














If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that this book is stolen property. It was reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the publisher, and neither the author nor the publisher has received any payment for this “stripped book.”


[image: Image]


Things would be perfect if only her family was around to help her celebrate….


Follow Star’s adventures in star power a new series from Aladdin Paperbacks!
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Look for the next book in the series
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A new book drops every other month! Next up:
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One


Star Calloway yawned and glanced up from her book. The clock on the wall of her temporary dressing room said it was just after 8:00 P.M.


I wonder if I have time to call Nans or Missy before I go onstage? she wondered sleepily. Let’s see—if it’s eight P.M. here in London, that means that back in Pennsylvania it’s … um …


She knew she should know the answer—she’d been in London, England, for nearly a week—but she didn’t have the strength to do the math just then. Fourteen-year-old Star had been a singing superstar for almost a year and was used to long days and late nights. But headlining her first world tour was turning out to be more tiring than she’d expected. Even in the first week she’d already had to adjust to major time changes and lots of boring traveling, and still had to find the energy to sing and dance her heart out onstage every other night or so.


Despite the exhausting schedule, though, Star was having a wonderful time. She loved performing for a live audience more than almost anything else in the world, and the crowds at her three sold-out concerts in London had been bigger and more enthusiastic than any audience she’d had so far. She couldn’t wait to get to the next stop on the tour, which was Edinburgh, Scotland.


But before her entourage left London the next day, Star had one more performance—this one on the Youth of Britain awards show. The Yobbies, as they were commonly called, were presented to young musicians from all over Great Britain. As an American, Star wasn’t eligible to win any Yobbies herself, but she’d been invited to sing one of her current hits as part of the show, which was being televised live from a fancy new concert hall at the exclusive Londonia Hotel.


Star glanced around her dressing room. A large makeup counter dominated one wall, its light-rimmed mirror reflecting every detail of the small, windowless room. Upon their arrival an hour earlier, Star’s stylist, Lola LaRue, had dumped most of the contents of her makeup bag onto the counter, along with various hair dryers and other implements.


Meanwhile Star herself was sitting at one end of a comfortable plush sofa. Her dog, a plump fawn pug named Dudley Do-Wrong, was lying on the floor at her feet gnawing happily on his favorite white plastic bone, which he had been carrying everywhere since the start of the tour. The sofa faced a boxy TV that looked as if it dated from sometime just after World War II. At the moment the TV’s flickering screen showed the action on the main stage of the concert hall upstairs. Behind the TV stood a brass-colored clothing rack holding jackets, spare bits of Star’s stage costume, a couple of tuxedos, and some other clothes. Several other chairs, tables, and sofas were scattered around the room, and at one end of the makeup counter a frosted glass door led into a small bathroom.


Near the door leading out into the hall, which was closed at the moment, Star’s manager, Mike Mosley, was sitting at a small table playing cards with her driver and head bodyguard, Tank Massimo. Mike had a bushy mustache and intelligent green eyes, and he was wearing purple cowboy boots that added at least an inch to his already impressive height. Next to Mike, Tank looked about half as tall—but made up for it by also being twice as broad. His muscles rippled beneath his fitted shirt as he shuffled the cards he was holding:


“No sixes,” he said smugly. “Go fish.”


Mike grumbled under his breath and glanced over at Star. “Sure you don’t want us to deal you in, sweetheart?” he asked. “Might be a while before you go on.”


“Thanks, Mike,” Star said. “I’ll pass. I’m supposed to be reading up on the history of Hadrian’s Wall. Mrs. Nattle warned me she’s going to quiz me on it during the ride up to Scotland tomorrow”


Soon after the release of her first album, Star Power, Star had realized that she would probably never be able to go back to school like a normal kid her age. Instead she had a full-time tutor. Mike, Tank, and the other adults on Star’s team called Mrs. Magdalene Nattle by her nickname, Mags, but Star always referred to her as Mrs. Nattle.


Star stifled another yawn and glanced at the TV screen, wondering how long it would be before it was her turn to perform. Onscreen she saw a pretty girl about her own age step onto the stage and walk to the podium. The girl was dressed in a flashy silvery gown, her thick dark hair piled into an elaborate do on top of her head. Vibrant red lipstick and smoky eye shadow emphasized her pouty expression. She was carrying a large white envelope.


“Hey, check it,” Star called to Mike and Tank. “Jade is here.”


Mike nodded. “Heard she might be,” he said, shuffling his cards carefully. “She’s not performing, though—just presenting.”


“Cool,” Star said. “Maybe I’ll finally get to meet her.”


She watched the other girl curiously. Jade had released her first album just a few months earlier and was one of the hottest new acts in the United States. Her album was currently number three on the charts, right behind Star’s second album, Supernova, and the latest album by longtime teen superstar Eddie Urbane. Ever since she’d seen Jade’s first video, Star had hoped to meet her. She was sure they would have a lot in common. Star’s best friend, Missy Takamori, had even joked that Jade would make a perfect new best friend for Star. While Star had absolutely no intention of replacing Missy, she had to admit that it would be nice to hang out once in a while with someone her age who really understood what her day-to-day life was like.


Soon Jade finished her duties and left the stage, and Star tried once again to focus on the book on her lap. As she scanned the page looking for where she’d left off, Dudley suddenly looked up alertly. The little dog let out a short yip, and a second later there was a brisk knock on the dressing room door.


“Yikes!” Star dropped her book back onto her lap. “I hope they’re not coming to tell me I’m on. Lola still hasn’t finished my hair!”


She glanced over at her reflection in the makeup mirror. Her own familiar pretty, blue-eyed face looked back at her. Instead of its usual cloud of curly, silvery-blond hair, though, it was framed by a mass of hot rollers. Lola had set her hair before hurrying off in search of more styling gel. Star could never quite understand why she needed hot rollers and styling gel when her hair was naturally curly, but she trusted Lola to know best about anything having to do with hair, makeup, or clothes.


“Don’t fret,” Mike said in his calm Texas drawl. He patted his shirt pocket, which held one of the several cell phones he always carried. “Lola just called from upstairs and said they’re running late, remember? Like I said, you won’t be going on for quite a spell.”


Dudley let out a few more barks and wagged his stubby, curly tail as Tank opened the door. A pleasant-looking young woman was standing outside. She had a yellow badge reading STAFF on her lapel and was holding a large fruit basket topped with an elaborate stars-and-stripes bow.


“Evening, all,” the woman chirped cheerfully in a crisp British accent. She spotted Star and took a step toward her, her smile widening. “Welcome to the Yobbies, Miss Calloway. The management wanted to send you a few things to make you more comfortable while you wait, and to show you our appreciation for coming tonight.”


“Thank you,” Star said politely, expecting the woman to set down the large fruit basket and leave.


Instead the woman turned and gestured to someone behind her. “Bring it in, mates,” she called.


Star blinked as three men entered, each of them carrying a matching but even larger basket. Dudley danced around at their feet, his long pink tongue lolling eagerly as he did his best to trip them all.


“Wow,” Star said as she noticed a portable CD player poking out of one of the baskets. She still wasn’t entirely used to receiving expensive gifts from strangers, even though Mike had assured her many times that it was just one of the side benefits of being a celebrity “Thanks again,” she told the woman.


The men hurried out of the room. “Ta. Enjoy,” the woman told Star with a smile before backing out herself and closing the door behind her.


Mike glanced up from his cards. “Get anything good?”


Star tossed her book on a table and stood up. Digging through the closest basket, she found a pink leather jacket, half a dozen CDs, and a gold bracelet with tiny charms representing famous British sights.


“Check this out,” she said, admiring the charm bracelet’s miniature copy of the Tower of London. She had toured the real thing the afternoon before with Mags, learning all about its role in the sometimes bloody history of old London. She stepped over Dudley, who had gone back to chewing on his bone, to show the men.


“Bling bling,” Tank commented with a chuckle. “Looks like some good stuff, Star-baby”


She dug into the next basket. This one contained mostly food—unfamiliar British sodas in colorful glass bottles, fancy candies of every variety imaginable, and even a small jar containing glossy black beads of real caviar.


“Oh,” she said with a gasp as she uncovered a package of chocolate-covered peanuts. “Mom always loved these….”


Her free hand wandered to the silver star necklace that she always wore. The necklace had been the last gift she’d ever gotten from her parents before their mysterious disappearance two years earlier. Mr. and Mrs. Calloway, along with Star’s baby brother, Timmy, had been vacationing in Florida when their small rented boat had disappeared during a sudden storm. Star had been in New York with Mike at the time, auditioning for Flashpoint Records. She had landed the contract, but she lost her parents on the very same day. Despite the fact that the police in Florida still had no idea what had happened to the Calloways, Star had never given up on finding them again someday. She knew they were still out there; she wore her optimism as constantly as she wore that star necklace, never giving up hope even for a second. That way, it was as if her family were always with her in spirit.


Still, she would have traded all her fame and fortune to have them with her in person as well….


Mike was watching her closely. “Chin up,” he said, his gruff voice gentler than usual. “Remember, we know how much you miss them—even if nobody else does.”


Star’s eyes suddenly filled with tears. She leaned down and hugged Dudley so hard that the little dog dropped his bone and let out a strangled squeak. Being a pop superstar wasn’t always easy. In addition to the long hours, she had to deal with constant attention from the press, the occasional bad review or unflattering article, and an almost complete lack of privacy. But for Star the hardest part of all was keeping her true family history a secret. Aside from the police in Florida, her friends and her grandmother back in New Limpet, Pennsylvania, and a handful of private detectives she had hired, almost no one knew about the Calloways’ disappearance. Mike had seen to that.


“It’s weird,” she said with a sigh, letting go of Dudley and touching her necklace again. “I always miss Mom and Dad and Timmy. But it’s worse, somehow, being on the road like this.”


“That’s only natural,” Mike said sympathetically, setting down his cards. “You’re seein’ new things, new places. Makes sense that you’d wish they were here with you.”


Tank nodded. “Remember, Star-baby, you can always talk to Mike or me about it whenever you’re feeling down. Or Mags.”


“I know,” Star said. “And don’t worry, I’m not going to blab about it to anyb—”


She cut herself off as the dressing room door flew open and a wildly dressed African-American woman burst in. The woman was wearing a denim jacket with a vintage lace skirt and black combat boots. Countless bracelets jingled on her pleasantly plump arms, and half a dozen earrings dangled from each ear. Her hair was streaked with purple highlights that matched her dramatic eyeshadow.


“Don’t panic, anyone—I’m back!” Lola LaRue exclaimed breathlessly, waving her hands. Each of her long fake fingernails was decorated with a tiny Union Jack in honor of Star’s visit to England.


Lola had only joined Star’s entourage a few months earlier, and even though she’d already become an integral part of the team, she still didn’t know about Star’s unusual family background. Nobody had a bad word to say about Lola’s talents with clothes, hair, and makeup—under her care, Star always looked fresh and flawless. But the always enthusiastic Lola had a bad habit of blurting out breathless—and only occasionally accurate—pronouncements to the press at any given moment. Because of that, Mike still didn’t trust her with Star’s full history. Star always felt bad keeping the truth from Lola, who already felt like family herself. But she trusted that Mike knew best, so she obeyed his wishes.


“They’re trying to catch up, so they want us to be ready in half an hour,” Lola told Mike. She rolled her eyes, letting out an inelegant snort. “But if they’re really ready for Star by then, I’ll eat your cowboy boots.”


Mike chuckled. “Might as well make sure she’s ready, though,” he pointed out. “Don’t want her to have to rush onstage with rollers in her hair.”


“Hey, why not?” Lola joked in return. “Our girl here could get away with it if anyone could. She might even start a trend!” She winked at Star and patted the bench in front of the makeup mirror. “Come on, babydoll—let’s get you looking like a pop princess so Mike can stop his fretting,”


Star stood up and walked over to Lola, grabbing her handheld computer from an end table as she passed. While Lola fussed with her hair, Star logged on to the little machine and quickly typed out an e-mail:


From: singingstarOF


To: MissTaka


Subject: Are u there?


Just checking in. Write back when u can.


xxoo


Star


She pressed SEND. After a moment the machine emitted a shrill error beep. MESSAGE UNDELIVERABLE flashed on the tiny screen.


Star sighed. She had been trying to reach Missy for a couple of days with no success. Not only was Missy her best link to the familiar life back home, she was also her primary link to her grandmother, better known as Nans, who didn’t trust computers or cell phones or just about anything else invented after 1942. Nans wasn’t even too crazy about push-button phones, though Star had reached her the day before just to let her know that she was all right and that the tour was going well.


“Still can’t get through, hmm?” Lola asked sympathetically as her fingers quickly and skillfully unwove Star’s hair from the curlers.


Star shook her head. “Guess I’ll have to try again later.”
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