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It had been the longest summer break ever, but the day I had been looking forward to practically all my life was finally here. The International Magic Agency sponsored a school for kids with magic and trained them to protect the world from monsters. Yes, they did exist, and some of them were a threat to humanity. The name of the school was—wait for it—International Magic School. They kept the first two initials the same, to avoid confusion with the names for the normal people’s government bureaus. All students were required to board there, so of course I’d spent every last second I had packing, unpacking, and then repacking all my stuff to make extra sure I had everything I needed.

For security reasons, parents were only allowed to visit on designated days. It was nerve-racking to be apart from them for this long, but I was still excited that I’d be living on my own. I could almost taste the sweetness of my newfound freedom.

I craned my neck and peeked between the two front seats. Just like the last time I checked, we were still on the main road in the city of Yongin, which was about an hour outside of Seoul, where we lived with my halmoni. We’d just entered through the Mabuk-dong neighborhood.

“Make a left at the next light,” Umma instructed from the front passenger seat.

Appa laughed as he flicked on his blinker. “Don’t worry, yeobo. I have a photographic memory, remember?”

She hit his arm lightly. “Yet you always miss the turns.”

Appa reached over to hold her hand. “You’re right. I’d be so lost without you.”

Oh, Appa. Always the corny one. Though lately he had taken it up a notch and transformed into the king of dad jokes. Married people called each other yeobo, but my parents used to say it only when they were in a good mood. But ever since we moved back to Korea, they said it, like, after every other sentence.

The second our plane landed here, the tenseness in Umma’s face melted away. She didn’t need to explain why because I knew.

We no longer needed to live in fear of being caught.

And that made all the difference.

Once we’d turned left, we headed down a narrow, dusty farm road that led us straight toward Beophwa-san. Seventy percent of Korea was made up of san—mountains—which was why they were pretty hard to miss wherever you went.

Appa looked at me in the rearview mirror. “Uri Lia, jal chamne.”

“Thanks, Appa.” I giggled and clasped my hands on top of my lap. “You may now call me Queen Patience.”

Younger me would’ve asked them every ten minutes if we were there yet, but this new and improved first-year student at IMS would never. I had better self-control than that now.

Umma flashed a double thumbs-up above her headrest. “Geuroge uri Lia da keonne.”

Totally agreed. I was very mature now.

“Can I go to the Jay One concert by myself, then?”

“Nice try,” Umma said. “You’re not that grown-up yet.”

It was worth asking. I mean, who knew, maybe someday she’d cave and let me go with my friends. Her overprotectiveness didn’t even bother me anymore, because I had something so much better waiting for me, exploring the school with my best friend, Joon. I still couldn’t believe it was finally happening and we had made it.

I adjusted a few strands of my hair to cover the white streak and used two black bobby pins to hold it all in place. Then I tied my hair in a ponytail.

Hair camouflage mode activated.

Appa looked back at me at the red light. “You don’t have to hide it.”

Actually, yes, I did. I’d dyed it and even colored it with a black permanent marker, with zero success. As a last resort, using a pair of scissors, I’d snipped off the white streak.

What had happened next had almost made me cry.

It had grown back and looked whiter than before. As it turned out, magical marks couldn’t really be covered. So my best bet was to hide it under my regular black hair.

“I think it looks cool,” Umma said.

My parents’ opinions were not to be 100 percent trusted, because of course they’d think their own kid looked good.

I double-checked in the mirror to make sure my disguise was secured in place. “I just don’t want to have to explain to every single person I meet.”

Was it so bad that I wanted kids to like me for me and not be judged for what I’d done? Or be singled out as “that girl”? No, thank you. I planned to hide it for as long as possible.

At the end of the road, a two-story building with large windows spaced close together stood at the base of an enormous mountain. Our car tires crunched over the gravel as we drove onto an empty dirt field and parked.

The sign above the main entrance read International Mabuk School.

Uh. Definitely not the right school.

Appa should’ve paid more attention to Umma’s directions instead of relying just on his photographic memory.

Where were we?

Umma and Appa got out of the car.

Were we lost? And were they asking for directions? But they didn’t seem worried at all.

Appa popped open the trunk and lugged my suitcase out.

Umma opened my door. “Come on, we’re going to be late.”

Was it just me, or did they really not see that we were at the wrong place?

I pointed to the sign ahead. “This is Mabuk School, not Magic School.”

Umma unfastened my seat belt and winked. “All part of the cloaking mechanism.”

Interesting. If what she said was true, this was a next-level hidden-in-plain-sight strategy.

When I stepped out of the car, the silence was deafening. Not a bird in the sky. I couldn’t hear any kids’ voices.

I blinked a few times and lasered in on the sign above the door. I half expected the letters to morph, rearrange, or change into the correct name of the school.

Conclusion: not an enchanted sign.

Inside, against the wall facing me stood two large purple orchids on each side of a tall water feature made of different-sized rocks. A security guard in a navy-blue uniform sat behind a booth right next to the entrance.

“Eotteoke osyeosseubnikka?”

Umma took out her wallet and slid across their driver’s licenses and the identification card that I had received in the welcome packet. “We’re here to drop off our daughter.”

I raised my hand and bowed. My smile was met with the most expressionless face I’d ever seen. He could’ve passed for an AI.

He checked his watch. “You’re the first ones here.”

Of course we were. Because to Umma, on time and late meant the same thing. One of the most valuable tools for an agent was time, which couldn’t be bought with money, only earned by arriving early. So she had stuck to this motto my entire life.

The guard took all our IDs and scooted a rectangular reader in our direction. “Place your index finger on top.”

I frowned because this all looked very ordinary—in fact, the farthest thing from magic possible. Fingerprint readers were used everywhere.

Umma pressed her finger on it, and then Appa, who passed it to me. I placed my finger on it, and a green light moved up and down.

I stayed quiet as the guard stared at the computer screen in front of him.

Seconds crawled by.

Finally he smiled and gestured toward the door next to the plant on the right. “Welcome, Lia Park.”

I bowed and said, “Gamsahabnida.”

This time he actually waved and grinned. “You’re welcome. Have a great time here.”

Before following Umma and Appa out the door, I snuck into the hallway. I didn’t know what I expected to see, but for sure it wasn’t actual classrooms with desks, chairs, books, and a whiteboard. This setup reminded me of the classrooms at West Hills Middle School back in California. The most normal people school ever.

“Lia ya,” Umma called out. “Come on!”

“Ne!” I raced through the door that Appa propped open for me.

And stopped dead in my tracks.

Right in front of my face was tall grass that towered over me. It was everywhere, as far as I could see. We couldn’t move away from the door because there was nowhere to go.

I pulled the grass to the sides to try to squeeze through.

It snapped back and hit me.

I yelped and jumped back.

What kind of grass slaps people?

Appa held my shoulder. “Watch this.”

Umma pressed her face close and stroked the grass. “Yaedeula gil jom mandeuleo jugettni?”

I stopped myself from laughing out loud because I didn’t want to be rude. But Umma was talking to the grass in a tone she used to speak to little kids.

The grass giggled and parted just enough for us to take five steps.

It did exactly what she had asked it to do—the grass made a path for us.

Umma patted the grass. “Gomawo. Sugohaesseo.”

I copied her and let my hand rest on top of the grass. “Thanks and good job.”

It weaved around my leg and nuzzled like a cat would. So cute. No wonder Umma talked to the grass like that.

We walked in a single file down the narrow path, Umma, me, and then Appa. The grass rustled and opened up with each step Umma took and closed the path behind Appa.

Because the grass was so tall, I couldn’t see anything else in front of me. “So is this the way to the school?”

“Yes,” Umma said. “But it’ll make more sense once you see it.”

I’d just have to take her word for it. On to the next question, then. “How come the sign at the front of the school is wrong?”

“When you’re out in the normal-people world and someone asks you where you go to school,” Appa explained, “how will you answer?”

Hmmm. Excellent point. One of the most basic rules of IMA was to keep our identities hidden from normal people.

“So this is all a cover?”

“Now you’re catching on,” Appa said. “It’s an accredited school, so you’ll be getting your high school diploma from here.”

That was brilliant. Now I really felt like a spy from the movies with a full undercover operation.

Umma passed me my identification card. “Have a look.”

I took the card from her and did a double take.

The card had changed.

When I’d given Umma my card this morning, it had said under my picture, International Magic School, Student: Lia Park, House of Benevolence. Now it read International Mabuk School, Student: Lia Park, Grade 7. On the other side of the card was an address and phone number.

“So don’t forget to keep this with you whenever you’re out in the normal-people world,” Appa said.

About ten minutes later the path opened up completely and we came face-to-face with two blue stone haetae statues on pedestals. They stood in front of a small grove of trees at the base of the mountain.

Haetae was a mythological creature that had the body of a lion, scales, a bell around its neck, and a flattened horn on its head.

Wherever the school was, I felt so much safer having these haetae statues around, even if they weren’t real. These guardian lions were said to have protected places from disaster and warded off evil spirits.

Appa placed inside the left haetae’s mouth a round chip that had come in the welcome package.

And we waited.
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In the distance, a guard in a light blue button-down shirt and dark pants strolled out from behind the trees. He placed a dark blue cap on his head, and turned it once to the right, then the left, and back to the center again. I couldn’t make out the gold letters on the front of the cap, but they began to shimmer.

The trees closest to us faded away, and in their place a massive stone foundation appeared. On top of it was a traditional Korean gate with red pillars and a roof that curved up at the ends. A rectangular panel with the words International Magic School attached itself to the center of the horizontal beams right below the roof.

The gate with its red pillars, and blue and green patterns on the roof, blended harmoniously with the giant lush trees surrounding it. The school was hidden from sight by the billowy trees that created a tunnel covering a brick road that led inside.

This must’ve been what Appa had meant earlier. I knew I was a real part of the IMA world now, but witnessing a school appear out of thin air was still supercool. “Just as I remembered,” Umma said. “Top-notch security.”

Appa stood under the gate and gazed up. “Lia, do you see all the decorations?”

There were so many patterns and colors that I didn’t know where to start. I focused on one area with wave patterns in orange, yellow, black, blue, green, and red. Painted right next to it was a green leaf motif with flowers.

“So intricate and pretty,” I marveled.

Umma joined us. “This type of decoration on temples, palaces, and gates is called dancheong.”

“Did you know that special painters called dancheongjang, who have been designated as a national Intangible Cultural Heritage, are the only ones allowed to work on it?” Appa said.

His photographic memory came in very handy at times like this.

“And each person was in charge of one color only,” Umma added.

I stared up at the roof again. It was so detailed and colorful. Simply stunning. “I bet it took them a really long time.”

Appa chuckled. “Sure did.” When the guard finally approached us, Umma’s face lit up. She ran up to greet him and held his hand.

“Ajeossi! Neomu oraenmanieyo.”

Appa bowed and said, “It has been so long.”

The guard studied their faces for a moment and then broke out into a smile. “It can’t be. Chung Mira? Park Minwoo?”

Umma threw her arms around him in a big hug. “Ne, jeohuieyo.”

“I never thought I’d see you two again,” he said, patting her back. “The great invincible duo who no one expected to die.”

She pulled away and put her arm around my shoulders. “And this is our daughter, Lia. She’ll be a First Year.”

“Let’s see. Bungeoppangine.”

That was literally the name of a fish-shaped pastry filled with red bean paste. A very popular Korean street food snack in the winter. But because the pastries were pressed into molds, the bungeoppang looked exactly like each other, which became a second meaning for that phrase.

Everyone I met always said I was Umma’s mini-me. But I just didn’t see it. Maybe I looked like she had when she was my age, but I didn’t think we looked anything like each other right now. The only thing we had in common was our straight black hair? Though I hoped to look like her when I got older.

The guard took my suitcase and placed it against a tree. “Which house?”

“Same as me,” Umma said. “House of Benevolence.”

He placed a tag with an image of a blue dragon on my suitcase. “Perfect match, I’m sure.”

“Where do I go to pick up my bag?” I asked.

“To your house, of course.” The guard tapped twice on the side of the only tree with red leaves, and it opened up, revealing a large conveyor belt. Then the tree sucked up my suitcase and it disappeared.

“Head down to the lawn,” he said. “Eotteoke ganeunji gieoknaji?”

Umma smiled and bowed. “Of course I remember how to get there.”

Appa whispered into my ear, “He’s the first line of defense in protecting the school.”

The guard didn’t seem very powerful at all. I didn’t know exactly how old he was, but if he had been around when my parents were in school, now he must have been over sixty years old. It was hard to picture him battling intruders. At IMS most people spoke fluent Korean, English, or Konglish, which was mixing both languages together. Thank goodness my parents had forced me to learn Korean, or I’d have had a hard time understanding these conversations.

I followed Umma as she led the way. Except for a fairly wide paved walkway, everywhere else had grass and trees. It almost felt like we were in the middle of a park. It was early September, so the leaves hadn’t quite turned yet, and the fall weather was perfect, not too hot and not too cold.

“What if normal people end up here?”

“First of all, it’s almost impossible to get through the grass,” Appa explained. “And even if by some miracle they did, they’d just see trees and the mountain.”

“Certain IMA-designated locations have a protection spell like this,” Umma added.

No wonder Umma had no problems sending me here to live on my own. This place was a magic fortress, with basically nobody going in or out once school started.

When we reached a fork in the road, Umma pointed to the left. “That’s where the Hwarang training center is.” Hwarangdo was a secret style of martial arts that was practiced only by Hwarangs, like Umma and me. Except I hadn’t learned any moves yet. Umma wanted me to wait until school started to learn the basics properly with the master. It was a completely different style from Taekkyeon, which was what everyone had to learn to get into IMS.

From here I couldn’t see the training center at all, but I couldn’t wait to start. “Do I get to go every day?”

Umma stroked my hair. “It’s every morning before school, except the weekend.”

Oh no. I wasn’t a morning riser at all. “How early?”

“It was so long ago,” she said. “But maybe around six a.m.?”

Yikes. I’d never woken up at that time before, but it’d be okay: I had a plan. I took out my new smartphone that my parents had given me and immediately set alarms for five o’clock, five fifteen, and five thirty.

Appa hugged me tight. “You’re so grown-up now. Look at you, making your backup plans.”

“We taught her well.” Umma high-fived Appa, and they continued to stroll down the path.

We didn’t have to walk very far until we got to a large building that was shaped like a bird with its wings spread open. It was absolutely beautiful and looked impossible to create, because there was so much detail and the edges of the bird were so smooth, like a sculpture. No one would’ve guessed that this was a building.

“Is that the House of Courage?” I already knew the answer, because it was just so obviously the red-vermilion bird that was their symbol. This must have been where Joon would be staying. When we’d gotten our acceptance packages a few months ago, Joon had been thrilled and joked that he could now soar to new heights.

“Magnificent, isn’t it?” Appa said. “That’s what building with magic-infused materials can get you.”

All of a sudden, the little tree house I had in my backyard didn’t seem that great. “I’d like to request one of these in our new home.”

Appa chuckled. “Maybe when we’re billionaires. That kind of material costs a fortune.”

A little bit past the building was a sculpture of the red-vermilion bird, spinning above what resembled an entrance to a subway station with stairs leading down.

“What in the world?” Umma said. “That wasn’t here when we went to school.”

As much as I wanted to hurry up and find Joon, I couldn’t resist. “Can we check it out, please?”

Umma looked at the time on her phone. “We do have some time before the initiation ceremony starts.”

I squealed, so excited to go on one last adventure together before my parents had to leave. Being an early bird paid off at times like this because we had a built-in time buffer. But no matter how thrilling all this was, I was going to miss them a lot.

I headed down the stairs but slammed into an invisible wall.

“I don’t know how to get in,” I said.

Once Umma faced the front of the giant statue, laser beams shot out and scanned her. Then the eyes glowed red. “I think it’s ready now.”

She went through and waited for me at the bottom of the stairs.

My turn. I stepped in front of the bird and froze. A second later, laser beams pointed at my sneakers and moved their way up my body. I twitched because they actually tickled a little. When the eyes turned red, I waved and said, “Thank you, birdie.”

I bounded down the stairs and paused for a moment to take in what was in front of me. This was no ordinary subway station. A large translucent tube was suspended in the air where the track should’ve been.

Appa passed me and hurried down to the platform. “Let’s go. You’ll miss the ride.”

I followed close behind him and Umma. We stopped behind the yellow line painted on the ground.

The side of the tube facing me slid up and opened, revealing a sleek silver train. Without warning, the doors of the train broke up into tiny squares, like pixels on an image. One by one the squares blinked and faded away, unmasking the interior of the train. Rows of seats faced in one direction. I couldn’t believe we had this in our school.

The shape of the tube and the way the seats were arranged were unmistakably unique to hyperloops, which were basically supercharged high-speed trains stuffed inside gigantic tubes. The tubes were the train tracks.

I stepped inside the empty train and sat down on a smooth leather chair with armrests.

Umma and Appa plopped down on either side of me. The doors rolled down, and my body moved forward ever so slightly when the train took off.

“Can you believe how lucky these kids are?” Umma tightened my seat belt.

“A glorified shuttle bus,” Appa said.

Umma laughed. “We didn’t even have that.”

A voice on the speaker said, “House of Strength,” and the doors opened.

It felt like only a minute or two had passed since we’d sat down. “How long would that have taken if we’d walked?”

“About ten to fifteen minutes?” Appa said.

So that confirmed what I had been thinking. This was definitely a mini hyperloop right in our own school. I’d never been in one before, so I looked forward to riding this every single day.

Umma leaned over me to talk to Appa. “Do you remember how we used to trudge to class when it snowed?”

Appa laughed so hard, he snorted. “How could I forget that time you came to class looking like a snowman.”

This must be what old people did when they came back to their school a million years after they’d graduated. I promised myself that if I were ever to have kids someday, I’d never say things like that.



After we had circled around the entire school, we exited near the front entrance of the main academic building. We crossed a lawn that was covered in ten rows of white chairs, with five chairs on each side of the aisle that led to a table with stacks of uniforms tied in red bows, wallets, and a box of blank rectangular badges. Behind the table were a staircase leading up to the building and a sculpture of a large globe, with the letters IMS swirling around it.

Attached to the back of each seat was a piece of paper with a name on it. The names didn’t seem to be in any particular order. Definitely not alphabetized. But some last names were placed together in small groups of two or three.

Dozens of parents and kids walked around, greeting each other or searching for their names.

A woman dressed in a dark pink skirt and cream-colored blouse, with a neat ribbon tied around her neck, speed-walked toward us in heels. Umma and Appa noticed her and waved.

“I can’t believe it’s really you!” The woman hugged Umma and then stepped back a little. “How is it that you look exactly the same?”

Umma laughed. “You look great too! And you’re a headmaster now!”

“Geureokke dwaesseo.”

“It just happened?” Umma squeezed her shoulders. “You’re still so modest. Becoming the head of a school takes a lot more than that.”

“Look who’s talking,” she said. “IMA’s legendary agents.”

“After all you went through, you really deserve it,” Umma said. “I’m so happy for you.”

“They used to be inseparable when they went to school here,” Appa whispered. “But we had to cut contact with everyone except a handful of people when we moved to California.”

No wonder my parents were so excited to be back in Korea. Seeing Umma’s reaction to meeting her long-lost friend made me remember how much they had given up for me. I’d make it up to them by working really hard here.

Umma nudged me and I bowed. “Annyeonghaseyo.”

“You must be Lia,” the woman said. “You can call me Ms. Shin.”

“Uri Lia jal butakhae,” Umma said.

“Of course, we’ll take excellent care of her,” Ms. Shin said as she rubbed Umma’s arm. “You have nothing to worry about.”

“We appreciate it,” said Appa.

Ms. Shin looked at her watch. “We’re just about to get started.”

During the last couple of minutes, almost all the seats had filled up. Ms. Shin ushered us to our seats, which were in the very first row.

I scanned the area and spotted Joon seated in the back with Ajumma and Ajeossi. I waved my arm in the air, but he was too busy laughing with a group of kids. Leave it to Joon to have already become Mr. Popular. If he hadn’t been so focused on passing the IMA exam, I’m sure he would’ve made a lot of friends at our old school, West Hills. But he hadn’t seen a point in making friends with people he’d have to leave behind.

Ms. Shin stood next to the table and spun her hand in the air, and a microphone appeared. “Hello, everyone! We are so excited to welcome our First Years to our International Magic School family. It’s going to be an amazing year.”

Everyone cheered as Ms. Shin turned around to pick up a uniform bundle, a wallet, and a badge.

“Every First Year student will receive uniforms.” She pulled out a shirt from one of the bundles. “Since this is a magic school, we of course need magic clothes.”

What? I was going to get magic clothes, too? I clapped along with everyone else.

Ms. Shin held the collar of the shirt with one hand and with her other hand pulled on the center, and a second shirt popped out.

Kids cheered.

“You’ll find seven of each item of clothing,” she said. “But most importantly, these uniforms are self-cleaning.”

Ms. Shin uncapped a black marker from the table and drew a large mark on the white shirt. Then she turned it inside out and waved it gently in the air.

“Shall we see if it’s clean now?”

A lot of kids shouted, “Yes!”

When she flipped the shirt back, the stain was gone.

What a genius idea! Too bad I couldn’t do this to all my laundry.

Ms. Shin held up a blank card. “This is our newest version of our school badge, which will give you access to all the places you have clearance for, money for meals and snacks, music and video storage, and can store encrypted documents.”

Amazing. It was a USB flash drive, security badge, and credit card all rolled into one.

Finally she held up a slim black wallet that looked just like the ones Umma and Appa had. “This is our standard IMA-issued badge holder.”

She unzipped it, and the wallet unraveled into a single strand. When Ms. Shin pressed the ends against the badge, they clicked onto it, and she hung it around her neck.

“At school remember to always wear your badge around your neck.”

I whispered to Umma, “Does your wallet do that too?”

Umma laughed and squeezed my shoulders. “Of course. But we’re not at school or working in an office anymore, so no need for us to use it like a lanyard.”

Hmmm. So they’d had this wallet my entire life and I’d never noticed?

This wasn’t the best sign for my future career as an agent. Good thing I had tons of time to sharpen my observation skills.

“Let’s get started with the initiation ceremony.” Ms. Shin talked over the voices in the crowd. “Eugene Yang, please come up.”

I turned to see who he was. A tall boy with wavy black hair got up a few rows behind me. Strange that he was here all alone. According to Umma, a parent or at least a guardian usually came to these events. So she had prepped me at home to be polite and gracious to everyone, especially the adults I’d meet.

As soon as he started walking down the aisle, a couple of kids shouted, “Jal saenggyeosseo!”

I held in a giggle, because he didn’t seem to appreciate the comments. But I had to agree with everyone: he was really good-looking.

Ms. Shin held out a badge in front of him and motioned for him to place his hand on top of it. “Do you solemnly swear to be courageous, wise, benevolent, and strong?”

“I swear,” he said.

“Do you promise to be a good steward of your power?”

“Yes,” he answered.

She smiled in approval. “Now close your eyes and try to channel your gi onto the badge. It needs to sense you.”

Gi was the energy flowing within you. All living creatures had it. But being able to control and use it was a whole different story.

Eugene did as he was told, and about thirty seconds later the badge dinged and then lit up.

Ms. Shin patted him on the back, and he returned to his seat with the badge around his neck and a uniform bundle.

“Next we have Chloe Shim.”

A tall, lanky girl with shoulder-length hair jumped out of her seat and bounded down the aisle. Once she got to the front, she tripped over her shoelaces and crashed into the table. All the clothes and badges toppled onto the ground.

“I’m so sorry,” she blubbered, frantically trying to pick everything up.

A few staff members came and helped put everything back on the table.

Ms. Shin pulled Chloe up. “Are you okay?”

“Ne!” she said as she put her hair behind her ears.

Some kids laughed and called out, “Clumsy Chloe!”

I swiveled in my seat and gave them my best evil eye. So rude to be making fun of a person for falling down. She looked flustered but thankfully seemed okay.

Ms. Shin continued with the ceremony, and it took Chloe about a minute to activate the badge using her gi.

“Joon Kim, please come up,” said Ms. Shin.

I turned around and called out his name, but my voice was drowned out by his new friends, who chanted, “Jooo-oooon! Jooo-oooon! Jooo-oooon!”

One kid with a shaved head and intense eyes stood up and pumped his fist in the air while shouting Joon’s name.

Once Joon got to the front, our eyes met, and he waved at me. I gave him two thumbs-up. He was going to do great. I just knew it.

After answering Ms. Shin’s questions, Joon shut his eyes. I squeezed my hands together and waited nervously for the badge to beep.

One, two, three, four, five…

Then it lit up.

Daebak. Amazing. Joon’s energy must’ve been really strong for the badge to activate that quickly. Not realizing how silent everyone had gotten, I jumped up and cheered loudly for him. My face turned red as everyone laughed.

Umma tugged at my arm for me to sit back down. Who cared what other people thought? My friend had been the fastest one so far, and I was just really proud of him.

“Next we have Lia Park,” Ms. Shin said.

Umma and Appa patted my back. “Hwaiting, Lia ya.”

Break a leg. I needed all the luck I could get because I was so nervous.

Since we had sat in the first row, I only had to take a few steps to reach Ms. Shin. In her outstretched hand was a blank badge.

My hand shook, but I placed it firmly on the badge.

“Lia, do you solemnly swear to be courageous, wise, benevolent, and strong?”

“I do.” My lips trembled, and I couldn’t get my hand to stay still.

Ms. Shin smiled and whispered, “You’re doing great.”

I stared at Umma and Appa sitting in the front row and breathed in deep. Umma was putting her fingers on her cheeks, reminding me to smile, and Appa was making funny faces. I almost laughed.

“Do you promise to be a good steward of your power?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Now try to channel all your gi,” she said.

Part of me hoped that I’d beat Joon and activate the badge faster. I knew this wasn’t a race, but I still wanted to win.

I closed my eyes and imagined a tornado of energy spiraling up from deep down inside my abdomen. The gi traveled through my body and down my arms. I could feel it reaching my fingers, tingling all the nerves in my hand.

Almost there.

And then it stopped.






[image: ] CHAPTER 3


What had just happened? I definitely felt my gi surging and coursing through my body. So how could it just stop when I was so close? It didn’t make any sense. I squeezed my eyes tighter together and focused. Just like before, the energy welled up inside me and swooshed up through my arms. I furrowed my brows and concentrated.

Gone.

Ms. Shin whispered, “Is everything okay, Lia?”

“It’s not working,” I said in a strained voice. “Do you think there’s something wrong with my badge?”

“Hmmm. We checked all of these this morning.” Ms. Shin tapped on the badge lightly, and it vibrated. “See? It’s working. You’re probably just nervous.”

Even though something didn’t feel right, I couldn’t explain it all to Ms. Shin. Especially not right now, in the middle of an initiation ceremony with everyone watching. I’d just have to do the same thing again and trust her that the badge was working.

I closed my eyes and tried again. Maybe because I had used up a lot of my gi already, this time it took longer to get the swirling sensation. Then I coaxed it with my mind to move through my body. It crawled at a snail’s space. I scrunched up my forehead and wiped the sweat rolling down my cheeks. Finally my hands tingled, and I felt the energy grow stronger. Using every last ounce of strength, I channeled it to my fingertips. I kept pushing and didn’t stop until I heard a ding.

When I opened my eyes, the crowd was silent for a moment before erupting into loud whispers. Some kids covered their mouths with their hands, while others pointed at me.

“I thought she was supposed to be powerful,” someone said.

“Not impressed at all,” said another voice.

“I bet my baby brother could do it faster than that.”

My face turned bright red. This was so frustrating, and I wished I could shout and tell everyone that my badge was broken. But that would just be embarrassing.

Ms. Shin patted my back. “The important thing is that you activated it.”

“How long did it take?” I guessed maybe a minute? A little under two?

She paused and then whispered, “Five minutes.”

My eyes almost bulged out of my face. Did she say five entire minutes? That couldn’t be right. It didn’t feel like I’d been standing there for five minutes. And it was also completely unfair, because something had been wrong with my badge, and I had depleted my energy the second time around.

I walked back to my seat, and Umma hugged me. “I’m proud of you for giving it your best shot and not quitting.”

That should’ve made me feel better, but it didn’t.



After the initiation ceremony, everyone headed to the welcome dinner, which was also on the lawn. Because it was buffet style, we grabbed our food first and then joined Ajumma, Ajeossi, and Joon, who were just about to sit down.

“Annyeonghaseyo.” I bowed to them.

“Oneul sugohasseo,” Ajumma said.

“Thank you.” I knew she was just being kind, because I hadn’t done a great job today at all.

All my frustrations melted away when I saw my friend. What had happened at the ceremony was just a tiny blip in what was obviously going to be an amazing year. So what if people were talking about me? I’d prove them wrong, and they’d see that it really wasn’t me but a malfunctioning badge.

“Joon,” I said, giving him a big hug. “Can you believe it? We’re finally here!”

He grinned and put his arm around my shoulders. “It’s so much better than we imagined.”

I set my plate down and scooted my chair closer to his so that we could talk without the parents listening.

“What top secret info do you have?” Joon asked in a hushed voice.

I was so glad he understood our secret signal. We’d only been practicing it forever, since we were kids. That was why we’d make the best duo ever. We were on our way to becoming legendary agents!

I stuffed a chopstickful of japchae—stir-fried noodles and vegetables—into my mouth.

The boy with the shaved head walked by and gave Joon a high five. “We’re sitting over there,” he said, pointing to a table near the food. “Want to join?”

“Next time,” Joon said. “This is my friend Lia.”

“Victor,” he said. “See you at the house, then.”

Joon nodded and waved as Victor walked away.

“Look at you,” I said, patting his back. “Such a social butterfly.”

He flapped his arms up and down. “Are you getting jealous?”

“Nope,” I said. “Because I’m still your best friend, and your friends can be my friends too.”

We tapped our badges together and shouted, “Team super agents!”

“You were amazing today,” I said. “I can’t believe you beat out everyone else.”

He shrugged and looked a little flustered. “Thanks, but it wasn’t a competition. I wasn’t expecting it to light up so fast either.”

True. It wasn’t a race, but he had still impressed all the other First Years. I was sure of it. Whether he wanted to admit it or not, there was an unspoken respect given to those who performed well today.

“What happened up there?” Joon whispered. “I know you, and you could’ve made way better time than that.”

I leaned in and lowered my voice. “Right before my gi reached the badge, it just stopped. I think something was blocking my gi from activating it.”

“Huh,” he said. “Did you stop concentrating?”

“Of course not,” I said. “Why would I do that?” He knew how competitive I got sometimes.

“Then how come it didn’t work?” he asked.

“Because.” I sighed with frustration. “I got a faulty badge.”

Clearly this was the reason. No doubt in my mind, because I knew what I’d felt.

Joon used his chopsticks to split the kimchi into smaller, bite-friendly pieces. “But we all saw her check the badge,” he said. “And yours worked eventually.”

“What? You don’t believe me?”
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