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CHAPTER 1 IT’S SHOWTIME!


This is not how I wanted to die.

The apartment stairwell echoes with the thundering footsteps of assassins only two floors above. I chance a quick, panicked glance. Scratch that. One floor up.

Not that I want to die.

I put on a burst of speed, jumping the last few steps to the first-floor landing.

I don’t. I really, really don’t.

My breath comes out in ragged gasps, but it does little to cover the angry snarls growing louder and louder. I wince at the impact of the jump on my throbbing knee, the same knee I hurt three months before when I was fighting a different bad guy—Jun. I dash through a set of doors with the number one stenciled onto them and into a long hallway. How did I get myself into this? I would’ve thought that I deserved a break, after saving Dax and Cody from kidnappers; finding my dad; and ensuring that Huangdi—the evil man behind it all—and the members of the Five Claws—his criminal organization—were locked up.

With a roar the black-clad baddies blast through the doors behind me, metal objects flashing in their hands.

I guess I won’t be getting that break.

Residents start peeking out, curious about the loud sounds.

Oh no.

“Go back inside!” I scream.

I turn the corner, and I almost sob with relief when I spot the faded blue metal door at the end of the hallway, leading into the alley. I know Cody’s already outside, clearing out all the other baddies, and together we can fight the ones chasing me.

I’m halfway to the exit when I hear the brutes careening around the corner. Adrenaline courses through me. And panic. I hear a shrill ringing, punctured only by the rapid thumping in my ears. My scope of vision narrows until it’s like I’m looking through a long tunnel.

And it’s in that small field of vision that I see the very last door in the hallway opening, the one right in front of the faded blue door leading to safety.

Out waddles a small child, a toddler. In diapers.

“Move!” I yell to the baby.

The kid only holds up his ball. “Pway bwaw?”

There’s no time to play ball! My pursuers are right behind me. Colors in my head flicker rapidly, uncontrollably. Light, dark, light, dark.

Save the baby, save myself, save the baby, save myself.

I make a split-second decision. I reach out and grab the baby. Some of my friends got hurt this past summer because of bad people like the ones chasing me. I vowed never to let anyone get hurt again. The baby squirms, and I stumble. I feel the hot breath of a brute against my neck. I close my eyes, shield the baby with my back, and brace for impact.

It doesn’t come.

From the other end of the hallway, I hear a holler.

It’s Dax. His face glistens with sweat, and his clothes are torn in several places. I haven’t been this happy to see him since he saved me and Sanjay from plummeting over a building during the movie auditions this summer. Or when he walked into my hospital room, alive and well, after being kidnapped and knocked out.

“Hey!” Dax yells to the thugs. “Pick on someone your own size.”

He charges over. He attacks.

Black-clad bodies fly through the air and fall heavily onto the tiled floor.

Clutching the baby, I spring up, dash into the apartment, and deposit him into the arms of his shocked father. I rush back out and close the door behind me.

“Come on!” Dax slams open the faded blue door with his shoulder and sprints out into the alleyway.

Dax slowed down the assailants, but they are now springing back onto their feet with rage in their eyes. I race through the door. At the end of the alley, I see cars zooming past on a busy road, and people walking briskly. A mom pushes a stroller.

Why are there babies everywhere?

There’s only one thing to do.

I turn, plant my feet on the ground, hold up my fists.

Fight.

A hook-nosed assassin reaches me first. He lunges, but I’m ready. I reach deep inside myself and find a move from the Book of Joy, the ancient tome written by Xiao Xi, my ancestral grandmother, passed down from my grandfather to my dad to me, oldest child to oldest child, containing the mysteries of her powerful martial art, Xiaoxi-shu.

As the Chipmunk Charges is a super-effective technique. And it looks good.

Sinister faces quickly surround me.

It’s showtime! I scamper on the balls of my feet, lightning quick, scurrying closer, then bounding back. I throw a high roundhouse, followed by a spinning reverse hook kick. A side kick to the chest sends one baddie flying. For the finale I leap into a string of kicks, each one landing on an arm, a torso, a chest, and down they go like bowling pins.

A sharp howl pierces the air from above. Reinforcements! Four figures swing down from balconies holding menacing weapons. Thick wooden sticks, an iron pipe, and one long, lethal-looking chain.

I glance to the end of the alley. It’s empty. Where did Dax go?

I take a step back, suddenly feeling very alone despite being surrounded by people. But these are no friends of mine.

I kick up a lid from a garbage can, hold it like a shield.

Ready.

I hear faint music, my ears barely picking up some sort of tinny tune over my ragged breaths and the clink of chain links dragging on the ground as the group creeps closer.

The music grows louder.

An assassin raises his pipe.

Honk, honk. A blur of red, white, and blue zooms into view.

“I’m back.” It’s Dax, hanging off the side of a—I squint—Mister Sprinkles ice cream truck?

“And me!” Cody’s behind the wheel.

“Arghhhhh!” the assassins yell, attacking at once.

“Arghhhhh!” Dax and Cody scream in unison.

Blurs of white and brown fly though the air.

Whack, whack, whack, whack….

A flurry of soft serve cones splatters squarely onto four startled faces, stopping the killers in their tracks.

What the… My eyes widen.

Streaks of vanilla stream down foreheads, slide over noses, drip onto lips. One bad guy discreetly sticks out the tip of his tongue, licking the ice cream. “Mmm,” he murmurs softly.

I bite down hard on my lip. Focus!

Gramps runs up behind the truck, huffing and puffing, wearing a Mister Sprinkles apron and shaking his fist, bellowing, “Bring back my dessert distribution vehicle, you bandits!”

I manage to keep my scowl steady. That is, until Gramps stomps past me grumbling under his breath, “This isn’t the kind of car chase scene I had in mind,” and yanks Cody out of the truck. Gramps flicks Cody’s nose. “This is for stealing my truck. And this”—flick—“is for not wearing a seat belt.”

Gramps wasn’t kidding about his improv skills.

I can’t hold it in anymore. I burst out laughing, clutching my stomach, leaning against the brick wall for support. I don’t stop, even when I hear our director yell, “Cut! Once again, Mr. Torres, the ice cream truck driver doesn’t talk!”






[image: ]


CHAPTER 2 A DREAM COME TRUE


And, scene,” Director Leo, aka the Beard, announces two hours later. Then, rubbing his chin wearily, “Finally.”

“Woo!” I cheer. We’re officially finished filming all Los Angeles–based scenes for The Protégés.

I run toward Gramps, still in his Mister Sprinkles apron, and hold up my palm. He high-fives it with an enormous grin. Gramps’s real name is Felipe Torres, but to me he’ll always and forever be “Gramps.” And even though he’s my best friend Nacho’s grandpa, not mine, he calls me his “unofficial granddaughter.” It’s great having a fake grandpa, especially since I’ve never met my own grandparents.

We get a quick reminder from the Beard: “Our flight for Hong Kong leaves at two a.m., so arrive at the airport no later than midnight. Remember to get some sleep on the plane, because filming starts right away. See you all in a few hours.” I wave at Dax who is desperately trying to convince our props director to toss an ice cream cone his way, skip out of the studio, and hop onto my bike. Right before turning out of the compound, I stop and look back at the studio once more.

This is the place where I auditioned for the movie. Where I met Cody Kwok, and saved Sanjay, and made a new friend in Dax. I even celebrated my birthday here last week in between filming. Mom, Dad, Justis, and Nacho came by with a homemade cake big enough to feed the whole crew. If I’d been shocked to learn that Dad was a martial arts master, I was completely floored when I discovered his other hidden skill. Baking. His apple pies are punchier than his uppercuts, his cinnamon swirls more sumptuous than his spin kicks!

A rush of happiness, warm and fuzzy and full, wraps around me until I’m tingling from head to toe.

I’ve heard that becoming a teenager is awesome and strange and that things start to change. Never in a million years did I ever think that I’d be flying to Hong Kong a week after my thirteenth birthday.

That I’d be filming a martial arts movie with Cody Kwok.

That I’d be a martial arts star.

That I’d be having so much fun!

Someone pinch me, because this really is a dream come true.


Mo Seto stars in My Mo-Ment to Shine (When a young martial artist lands the movie role of a lifetime, she is catapulted into the exhilarating world of moviemaking, working alongside the most talented crew in the business, attending photo shoots and interviews, and preparing for what may be her best and most exciting year ever. Watch out, world, because Mo Seto has arrived, and she’s ready for the spotlight!)



As I pedal up to my house, I hear the creak of my porch swing, and I know who it is. I leap off my bike, let it crash onto my driveway, and dash up the porch stairs.

“Hey, Modesty,” Nacho calls as soon as he sees me. He’s the only one in the world who calls me by my full name. Nicknames are improper, he says, which is ironic since his full name is Ignacio. But ever since he learned that nachos (the food), were created in 1943 by Ignacio “Nacho” Anaya (a chef), who named the dish after himself, he has insisted everyone call him Nacho too.

“Nach.” I stop in front of him. My best friend is nestled into the overstuffed cushions with a narrow book open on his lap. His heels dig into the wood, rocking the swing back and forth, as the last of the sunlight winks off the lenses of his black-rimmed glasses. I don’t know why but I suddenly feel a bit out of breath, which is odd because after hours and hours of fight choreography practice, I should be in fantastic shape. Maybe I was biking faster than usual just now in my rush to get home before my flight. “What are you doing here? I thought you had that dinner out with your aunt or something.”

“Yeah, we’re leaving soon, but my mom said I could come say bye. I ran all the way here. I wasn’t sure if I’d catch you before you left.”

“I’m glad you did,” I say sincerely. Even though I can’t wait to get to Hong Kong, eight weeks is a long time not to see my friend, and I’m not quite sure how I’m feeling about it.

“Also, I have something for you.” He stands to reach into his back pocket, and I notice how much taller he’s gotten over the summer. He’s not the only one. I’ve grown a full 1.57 centimeters since June. Two centimeters if I round up, and I always round up.

Nacho holds out a floppy package in wrapping paper. I take it from him, eying the cartoon print of multiple Rudolphs in ugly Christmas sweaters.

“Uh, thanks. So, is this present nine months late or three months early?”

Nacho grins. “Naw, it’s not for Christmas. I just liked the reindeer. Guess what the plural of ‘reindeer’ is.”

Since the start of September, Nacho’s been all-in with his new (and seemingly endless) Fun Animal Facts phase, which is only slightly more tolerable than his previous History Tidbits phase.

I scrunch up my nose. “Reindeers? Reindei?”

Nacho looks smug. “Nope, still ‘reindeer.’ And get this: their noses do turn red from increased blood flow to keep their noses warm.”

“How did I ever make it to eighth grade not knowing that?” I groan.

“Beats me,” Nacho says with a shrug. “Open your gift. I asked my mom to teach me how to knit. It took me two weeks to finish.”

His eyes glow, and I feel a warmth spreading through me too. Nacho made me something! I tear away the wrapping paper and hold up a pair of—

“Oven mitts?”

“No, they’re socks!”

“Ah… right.” Upon closer inspection, they are indeed a pair of massive woolly socks with an octopus knitted into each cuff. “With octopi.”

“Octopodes,” he corrects me. “Octopus is originally a Greek word. So, if you want to be linguistically accurate, it’s octopodes.”

“I always want to be linguistically accurate,” I say with a straight face.

Nacho pushes up his glasses with his index finger, a sign for what’s coming next. Fact time. “Did you know? A blanket octopus will yank off a jellyfish’s tentacle and use it as a weapon against predators, and a blue-ringed octopus has enough poison in its body to kill ten men.”

“Poor jellyfish. Thanks for the nightmare fuel.”

“Modesty.” Nacho pauses, his smile slipping away. “Can I ask you something?” He sounds uncertain, and I’m pretty sure I know what he’s going to ask. I mean, I’ve always thought octopuses—er, I mean octopodes—were weird-looking, but now I know they’re downright terrifying. But Nacho knit these for me, so they’re the best socks ever. I tell him exactly that.

“Nach, they’re the best socks ever. Of course I like them!” And I really mean it.

“Actually”—his voice cracks slightly—“that’s not what I wanted to ask.”

And without warning, I’m finding it hard to breathe again.

He shuffles his feet. “So, um, I’m really excited you’re doing this movie and going to Hong Kong. But… does it feel like things are, I don’t know, changing? Like, I hardly see you anymore and, well, I know you’ve been super busy, and I totally get it, but I wanted to ask you if, um, maybe, when filming’s finished, and you’re back in Dost Valley, if—”

Ping.

Nacho’s phone chimes, and he exhales quickly. I can’t tell if he’s disappointed or relieved. He pulls it out to read his message. “Oh, my mom’s telling me to go home. They’re leaving now.”

I stuff my socks into the pockets of my baggy jeans and place a hand on his arm. “Wait, what were you going to say before?”

Nacho looks down at my hand. “It’s nothing.” He coughs awkwardly and looks away, and then I’m feeling awkward too, just like that time he visited me at the hospital. I remember how he held my fist for those few seconds.

How it caught me completely off guard.

How it felt like sparks of static shooting up my arm.

How I didn’t exactly hate it…

I haven’t mentioned what happened, and neither has he, but ever since that day things have felt slightly off between us. Like the difference between aqua and cyan.

Nacho’s still not looking at me. “Just… just don’t drink Meng Po’s broth and forget about me when you’re away, okay?”

“What’s a Meng Po? I’ve never heard of that animal.”

“She’s not an animal. She’s the goddess of forgetfulness and she’s got this soup that erases memories.” Nacho’s voice lightens, and he picks up his book and shows me the title. Hong Kong’s 600 Temples in 600 Days. “And she’s sometimes worshipped in temples. Since you’ll be in Hong Kong, I thought it’d be interesting to learn more about where you’re going. Like, did you know that there’s this temple called the Man Mo Temple, dedicated to the god of literature—Man—and the god of war—Mo—like you, which makes a lot of sense when you think about it. Also, there’s the—”

I cut in before he can launch into a brand-new Fun Chinese Deities Facts phase. “Nach, I would never forget about you.”

“Oh.” He slips his book into his back pocket and takes a step toward me. I notice his T-shirt for the first time. There’s an image of a bamboo steamer filled with dumplings, and the words “You’re all that and dim sum.”

You’re all that and then some.

I would laugh if I hadn’t stopped breathing altogether. Gosh, I must really be out of shape. I look into Nacho’s eyes, brimming with sincerity, and in this moment I want to tell him how I’m really feeling, how much he means to me. How I’ll miss him tons when I’m in Hong Kong. How I haven’t been able to stop thinking about that day at the hospital. How he’s right that things really do feel like they’re changing.

Changing in a way I’m not sure I understand.

Changes can be exciting, like my movie. But they can also be scary and unpredictable and uncertain. What if I’m not ready for things to change?

I take a step back just as Nacho reaches out, and…

He closes his arms.

He hugs air.

He drops his hands like they’re the heaviest things in the world.

“I’m sorry, Nach. I’m so sweaty from filming, and you’ve got your dinner to go to, and I don’t want to get you all icky….” I realize I’m babbling. Nacho was going to give me a hug. I’ve hugged him a million times before. So why does this suddenly feel kind of different?

It must be just me, because Nacho simply grins and says, “I knew I smelled something funny.” He holds up his hand. “Goodbye high five, then?”

“You got it!” I laugh and smack his palm with mine. This is how things are supposed to be.

But as I watch Nacho jog away, disappearing past the next house, I can’t seem to shake the unsettling feeling of change churning inside me.
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CHAPTER 3 SPU—WHA?


I’m home.” I step into my house and inhale a mouth-wateringly familiar scent. Pizza. I requested it for my last meal before flying out. I mean, what if there’s no pizza in Hong Kong? I don’t think I could survive eight weeks without pizza. Who could, really?

I kick off my shoes and give my suitcase—packed, ready, and waiting by the door—a fist bump, like we’re partners in crime. Only a few more hours until we’re off on our grand adventure. I open it and tuck my new octopus socks inside. “Take care of these for me, Travel Buddy.”

I stroll into the kitchen to see my parents at our dining table, smiling. They don’t seem to notice that Justis, my three-year-old brother, has hauled himself up and is trying to lift the pizza box lid.

“Hi, Daughter,” Mom says in Chinese.

I’m so excited for my trip that I reply in Chinese without her telling me to do so. “Mom, Dad,” I greet them. “Thanks for getting pizza.”

Mom’s eyes sparkle with pleasure at my unprompted Chinese. “We have some wonderful news to tell you.”

“What is it?” I pick up Justis right as he’s about to take a bite out of the cardboard box and deposit him onto the seat beside me. He wails in protest.

“Well.” Mom leans forward, her eyes shining. “You’re looking at the new head of Chinese Studies.”

“Mom, that’s amazing,” I cry. It really is. Ever since Mom started working at Dost Valley Community College, she’s been in a great mood. She sometimes even forgets to nag me about speaking Chinese at home.

“Isn’t it?” She beams. Beside her, Dad continues smiling, his lips pressed together, the corners of his mouth curling up. But there’s something stiff about his expression, like he’s kept this pose for so long that his grin has frozen in place. Mom continues, “I know I just started working not long ago, but this position opened up, and I guess I was in the right place at the right time because the dean of the college asked if I might be interested in…”

As Mom chatters on, I flip open the box, toss a slice of pizza onto a plate, and hand it to Justis. I grab myself a slice without bothering with a plate. I’m thrilled for Mom, of course, but now that I’ve heard her news, I can focus on other important things, like cheese and pepperoni and pineapples, and whether I’ve packed enough T-shirts.

I think Mom asks me a question. “Uh-huh,” I mumble between bites. “That’s great.” Tomato sauce runs down my chin, and I wipe it with my sleeve before remembering Mom’s stance on cleanliness. I wait to be reprimanded, but she just smiles happily and continues talking.

“—starts right away, and I’m just so relieved you’re on board with this. I know moving to the East Coast is a big change, but there are some really lovely houses in Spudukam County, with wide open lawns, and—”

“Spu—wha?” I splutter, choking on pineapple.

“Spudukam County.” She speaks slowly, enunciating every syllable, but it still sounds like something’s caught in her throat and she can’t get it out. “I know it’s a mouthful.” She laughs merrily. “But I’ve said it so many times now that it just rolls off my tongue. And a good thing too, since I’m transferring to the college’s partner school there.” She smiles. “Don’t worry, you’ve got plenty of time to get the hang of it too, since we’re not flying out until after you’re back from Hong Kong. October thirty-first is our official moving day.”

“What, no!” I drop my half-eaten slice onto the table. “That’s the night of the Halloween Bash.” The Dost Valley Middle School Halloween Bash is the party of the year. It’s tradition for me, Nacho, and our friend Cass to coordinate our costumes, and we’ve already got it all planned out. Nacho’s going to dress up as a Christmas tree, and Cass and I will walk in circles around him holding rocks. Rocking around the Christmas Tree. Bonus points for a Christmas theme during Halloween. “Also, you’re kidding, right? We can’t move!” But as I look into Mom’s serious eyes and fading smile, I know this isn’t a joke. “No.” It comes out as a choked gasp.

Dost Valley is the place I was born. It’s where I’ve lived all my life, surrounded by familiar streets and parks and buildings, embraced by people who are like family. What would I do without my dojang and Master Park, my taekwondo teacher? Without the Dost Valley Community Center, where I go for everything from swimming to taekwondo tournaments to summer camps? Without Corner Café on Main Street, and Betty’s Bakery, and seat 5E in Cinema Town, the very same seat I’ve sat in for every single new Cody Kwok movie?

What would I do without Dost Valley Middle School, my friends there, and… and…

Nacho?

Nacho was just talking about some goddess that erases people’s memories or something, and he was worried I might forget about him. But what if he forgets about me? I look desperately at Dad. He’s always said that Dost Valley is the best place to live and grow old, that it’s the best place for families. He will side with me. He will think Spu—Spu—Spudunktank (?) County is a terrible idea too.

But Dad doesn’t say anything. He only takes Mom’s hand into his, a show of solidarity, and continues smiling his oddly painted-on smile.

I knew that becoming a teenager means things will change. I just never expected my life to change this much. I spring from my seat and sprint to my room before my tears spill over.
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CHAPTER 4 A MATTER OF LIFE AND DEATH


Wake up.” Dax’s elbow jabs into my ribs rapid-fire, like paparazzi camera flashes at a celebrity-filled event. “Your big head is blocking my view.”

“Ennnghh,” I groan. I shove his arm away, crack open my eyes, and peel my cheek from the airplane window. I feel something wet trickling down my face.

“You have some—” Dax gives me an Eww look and moves his hand toward me like he’s about to wipe my drool.

“I can do it myself.” I quickly run my arm across the side of my mouth and see a gigantic wet spot on my sleeve. I glance up quickly to make sure no one else saw my embarrassing stream of saliva, but the only person in view is Gramps across the aisle, and he’s got his headphones on, and his eyes are closed. Since Dax’s dad couldn’t come, Gramps is here officially as Dax’s guardian and unofficially as “extra number 83” in the event a scene needs an enthusiastic elderly gentleman. (According to Gramps, every scene needs an enthusiastic elderly gentleman.)

Dax smirks. “In your dreams, Shrimp. I wouldn’t go near your drool even wearing a hundred hazmat suits.” Instead he pokes a chocolate-covered finger into my forehead, shoving my head aside so he can lean over my seat to get a better look out the window.

“You’re still calling me that?” I grumble, but honestly, I don’t really mind. After all this time training and hanging out on set with Dax, I’ve come to a couple of conclusions about my former nemesis:

He’s actually not half-bad (even if he drives me up the wall sometimes).

And his greatest love in life is food. (So being called “Shrimp” is basically the highest compliment he can give.)

Crumbs tumble from Dax’s fingers as he polishes off the last of the homemade marshmallow double-fudge cookies Dad baked for me as an airplane snack. I think I managed one nibble before Dax hijacked the entire bag while I was asleep.

I peek through the tiny round window. “What are you looking at?” At first all I see are some wispy clouds against the night sky, but then the plane dips lower, and my breath catches.

The Hong Kong skyline bursts into view like an explosion of glittering confetti at a movie premiere. I crane my neck for a closer look. Not a single photo from Nacho’s Guide to Hong Kong travel book could have prepared me for this; for the lush mountains and the shimmering water and the millions of lights twinkling from the millions of buildings tall enough to graze the clouds. Hong Kong looks alive, thrumming with energy, and blinking, winking an electrifying welcome, like it can’t wait for me to arrive.

I can’t wait to arrive either. This is where my dad grew up, where he lived with his father, my yeye. And it is the last place my father saw Yeye after Yeye gave him the Book of Joy and told him to leave Hong Kong to keep it safe.

I wish I could have met my grandfather, gotten to know him, heard his stories. I can’t help imagining myself walking the same streets he’s walked, treading over the ghosts of his footsteps. What if I bump into him on the street? Would I recognize him?

“I’ll look for Yeye,” I announced to Dad after learning I’d be filming in Hong Kong.

I thought he’d be happy, but instead he just shook his head. “No, Mouse,” he said, using his nickname for me from when I was a toddler. “You just focus on your movie. Hong Kong is too big and dense to find anyone who does not want to be found. Trust me, I know.”

The sound system crackles, and the pilot’s voice booms through. “Twenty minutes to landing. Cabin crew, final checks.”

I glance at Dax, and we share a grin. “This is going to be epic,” I declare.

“Ahem.” A sandy-haired flight attendant stands in the aisle staring at me. “Stow your table for landing,” he huffs, clearly annoyed.

I return his look with the megawatt movie star smile I’ve been practicing. Lips pulled back, two rows of teeth, sparkling half-moon eyes. If this doesn’t turn his frown upside down, I don’t know what will.

“Table,” he says pointedly, his frown deepening.

“Got it,” I reply cheerfully, my smile widening.

I flip my table up, and the flight attendant moves on.

Dax gives me a weird look. “Why d’you look so creepy?”

I ignore him. I’m not letting anything, or anyone, dim my excitement.

The cast and crew are rousing from sleep and readying to land. Gloria, our kind-eyed, fifty-something-year-old tutor, and my guardian until Mom gets time off work to visit, shuffles toward the restroom. As she passes by, she glances at Gramps with a perplexed look on her face, most certainly because of his massive DJ-style headphones and the fact that he’s belting out songs from Hong Kong–based Cantopop sensation SOLO, his newest obsession since finding out he’d be accompanying us on our trip. I’m still shocked no one’s complained about his singing.

Never mind. An irate sigh comes from the seat behind Gramps. I catch sight of a girl frowning and readjusting her dark sunglasses. I thought the plane was chartered for Flying Fist Studios’ cast and crew only, so why is she here?

I crane my neck. Upon second glance, she does look kind of familiar. But with her sunglasses on and her pink hood pulled up, covering her hair and obscuring most of her face, I can’t really tell.

Ding. The seat belt sign goes on, and my gaze is drawn back to the view outside my window, my pulse drumming faster and faster as Hong Kong draws closer and closer. Then the airport is in sight. The runway. The whirr of the airplane’s wheels lowering. The jolt when the wheels hit the ground.

“We’re here, Dax, we’re here!” I shriek amidst the ping-ping-ping of phones turning on around us.

“Yeah, that’s cool,” Dax says nonchalantly, but I see the eager glow in his eyes, and it’s the same glow I know is radiating from mine.

This is going to be amazing.

This is going to be mind-blowing.

This is going to be—

“A disaster!” A shrill voice breaks through the din. “Stop the plane. It’s an emergency.”

Mabel King, Flying Fist’s new public relations director, stands abruptly from her seat in front of mine, waving her phone and her briefcase and yelling at the top of her lungs, “Let me off this plane!”

“Ma’am, you need to sit down and put your seat belt on. We’re still taxiing on the runway,” the sandy-haired flight attendant says.

Mabel continues standing, looking intimidating in her black pin-striped suit. “Don’t you know who I am?” Her voice sounds like someone is pinching her nose shut with a pair of tweezers. “I’m Mabel King.”

Mabel King is the best PR person in the business, known for having handled dozens of famous celebrities. I heard she was personally hired by Kwok Bing Wai, Cody’s dad and the founder of Flying Fist Studios, to make sure The Protégés got the best media coverage. But I think there’s more to it than that. With all the questions and speculation swirling everywhere after Cody’s kidnapping over the summer, Mabel is also here to protect Cody’s deepest, most damaging secret: that he isn’t the fearless, death-defying martial arts hero everyone thinks he is. The real Cody is petrified of heights, he can’t throw a kick to save his life, and, contrary to what the whole world believes, he doesn’t do any of his own stunts.

Even Dax was left speechless when Mabel told him the truth and handed him a pen and a twenty-page nondisclosure agreement.

“I don’t care if you’re the British king. You need to sit down while the plane is moving!” the flight attendant says, looking like he’s ready to tear out his hair.

Mabel’s eyes narrow into slits as she growls, “It’s a matter of life and death.”
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CHAPTER 5 SCANDAL!


The flight attendant’s haggard glare shifts to alarm, then resolve, like he’s thinking, A real plane emergency. I’ve been trained for this. He puffs out his chest, and, looking every bit the savior, he spins on his heel and saunters into the cockpit. A moment later the plane rumbles to a stop.

Mabel is jamming her thumbs frantically onto the screen of her phone. In fact, everyone has their phone out.

“What’s everyone looking at?” I wonder aloud. I’m starting to pull my phone from my backpack when Dax shoves his phone into my face.

“This,” he says.

I see a photo of Cody. All the news about The Protégés has been overwhelmingly positive. I can’t help smiling as my gaze drifts to the headline. I stop smiling.


RUMORS SWIRL OVER CODY KWOK KIDNAPPING CLAIMS

By Libby Varley, Movies Unmasked

Whispers have leaked from the previously impenetrable Flying Fist Studios, claiming movie star Cody Kwok was kidnapped and held for ransom. But how could Cody Kwok with his prodigious martial arts skill fall victim to such a scheme? Studio representatives insist he was away at an intensive training retreat, and the man kidnapped was just a look-alike.

“Cody Kwok was not abducted. Who would dare go up against the strongest and most fearless man on the planet?” said Mabel King, head of public relations for Flying Fist Studios.

Not everyone is convinced. Twins Quentin and Wyatt Sawyer, aspiring actors who recently auditioned for Kwok’s latest film, allege they’ve never seen the actor perform a single stunt in their presence, or even a simple kick, and that he has been known to hyperventilate and faint. “Cody Kwok is a fraud,” Quentin Sawyer told this reporter in an exclusive interview. “I would bet my parents’ Porsche on it. Also, I’d like to add that he has terrible judgment, especially when choosing actors for his movies.”

As per the studio’s official statement: “Cody Kwok injured his ankle in a heroic stunt for his upcoming film Krav Maga Mania, in theaters everywhere starting November 21. Buy your tickets today!”

Does Cody Kwok have the world’s slowest-healing ankles, or is something else afoot? Stay tuned—this reporter vows to get to the bottom of it.



I ball my hands into tight knots. Quentin and Wyatt auditioned for the movie with us this summer, and I know they were upset about losing the part, but I never thought they’d sink this low.

Ping.

An update appears on Dax’s screen with the word “Amendment.” I feel a spark of hope as I click through. Maybe it’s a retraction, or an admission that they discovered the twins are lying liars.


AMENDMENT

In the just-released article RUMORS SWIRL OVER CODY KWOK KIDNAPPING CLAIMS, the name of the quoted twin was incorrectly given as Quentin Sawyer. In fact, it was Wyatt Sawyer. Movies Unmasked regrets this error.



“Who is Libby Varley anyway, and how can she get away with printing this without actual evidence?” I seethe.

“I knew those guys sucked,” Dax says with his signature scowl.

“You were friends with them during the auditions,” I remind him.

“Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.” Dax shrugs. “You learn a lot that way.”

The entire cabin is in an uproar. The Beard leaps up from his seat on the other side of the cabin, hollering, “Mabel, how could you let this happen—especially with all the rumblings about the studio’s uncertain future? If this gossip about Cody gets out of hand, Kwok Bing Wai will have our heads, and we’ll all be on the next plane out of here. You need to fix this!”

“Please sit down, sir,” another flight attendant says frantically, trying to control the passengers. “The seat belt sign is still on!”

Mabel tosses back her stick-straight, shoulder-length hair. “Already on it, Leo,” she announces, her voice steady and sure. “Consider it fixed.” I’m not entirely sure, but I think I catch a teeny twitch of uncertainty flicker across her face.

“Mabel.” I tap the arm of her pin-striped suit jacket urgently. “What did Director Leo say about the studio? And why would we be on the next plane out of here? Wait.” My pulse thunders in my ears. “Is he saying that something’s going to happen to the studio, and The Protégés will be canceled?”

“It’s all just silly speculation,” she says curtly. Frowning, she looks down at the spot I touched and brushes nonexistent dirt from her suit. “I’m an expert at fixing little nuisances like this. Everything’s fine.” I see it again, that tiny but unmistakable twitch above her brow. I can’t help thinking that perhaps everything’s not fine. Also, she didn’t answer a single one of my questions.

The Beard’s words echo in my ear.

The studio’s uncertain future.

Kwok Bing Wai will be furious.

On the next plane out of here.

Suddenly the pounding in my ears is replaced by an even more unnerving silence. If something really does happen to the studio and Cody’s dad really does cancel The Protégés, it means my movie star dreams are over. And it means going straight home to Dost Valley… only, Dost Valley won’t be home anymore. My feeling of happiness from a mere moment ago fades away like a movie dream sequence.

I’m not ready for this to be over, and I’m especially not ready to face the reality of moving.

“Mabel,” I cry. “I want to help.”

Dax cracks his knuckles. “Same here. I can teach the twins a lesson… or two.”

“Absolutely not,” Mabel snaps. “You’re just kids. There’s nothing you can do. I’ve got this under control.” If she’s so certain, why is that twitch still there?

The news is just pure sensationalism. Mom’s words from after the Dost Valley Museum of History incident pop into my head.

She’s right. Reporters are always trying to find the next big story, the most exciting piece of gossip to hook readers. Since I saved Cody from the ninja star at the museum, they flocked to the studio to interview me, the mystery of who I was overshadowing the question of why Cody couldn’t protect himself in the first place.

“What if there’s another story,” I say slowly, thinking aloud. “Some kind of distraction.”

“About me,” Dax chimes in. He drags his hand through the air like he’s reading a headline. “Dax Washington is the Hottest Actor Onscreen.”

I eye the cookie crumbs on his lap and dotting his chin. “Make that ‘Dax Washington Is a Hungry Eating Machine,’ ” I snort, giving him a Take that look. Challenge issued.

Dax never backs down from a fight, and I recognize the glint in his eye, the one he gets when he’s about to deliver a knockout punch. “More like ‘A Shrimp’s in Love with a String Bean.’ ”

I tilt my head to the side. “Huh?”

“Oh, come on. It’s so obvious. You’re so into, you know—what’s his name?—String Bean.”

“His name’s Nacho,” I correct Dax. I feel a warmth creeping up my neck. “And I am not into him. He’s just a friend.”

“Then why’s your face all red?”

“It’s not!”

“It totally is.”

Mabel is staring at us, taking in our bickering with a strange look on her face. She shifts her gaze from me to Dax, and then back to me again. Her eyes take on a resolute, cunning gleam, like a coyote’s. Like Mabel King, PR director extraordinaire. The wrinkle between her brows is gone. “How about—”

Thud. The plane’s exit hatch opens, and in rush an airport security officer, a police officer, and two paramedics carrying a stretcher. From the cockpit emerge the pilot and the sandy-haired flight attendant.

The flight attendant points to Mabel with a trembling finger. “Over there. That lady needs to be rescued.”

The paramedics rush over. “What is it?” a woman with curly brown hair asks, peering into Mabel’s face. “Stroke? Sepsis? Seizure?”

“Much worse,” Mabel snaps. “Scandal!”

The security officer, the police officer, the paramedics, and the pilot all turn to the flight attendant, who looks like he wants to melt into the airplane floor. “But she said she’s a king,” he wails.






[image: ]


CHAPTER 6 SMILE FOR THE CAMERA!


Gramps stands beside me at baggage claim, though I wouldn’t exactly call what he’s doing standing, since he’s literally dancing. Music blares through his giant headphones.

I grab my suitcase off the conveyer belt. “Meet you outside, Gramps,” I say. I’m not sure he hears me, but he waves me off.

At the end of the luggage carousel, I walk past Mabel, who is barking orders to a porter with her signature snappiness. Her black leather briefcase hangs stiffly from the crook of her arm, while she grips a paper shopping bag stamped with the Hong Kong airport logo. We passed some stores while walking through the airport. The Cody situation must not be that bad after all if Mabel has time and energy for shopping.

“This is for you.” Mabel sidles up to me as I walk toward the exit, and drops her paper bag into my hand.

I stop and open the bag and pull out a stuffed hamster. “You got me a birthday present?” I say, surprised.

“Birthday?” Mabel repeats absently.

“Yeah, I turned thirteen last week.” But I’m talking to thin air—Mabel’s already striding off, shouting into her phone while her frazzled porter scrambles after her, struggling to balance five suitcases.

I drop the hamster back into the bag with a grimace. Thanks to Nacho’s Fun Animal Facts, I know way too much about how hamsters eat their own poop. And sometimes even their own babies. Since then I’ve avoided all hamsters. Even a stuffed one holding a heart with the words “I [image: Emoji: Black heart.] U” is making me want to throw up a little. Still, it was really nice of Mabel to get me a present.

Walking into the arrival hall, I see people holding banners, posters, and bouquets of flowers, and squished like sardines against the metal railings. Suddenly their voices swell to an earsplitting roar, screams reverberating through the open space, camera flashes erupting like firecrackers.

“They love me,” Dax yells, coming up behind me and grinning so wide I can practically see his tonsils. “I’m famous!”

A thrill travels through me. So this is what it feels like to be recognized and adored. I smooth down my hair and whip out my megawatt smile. This is the moment I’ve been practicing for.
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