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If you climb in the saddle, be ready for the ride.

—Traditional cowboy saying

“So what do you say?” An announcer’s voice boomed through the auditorium of the Surfside Arena, where thousands of fans had just danced and sung along to a two-hour Hannah Montana concert. “Do you want”— the announcer paused for dramatic effect— “one more song from Hannah Montana?”

The audience screamed so loudly that Miley Stewart, who was standing backstage, thought she could see the air shimmer.

She took several deep breaths to slow down her heart rate. The announcer, a short, balding man who clearly loved his job, looked over and held up three fingers. He raised one eyebrow.

Miley nodded. She had just done two encores, but she still felt full of energy. She started tapping her foot, ready and eager to run back into the spotlight.

The announcer held the microphone back up to his mouth. “I’m not sure I heard that!” he shouted. “Let me ask once more: do you want Hannah Montana to come out here and sing again or not?”

The noise sounded the way a jet engine might, Miley thought. If you were standing one foot away. And if the engine were chanting, “Han-nah! Han-nah! Han-nah!”

“All right, then!” he yelled into the mike. “Here she is! The one! The only! Hannah Montana!”

Then he nodded and pointed his finger at Miley. She danced back onstage, her heart racing again, this time from pure joy.
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Fifteen minutes later, Miley dashed backstage and into her dressing room. She was still breathless from that last encore, not to mention the sprint from the stage to the dressing room.

“Wow!” she said, grabbing a bottle of water from a table piled high with bowls of candy, platters of sandwiches, and cans of soda. “That was a blast, but now I’m dryer than a dirt road in August.” She took a big swig of water and threw herself into a chair. “Is it midnight yet? I’m ready to turn back into regular Miley for a while.”

She flipped her long blond hair over her shoulder impatiently. When she was Miley Stewart, a normal high school girl, she loved being able to put on the wig that transformed her into Hannah Montana, international pop star. But sometimes—like right now, after performing her heart out under hot stage lights for more than two hours—she couldn’t wait to put on her old blue jeans and feel cool air on her own brown hair.

“Hold it, Cinderella,” said her best friend, Lilly Truscott. “Let me live vicariously through you for just a little longer.” She did the pleading-puppy-dog eyes that always won Miley over. “You know you’re my only connection to the glamorous life.”

“Oh, yeah, because backstage dressing rooms are decorated in such a sophisticated style,” Miley said, rubbing at a worn spot on the chair’s drab brown upholstery.

“I’ll take what I can get,” Lilly said. As always when she accompanied Hannah, Lilly was disguised as Lola Luftnagle, a rich socialite who was also Hannah Montana’s best friend. As part of her look, Lilly had collected wigs in a variety of different colors; tonight’s was streaked bright blue, raspberry pink, and neon yellow. People had to shield their eyes when she stood under a strong light.

Lilly walked over to the snack table. “Free sodas and plastic cups already filled with ice! And look, we even get those little plastic sticks you can put in your free soda after you’ve poured it over the free ice!”

Miley tilted her head to one side and pretended to think this over. Then she nodded. “You’re right,” she said. “This is the life.”

Just then, the dressing-room door opened and two more people entered the room. That is, Miley thought, one person—her other best friend, Oliver Oken—and one annoying, irritating and subhuman creature, also known as her older brother, Jackson.

“Great concert, Miley,” Oliver said. “You were awesome!”

She smiled happily. “Aww, thanks so—”

“Hey, cool, they brought in more chips!” Oliver interrupted as he made a beeline for the snack table.

“And extra candy bars,” Jackson said, grabbing a handful and stuffing them in his pocket. He rummaged behind a bowl of chips. “And look! Doughnut holes!”

“Is that all I am to you people?” Miley asked, pretending to be miffed. “Just a way for you to score free junk food?”

“Yeah, pretty much,” Jackson replied, stuffing another handful of mini candy bars into his other pocket. “Anyway, it’s your fault we’re starving. If you hadn’t kept going back onstage, over and over and over again—”

“It’s called an encore, Jackson,” she snapped. Then she smiled smugly at him. “What can I say, my fans can’t get enough of me.”

“Oh, like you weren’t chomping at the bit to go back onstage,” Jackson said. He struck a pose, pretending to be Hannah Montana, and said in a high-pitched voice, “What? You want to hear li’l ol’ me sing again? Well, hey, how ’bout I sing five more songs, as long as I’m hogging the spotlight?”

“That is so unfair,” Lilly said.

Miley shot her an appreciative glance. “Aww, thanks, Lil—”

“Miley only sang three encores,” Lilly went on. “Technically, she doesn’t start hogging the spotlight until she’s sung half a dozen.”

“Hey! I was working hard out there,” Miley protested, getting to her feet. She picked up a turkey sandwich and took a big bite before flopping back down in her chair. “I’m so tired, I can hardly move. Tomorrow I’m going to sleep in until noon at least!” She closed her eyes and smiled blissfully at the thought. “I can’t wait to just kick back, chill out, and relax!”

“Whoa, bud, hold on a minute.” Robby Ray Stewart, Miley’s dad, had entered the room just in time to hear her last words.

Like Lilly, Mr. Stewart was in disguise. When he was acting as Hannah Montana’s manager, he wore a fake mustache and a fedora. Right now, he was in full manager mode. “It’s going to be another week before there’s any kicking, chilling, or relaxing for you.”

Miley’s eyes popped open. “Manager, say what?” she asked.

“Remember, you have a photo shoot tomorrow,” he said.

“I do?” Miley frowned as her daydream evaporated. “When?”

“Seven a.m.,” her dad said. “On the dot.”

“Seven in the morning!” Jackson chortled. “Man, that’s like . . . dawn! And on a Saturday, too!” He shook his head, pretending to be sad. “Well, as Entertainment Insider always says, the life of a celebrity is very hard. How right they are.”

Miley ignored him. “When did I agree to that?” she asked her dad.

“The same time you signed on for the radio press tour,” he said. “You’re doing eight radio interviews on Sunday, back to back.”

“Eight!” Oliver looked impressed. “You’ll be talking for hours. You could lose your voice!”

“That would be a bummer, wouldn’t it?” Jackson put in gleefully. “If Hannah Montana—” His eyes widened with mock alarm as his voice dropped to a frantic whisper, “—couldn’t sing.”

“Daddy!” Miley protested.

“Jackson, stop it,” Mr. Stewart warned. “Miley’s not going to lose her voice . . .”

Miley made a so there face at Jackson.

“ ’Cause she’s got to sing at that hospital benefit on Monday night,” her father went on. He pulled out his PDA and began scrolling through the calendar. “Then Tuesday is the charity softball game. Then we fly to Texas on Wednesday for the Lone Star Rodeo—”

Before he could go on, there was a knock on the door. An assistant poked her head inside. “Excuse me,” he said. “Miss Montana’s limo has arrived.”

Oliver sighed happily. “No matter how many times I hear that,” he said to Lilly, “it still sends a chill down my spine.”

“I know!” Lilly said. “It’s like in fairy tales when someone says, ‘your carriage awaits,’ only better.”

“Yeah.” Oliver nodded. “Carriages don’t have moon roofs.”

As they walked outside to the car, Miley’s dad pulled her aside. “Hey, bud, are you okay?” he asked. “It’s too late to cancel this week’s schedule, but there’s still time to bow out of the Texas concert. We can tell people you need your rest; they’ll understand. . . .”

Lilly and Oliver exchanged pained looks. Mr. Stewart had invited them to go with Miley to the rodeo for a little vacation; he had even paid for their plane tickets. Not that they wouldn’t be supportive if Miley was really too tired to go, but . . .

They didn’t need to worry.

“Oh, no!” Miley said, opening her eyes wide in an attempt to look alert and energetic. “I love playing at the Lone Star Rodeo! And with Lilly and Oliver along for the ride, it’ll feel more like a vacation than work.”

“We did schedule some downtime for you,” Mr. Stewart said. “I just want you to be sure you can handle it, that’s all.”

“I’m sure,” Miley said. She settled into the leather seat, leaned her head back, and closed her eyes. “As soon as I get some sleep, I’ll be rarin’ to go. I promise.”
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Talk slowly, think quickly.

—Traditional cowboy saying

Tuesday evening, after a four-hour photo shoot, a two-hour meeting with her publicist to discuss the radio interviews she had done, and a long session going over some new dance moves with her choreographer, Miley was even more exhausted than before.

She could have fallen into bed and slept through dinner, but Lilly and Oliver were coming over to eat. They had to finalize plans for meeting the next day to head to the airport and fly to Austin, Texas. So Miley wandered, yawning, onto the deck of the Stewart home and began setting the table with paper plates and napkins. The ocean was blue and gold in the setting sun, and even though it was late February, the evening was warm with just a hint of coolness.

There was also a delicious, tangy smell in the air that made Miley’s stomach rumble with hunger and reminded her that it had now been five hours since the sandwich and mineral water she had gulped down for lunch.

She hurried to the end of the deck, where her father had set up his grill.

“Yum! Barbecue!” Miley’s mouth started watering when she saw her father carefully turn over a piece of chicken he was cooking on the grill.

“I thought you deserved a little something special for working so hard,” her dad said. “And Ol’ Bessie hasn’t been fired up for more than a month! She was feeling neglected.”

Miley rolled her eyes, but only a little. She didn’t want to put her dad in a bad mood. He always claimed he couldn’t get his barbecue sauce right if he was in a “negative emotional state.”

“Dad, you know that you’re probably the only person in the world who names his barbecue grill, don’t you?” she said.

“Yes, I do,” he responded and added loftily, “And the world is poorer because of that sad fact.”

Miley was still giggling at that when Lilly bounded up the stairs and onto the deck. “Hey, everybody! What’s for dinner? I’ve been skateboarding all day, and I’m starving.”

“Glad to hear it, Lilly,” Miley’s dad said. “Because I’m trying out a new and improved version of my already award-winning barbecue sauce, thanks to ol’ Bessie.” He fondly patted the grill, which he’d insisted on bringing from Tennessee when the family had relocated to California. It was weather-beaten after years of outdoor use; one leg was crooked from the time Jackson had run into it with the lawn mower; and it was black with age. But Robby Stewart insisted that the grill was the secret behind his eleven consecutive blue ribbons in the annual mid-Tennessee barbecue cook-off.

“Yeah,” he added, “Bessie’s a real champ. And she’s raring to get back into action.”

Miley and Lilly exchanged a meaningful glance.

“Mr. Stewart,” Lilly said, “you do know that grills don’t have feelings, don’t you?”

Before he had a chance to answer, a voice called out, “What’s that you’re saying, Lilly? Girls don’t have feelings?”

Lilly groaned and dropped her head on the table as Jackson climbed up the stairs from the beach, followed closely by Oliver. Both boys’ hair was sticking up in salty little spikes after an afternoon at the beach. Jackson turned to Oliver. “What did I tell you? I always suspected that girls just pretended to have all kinds of deep emotions in order to get us to do what they want! And now my darkest suspicions have been confirmed.”

Oliver chuckled at Jackson’s wit, then caught sight of Miley glaring at him. Instantly, he wiped the smile off his face. “Actually, Jackson, girls do have feelings,” he said solemnly. “Very serious, important, tender feelings that we should always strive to keep from hurting.”

“Nice try, man,” Jackson snickered. He tossed Oliver a soda. “But you don’t have to completely lose your dignity, you know. Dad’s already bought your plane ticket.”

Oliver popped open the soda can and nodded to Mr. Stewart. “Thank you again,” he said, raising the can in a toast before taking a sip. “I am really looking forward to this culturally enriching experience.”

Mr. Stewart’s eyebrows shot up. “Say that again, Oliver? In words a good ol’ boy like me can understand?”

“That’s how my mom convinced my dad that I should go,” Oliver explained, spearing a pickle from a jar on the table. “She said that it would be good for me to see how people live in a different part of the country. She said that it would broaden my horizons. And she said that it would give her a chance to redecorate my bedroom without having to wallpaper around me.” He frowned. “I just hope I don’t come home to find out that she’s turned it into her crafts room.”

Oliver bit into the pickle and winced at its sourness.

“Even if she does, it will be worth it,” Miley promised. “The rodeo is so much fun! I can’t wait to show you guys around.” She started dancing around the deck. “I’m going to take you to the exhibits where kids show the pigs and chickens and cows they’ve been raising—”

“Come again?” Oliver looked dubious. “We’re going on vacation to look at pigs?”

“You’ll love it,” Miley promised. “And we’ll get to ride horses—”

“Um, yeah, about the horse thing,” Lilly interjected. “I’m not so sure that’s really me, if you know what I mean.”

“What are you talking about, Lilly?” Mr. Stewart asked, squinting at her through a sudden billow of grill smoke. “You’re a total tomboy! I would have thought you couldn’t wait to go for a gallop.”

Lilly turned pale as Oliver’s eyes grew wide. “A gallop?” Lilly echoed faintly. “Doesn’t that mean going really, really fast?”

“Oh, don’t worry you two,” Miley answered. “Riding a horse is as easy as falling off a log. Trust me.”

“The key word there is ‘falling,’” Oliver pointed out. “Face it, Miley, I’m more of a twenty-first-century kind of guy. The internal combustion engine, that’s the way I roll.”

“You’ll be fine,” Miley said. “Trust me. We are going to have so much fun.”

“Of course we will!” Lilly said brightly. After all, the three of them had been looking forward to this group vacation for months. Surely they would find many, many things to do while they were in Texas. And if it just so happened that they ran out of time before they got around to riding horses . . . well, Lilly wouldn’t be disappointed. “It’s going to be such a cool trip,” she said out loud. That reminded Lilly of what her mother had said before she left the house. She added quickly, “Thanks again for inviting us along, Mr. Stewart.”

“My pleasure, Lilly,” he said. “Besides, you kids are around here so much, sometimes I forget you aren’t mine.”

“Yeah, explain to me again how Miley gets to take two of her friends and I don’t get to take any?” Jackson asked grumpily.

“I told you you could invite a friend,” Mr. Stewart said. He flipped over a piece of chicken. “It’s just too bad Thor had to back out, that’s all.”

Miley danced over to Jackson and patted him on the head. “Don’t be sad, Jackson,” she said sweetly. “Thor’s just really, really busy, doing really, really important things.” Then Miley coughed into her hand as she muttered, “Cheese.”

Lilly snickered.

Her brother turned and glared at both of them. “It just so happens that being a judge at Minnoka, Minnesota’s annual Cream Cheese Festival is a very big deal,” he said. “And all my other really cool friends had better things to do than go look at cows in the middle of nowhere.” He tossed a handful of chips into his mouth and grabbed a paper plate. “As a matter of fact, I have better things to be doing, too. I could be spending spring break in Malibu, soaking up the California sun and meeting cute California girls, but nooooo.”

“Maybe we’ll meet cute cowgirls instead,” Oliver suggested.

“Yee-haw,” Jackson said unenthusiastically. He scooped a helping of potato salad onto his plate and morosely took a bite. “Like I want to spend time with a girl who uses ‘rodeo’ as a verb.”

“I would have thought you’d love to go to Texas,” Lilly said. “I mean, you are from the South. Don’t you want to return to your roots?”

“My roots have been transplanted,” Jackson said firmly. “To the rich, nourishing soil of Malibu, California. And I don’t want to pull them up again just to go to some stupid rodeo.”

“Well, you’d better start digging yourself up and acting a little more excited,” his father said. “Because here’s the thing . . .” He stopped to turn over a piece of chicken.

Jackson eyed him suspiciously. “Here’s what thing?”

“Well, you and Oliver and Lilly are all going to be hanging out with Hannah Montana for several days,” Mr. Stewart said. “And we have to protect Miley’s secret identity as Hannah Montana. So I had to come up with a reason for you two boys to be tagging along.”

“Hey, I have an idea!” Oliver’s face lit up. “We could pretend to be Miley’s bodyguards! We could wear cool sunglasses like those Secret Service guys who guard the president! And we could get earpieces and microphones that would let us talk to each other—”

“Not a bad idea,” Mr. Stewart said. “But I’ve already figured out something a little more . . . creative.”

“Like what?” Jackson asked, his suspicions growing.

His dad grinned.

“Come on, tell me.” Jackson was officially starting to panic.

His dad started to chuckle.

“Please! If it’s bad news, just give it to me straight!” Jackson cried. “I don’t care what it is. It’s knowing that something bad is coming but not knowing what that bad thing is that’s horrible. It’s torture. . . .”

Finally, Mr. Stewart took pity on his son. “Okay, here’s your cover story,” he said. “You won a contest—”

“A contest?” Jackson calmed down a little. That didn’t sound too bad. . . .

“Yep. You wrote an essay, and your prize is a trip for you and a friend—that’s you, Oliver—to the Lone Star Rodeo with none other than pop sensation Hannah Montana! The trip will end with special box seats at her sold-out concert.”

“Cool!” Oliver held up his right hand to high-five Jackson. “Way to go, Jackson!”

Jackson raised his hand, not for a high five, but to signal caution. “Whoa. Wait a minute.” He narrowed his eyes at his dad. “You wouldn’t be grinning like that if you didn’t have a surprise up your sleeve.”

Mr. Stewart tried to look innocent and failed. “Oh, I guess I did forget one little thing,” he said, pulling his digital camera out of his pocket. “The title of your essay?”

Jackson braced himself. “Yeah . . .”

“It was called ‘Why I’m Hannah Montana’s Number One Fan,’” his dad said.

“What?!” Jackson screeched.

Mr. Stewart held up the camera and took a few quick shots of Jackson’s anguished face, then glanced at the screen. “Oh, yeah,” he chuckled. “That’s definitely gotta go on this year’s Christmas card.”

He held the camera out so that Miley and Lilly could take a look. They began laughing so hard that they both snorted soda through their noses.

Mr. Stewart took a picture of that, too.

“Hey!” Lilly protested.

“I knew I wouldn’t regret paying extra for the stop-motion feature,” he said.

“Dad!” Jackson cried. He had suffered many injustices in his life, but this one topped them all. He barely knew where to start his protest. Finally, he just said, “This is totally unfair!”

“Really? I thought it was kind of clever,” Mr. Stewart said. “Anyway, I know I’ll be entertained watching you fall all over your sister for a week.”

Miley snickered. “You better start practicing, Jackson,” she said. “I want to hear the words ‘super,’ ‘talented,’ ‘sensational,’ and ‘star’ at least once an hour.” She waved one hand airily. “Any combination is fine.”

“Okay.” Jackson thought for a minute, then said, “Hannah Montana is a SUPER annoying STAR whose TALENT will make everyone around her go insane because they can’t get her SENSATIONAL songs out of their heads!”

Miley smiled at him. “I like it!”

“Hey, maybe we can figure out a way to use the words ‘incredible,’ ‘fantastic,’ and ‘amazing,’ too,” Oliver suggested earnestly to Jackson. “We could work on it during the plane ride.”

“Thanks, bro,” Jackson snapped. “Glad to see you have my back.”

“What?” Oliver asked, confused by the other boy’s bitter tone.

“Now that’s what I like to see,” Mr. Stewart said, pointing his spatula at Oliver. “In fact, that’s a FAN-tastic attitude, Oliver.”

Oliver beamed proudly as everyone else groaned at Mr. Stewart’s pun.

“Speaking of fans,” Lilly said, “you know that Lola is not just Hannah’s fan but a true friend. . . .”

“I know, I know.” Miley rolled her eyes. “I’ve already told you a million times, I’ll be sure to introduce you to Joshua McAdams.”

Lilly jumped up and hugged Miley, squealing with delight.

“Hey!” Miley rubbed the ear Lilly had just squealed into. “I told you, stop doing that!”

“What’s the big deal about Joshua McAdams?” Oliver asked.

“This is the big deal!” Lilly flapped a brochure for the Lone Star Rodeo in Oliver’s face. She had read it so many times over the last month that it was now creased and wrinkled.

“He’s so cute! And he’s going to perform in concert with Hannah Montana!” She stopped waving the brochure long enough to stare at his picture. “I just love his song, ‘Let Your Heart Go.’ And you know how, in the video, he dances across the lawn with the sprinklers going? Super cool.”

“Oh, yeah, it’s well done,” Miley said in a professional tone. She liked Joshua’s music, but she didn’t get all starry-eyed over him the way Lilly did. Still, it would be nice to meet someone her own age who was also in the music business and had to deal with the same kind of pressures. . . .

“I think we might have a lot in common,” she finished.

“Oh, yes, you do,” Lilly said earnestly. “You have a very good friend named Lilly and Joshua McAdams would be delighted to meet your very good friend Lilly. See? You and Joshua will have an immediate bond, thanks to me!”

Miley laughed. “Yeah, right,” she said. “Thanks for pointing that out.”

“I can’t believe I’m going to meet him!” Lilly shrieked. “The biggest pop star in the universe!”

“Excuse me, Lilly,” Oliver said. “I believe that Hannah Montana is the biggest pop star in the universe.”

Miley smiled. “Aw, thanks, Oli—”

But Oliver had already turned toward Mr. Stewart. “How was that? Did I sound like her number one fan?”

“You bet.” Mr. Stewart gave him a thumbs up, then nodded meaningfully at his son. “You may want to take a few acting lessons from Oliver here.”

Oliver smiled smugly at Jackson.

“Now, is everybody ready to eat?” Mr. Stewart asked, piling one platter high with barbecued chicken and another with burgers.

Everyone nodded and they sat down and began serving themselves. Despite Jackson’s disgruntlement over being cast as Hannah’s fan, Miley’s disappointment that she was going to have Jackson as a chaperone, and Lilly’s secret fear that she was not going to get along well with horses, the first bite of barbecue made everyone momentarily happy.

Mr. Stewart closed his eyes for a moment, a blissful expression on his face as he chewed. “Now that’s good barbecue.”

“It is excellent barbecue,” Oliver added. “In fact, I’d say it’s excellent enough to be served to Hannah Montana herself!”

As everyone good-naturedly booed him, they felt a surge of excitement. Tomorrow they would all be getting on a plane and heading off for another adventure . . . together.
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