon said. Her voice wasn’t loud, but it carried. “You may address me as Yoon Gyo-su or Master Yoon.”

A whisper rippled across the room.

Tae leaned towards Hana. “What’s the deal with the new teacher?”

Hana didn’t answer.

Master Yoon clasped her hands behind her back.

“This term,” she said, “your focus will be clear. You will train as groups. You will move as groups. You will think as groups. Many of you have spent the year improving individual technique – your turns, your breath support, your solo vocal lines. That is necessary, but no longer sufficient.”

Her voice was sharp with intensity.

“At the end of this term, you will participate in a performance competition. Your success will depend on your mastery of kalgunmu – precise, unified movement and rhythm. Your ability to hold a line. Your respect for the group. Your timing. Your discipline.”

Tae felt her pulse pick up speed.

Master Yoon took a single step forward, and the shift in her energy startled Tae. A moment ago, she’d seemed frail. Now she looked like someone who emanated power; someone who may have trained performers to survive things far more difficult than exams.

“You will choose your own track,” she continued. “Compose or revise it as needed. You will work with technical staff to layer your beats. You will write lyrics that work with your strengths and each other’s strengths. You will choreograph a routine. Not separately. Not in pieces. As one.”

The room was silent.

“This course,” Master Yoon said, “will not wait for you to catch up. You will have to keep up. You will be responsible for every decision you make. And you will not—,” she paused, her eyes locking briefly with Tae’s, “—let fear or ego break the line.”

Tae’s breath caught. She didn’t know why that line felt as if it were aimed at her, but it did.

Master Yoon continued in that same steady, forceful tone. “I will guide you. I will push you. And, when needed, I will correct you. My goal is not to make you comfortable. It is to make you ready.” She lifted her chin. “At the end of this term, you will move and breathe together. Not as twenty-five. Not as four. Not as ten. But as one.”

No one clapped. No one even shifted. It wasn’t the kind of speech that asked for applause. It was the kind that felt like a command.

Principal Lee stepped forward again. Her expression was still strangely flat, as if she were following a script in which she didn’t fully believe.

“Groups,” she said, “you should begin reviewing the expectations for the term. Schedules will be distributed tonight. Please find a spot on campus or an empty studio to discuss your combined strategy.”

Most groups began buzzing about the surprise curriculum change when Principal Lee’s voice cut through the noise. “AURA,” she said. “Stay a moment.”

Master Yoon and the other students filtered out of Studio A. The moment the door closed, Principal Lee’s posture shifted – she became a little less rigid, more like the normal version of herself.

“You four,” she said quietly, “deserve more context than the others.”

Tae felt Nari tense beside her. Soojin folded her arms across her chest. Hana stood very still.

“Master Yoon’s appointment may feel unexpected,” Principal Lee continued, “but she requested this assignment. She chose your year. She chose you.”

Hana blinked. “Why us?”

“Because of what you’ve already handled,” Principal Lee said, her tone firm but kind. “Your discretion during the shadow occurrences last autumn. Your teamwork during the demon-dog incident. And your ability to keep certain… supernatural quirks of this school out of public conversation.”

A flicker of pride – and a dash of unease – moved through the group.

“You protected each other. You protected your classmates. And you did it quietly.” Principal Lee folded her hands. “That matters more than you know.”

Tae’s voice wavered. “Do you… know something? Is something big going to happen?”

Principal Lee paused just long enough to make the silence meaningful.

“As you must know by now, K-Pop Academy’s history has always been tied to forces beyond music and choreography. For generations, there’s been a balance between the harmless and the dangerous forces. In recent years,” she said, exhaling softly, “the scale has tipped towards the dangerous.”

The girls exchanged knowing looks. Even if they’d been denying it, they’d already known this.

“That shift is why Hana and the American tech student, Jason Kim, were brought in last term,” Principal Lee continued. “Jason provided invaluable insight into the school’s more… supernatural glitches. He’s back in California now, and, last I heard, he’s busy handling a few local issues in San Francisco.”

Tae’s eyebrows shot up. “Demon issues?”

Principal Lee didn’t answer that directly, which was an answer in itself.

“As for Hana,” she added with a small, warm smile, “her skill set continues to be quite useful to the Academy. And her choreography work has not gone unnoticed.” Her glance flicked towards the front of the room, where Mr Shin usually stood, then back to Hana.

The girls all turned to look at Hana. Hana tried to hide her pride, but a blush spread to her cheeks.

“But we cannot rest on the skills we already have,” Principal Lee said, returning to her steady tone. “We have to prepare and develop new skills. Should a situation arise – and I am not saying one will – you need to be ready. Master Yoon’s background includes subjects outside standard idol training. Discipline. Breath control. Precision under pressure. Weapons training. Group alignment. These skills matter even beyond the stage.”

Tae swallowed. “So… this is… special training?”

“Yes,” Principal Lee said. “For you alone. And it’s confidential. Other groups think this is solely an assignment in kalgunmu – perfect harmony and performance – which it is. But your training, done in secret, will go further than that. Your weapons will be with you onstage from now on, every time you perform. They will become an extension of your movements in all choreography, in every dance. Just in case.”

The girls were nervously excited at the mention of their weapons. They had mostly been using their training weapons since the shadows first appeared on campus, and, so far, that had been enough. Nari always had her practice knives hidden in her sleeves during performances. They had been very effective in protecting her and VORTEX member Jun from the bulgae over midwinter break. But the girls were all ready for more serious weapons training, and not just because it was exciting. They knew that as members of AURA, the premier K-Pop Academy demon-hunting group, they were bound to face new and more dangerous threats.

“I’m glad we’re finally being trained on the weapons, Principal Lee, but I have a question. Don’t we need all the help we can get against these bad forces? Why keep it a secret?” Nari asked softly.

“Because unnecessary attention brings unnecessary panic,” Principal Lee replied. “And because Master Yoon believes maintaining focus is essential.”

She let that settle before adding, more gently, “She’s here to guide you. Not frighten you.”
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