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With many thanks to Allyssa Beird, a ninja and a champion




One

Izzy Fitzgerald tiptoed past the den. Her father and older brother were watching TV in there. She paused when she realized what they were watching. It was National Ninja Champion.

Oh right, it’s the finals tonight, she thought.

She bit her lip, remembering the days when the whole family would watch that show together every week. Her mother had loved it . . .

But never mind. Izzy could catch the finals online later. Right now she needed to keep moving. She didn’t want her dad to catch her sneaking out. Especially since she’d just finished being grounded from last time.

At least watching NNC will keep Dad and Charlie too busy to wonder where I am, she thought as she crept toward the back door. Not that they spend much time thinking about me anyway.

She opened the door, lifting the handle slightly to avoid the squeak in the hinges. She closed it behind her just as carefully. As she bent down to grab her skateboard, which she’d stashed in the bushes right outside, Izzy heard voices at the back gate.

Yikes! She darted behind the dumb statue of some Greek goddess that her dad thought was so classy. Seconds later her stepmonster, Tina, came into view, dressed in her fancy new running shoes and designer sweats. Izzy’s sixteen-year-old sister, Hannah, was with her. Hannah was laughing at something Tina had just said, even though nothing she said was ever actually funny.

Izzy touched her hair. She’d unbraided it just before sneaking out, so the purple streak her friend Jess had helped her dye into it was visible. Which meant she’d better not let Tina or her dad see it. They still didn’t know about the purple streak. They said twelve was too young for a girl to start dyeing her hair.

Which is totally unfair, Izzy thought. Especially since Tina spends half her time at the salon getting hers dyed that hideous shade of red.

“Good run, sweetie,” Tina was saying to Hannah, giving her a squeeze on the shoulder. “You’ll be ready for that ten K for sure.”

“Thanks for training with me, Tina.” Hannah sounded happy and only a little out of breath.

“Anytime, sweetie. It’s what we do, right?” Tina let out one of her tinkly little laughs. “Fitzgeralds are runners—​that’s what your dad always says.”

Dad really did say that a lot, especially whenever he was trying to talk Izzy into joining the track team at school—​just like Hannah and Charlie. Fitzgeralds are runners, Isabella, he’d say. You can’t fight it.

Izzy wrinkled her nose, hating to hear him use her full name even in her head. She also hated to hear Tina use Dad’s favorite phrase, since she wasn’t even a real Fitzgerald—​she’d only married Dad a year and a half ago. But she was a real runner. She and Dad had met at a half marathon.

Tina and Hannah seemed to stay out in the back courtyard forever, stretching and blabbing. But finally they went inside, and Izzy was free.

She dashed out the back gate and across the neighbors’ pool deck, then vaulted over the fence to the street. Finally she dropped her board, kicking off and gliding down the hill toward the center of town.

Jess was waiting in the parking lot of the Hillside Shopping Center, lounging on a bench with her board at her feet and earbuds in. “You’re late,” she said, peeling out one bud.

“Sorry. Almost got caught.” Izzy started to explain, but Jess waved it away.

“Whatever. Want to see a new move Tommy taught me?”

“Sure!” Izzy tried not to sound too eager. Jess was two years older, and Tommy was her boyfriend. Both of them went to Fairview High and were way cooler than anyone in the seventh grade at Izzy’s snooty private school. Izzy felt lucky that Jess wanted to hang out with her.

Hillside was almost deserted, as usual, even though most of the stores were open until nine. Almost everyone had switched over to the fancy new mall out on the highway. But that was okay with Izzy. It meant she and Jess hardly ever got hassled about skateboarding or doing parkour here. Plus the weird two-level layout and the bumpy, weedy pavement made it more fun.

And parkour was the most fun Izzy had had since . . . Well, in a long time. It was all about fun—​running, jumping, leaping over stuff, climbing walls, anything like that. She loved challenging herself that way, even when it was kind of scary. Maybe especially when it was scary.

Jess showed her the new trick, vaulting over the low wall at the edge of a walkway, using only one hand. They practiced that for a while and then did some of the usual stuff—​leaping over parking barriers and decorative fences, various skateboard tricks, and more.

“This is boring,” Jess said after Izzy landed a jump on her board. “I have an idea—​let’s do that.”

She pointed to the sunken restaurant at the center of the shopping plaza. Izzy was confused.

“Do what? Go eat?” she asked.

Jess laughed and tossed her shaggy half-blond, half-green bangs out of her face. “No—​the steps,” she said. “Let’s try skating down them.” She grinned. “No jumping—​you have to skate all the way down.”

Izzy walked to the top of the steps. They were high and pretty steep, with a landing in the middle. “I dunno,” she said. “Might be hard to make that turn. Plus you’d have to stop fast or hit the window at the bottom.”

“Yeah. Cool, right?” Jess pulled a coin out of her pocket. “We’ll flip to see who gets to go first.”

Izzy hesitated, but Jess was already tossing the coin in the air. “Tails!” Izzy blurted out.

Jess slapped the coin onto the back of her hand. “Tails it is,” she said. “You’re up!”

Izzy swallowed hard and glanced at the steps. They suddenly looked even higher and steeper than before. But she never backed down from a challenge. Never.

Besides, she’d skated down steps before. Maybe not ones this steep or this high . . . But she couldn’t chicken out in front of Jess. No way.

“What are you waiting for, Fitzgerald?” Jess said.

“Nothing.” Izzy kicked off, holding her breath as the skateboard rumbled toward the top step—​and then tipped off into nothingness. Her heart pounded and her hands went clammy as she stared down at the landing. But she stayed steady, arms out, balancing her body and keeping the nose of the board up as the back wheels found the edge of the next step and the next . . .

She hit the landing hard and skidded around the corner, grazing the wall with one elbow, but not slowing down. Only then did she get a good look at the second flight of steps. It was even longer than the first flight, and steeper, too. As the wheels left the ground, Izzy felt as if she’d just jumped off a cliff . . .

“Steer!” Jess shouted from somewhere above her. “You’re going crooked!”

But Izzy was frozen, staring down at the ground rushing up toward her. She felt herself part ways from her board, and it was only when her shoulder hit the solid concrete wall of the stairwell that she snapped out of it, barely keeping her balance to avoid falling down the last few steps. Her skateboard, on the other hand . . .


  CRASH!


The board hit the window and shattered it, glass flying everywhere. Izzy’s whole body went cold, and she felt herself start to shake. What had she done?

“Whoa!” Jess exclaimed. “Let’s get out of here!”

Izzy heard her friend’s running feet. A second later, several people burst out of the restaurant.

“You!” a stern-looking woman shouted, pointing at Izzy. “Stop right there!”


Two

“. . . and nineteen, and twenty,” Mrs. Santiago counted off. “Good job, Kevin! You’re done for today.”

Kevin Marshall lowered the arms of the rowing machine. “I could do another set if you want,” he offered, feeling strong. Feeling good.

But Mrs. Santiago smiled and shook her head. “You know your mother’s orders, Kev,” she said. “We’re supposed to stick to the routine your doctors prescribed.”

Kevin’s shoulders slumped, and he nodded. “Yeah, I know.”

He knew better than to argue with his mother, even if she wasn’t here right now. Especially about stuff like exercise or sports—​or anything fun. He knew what she’d say if he did: Don’t sass me, young man. This is for your own good.

Even Mrs. Santiago, who co-owned Fit Kidz gym with her husband, knew better than to cross Ms. Jacqueline P. Marshall. Everyone did.

Kevin packed up his gym bag. He’d started his workout a little later than usual today because of a student council meeting after school. It was the last one of the year, so he couldn’t miss it.

Now it was just past six thirty, and the main room at Fit Kidz had almost totally cleared out as kids headed home for dinner. Only a couple of guys from the middle school soccer team were hanging out at one of the weight machines. Kevin watched them out of the corner of his eye, wondering what it would be like to be on the team with them. He’d just started playing peewee soccer back when he first got sick, and everyone had said he was a pretty good kicker.

But that was a long time ago. He told himself he was lucky that he was allowed to work out at Fit Kidz at all. It was better than nothing, right?

He glanced around the gym’s main space, which had become very familiar over the past few years. It was a big, open room, with all kinds of fitness machines and other equipment. Overhead, a running track circled the whole thing like a mezzanine.

Slinging his bag over his shoulder, Kevin headed out into the hallway. On the way to the exit were several doors. First he passed the yoga room, which doubled as a space for the little-kid tumbling classes. Across from that was the gymnastics room. A little farther along were the locker rooms. And finally, two more doors on either side. The one on the right opened into a maze of offices and storage closets and other stuff like that.

But Kevin kept his eyes on the door to the left. It was open, and he could hear shuffling sounds from inside. He paused, glancing in.

This was the teen room. Kevin had never been inside, but he checked it out whenever he walked past. Part of the room was taken up by boring stuff like weight benches and rowing machines. But there were also a bunch of cool, colorful obstacles—​overhead bars, rings and nets, a climbing wall, a set of balance steps, a trampoline, a curved wall, and more. He could almost picture himself swinging and leaping through them all, just the way his heroes did every week on National Ninja Champion . . .

“Yo, Kevin! What’s up? You catch the finals last night, man?”

Kevin snapped out of his fantasy. He hadn’t even noticed Ty Santiago sweeping the floor under the climbing wall. Ty, tall and fit and muscular, with dark hair and tons of confidence, was in eighth grade and was the star of just about every team at Fairview Middle School.

Kevin knew right away what Ty was talking about—​the season finale of NNC. “Yeah, I saw it.” Kevin didn’t bother to tell him that he’d already watched the episode three times on the DVR. “It was great.”

“For sure!” Ty started talking a mile a minute about the finals course. He dropped his broom and grabbed a set of hanging rings to demonstrate one of the moments he was describing.

Kevin was surprised. “Hey, we aren’t allowed to mess around in here,” he blurted out before he could stop himself. His eyes darted to the sign on the door beside him: AGES 14 AND UP ONLY.

Ty grinned and dropped to the ground, flexing his muscles. “Yeah, I know.” He shrugged. “But my mom and dad own the place, remember? I like to sneak in here after hours and try a few ninja stunts sometimes.”

“Really?” Kevin felt envy welling up in him. All those years of watching the show, wishing he could try even one of the obstacles . . .

“Yeah.” Ty stepped closer, glancing out into the deserted hallway. “Hey, want to give it a go? Nobody’s around.”

Kevin gulped, his eyes darting toward the balance steps. They were just big blocks of wood with steeply sloped sides, but they looked almost magical to him. Images started playing in his head like a movie—​an action-packed medley of all the ninjas over the years who’d leaped back and forth through a set of steps just like these. What would it be like . . .

But he shook his head. “I’d better not.”

“Go ahead,” Ty urged with a grin. “I’ll keep watch and let you know if my parents are coming.”

The word “parents” brought up an image of Kevin’s own mother looking stern. He shuddered, trying not to imagine what she’d say if she knew he was even considering Ty’s offer.

“Thanks, but I’ve got to go,” he mumbled, turning and fleeing before Ty could say another word.

OPS/images/Twitter.gif
[ VGl ]





OPS/toc.xhtml
Contents

		Title Page


		Contents


		Copyright


		Dedication


		One



		Two



		Three



		Four



		Five



		Six



		Seven



		Eight



		Nine



		Ten



		Eleven



		Twelve



		Thirteen



		Fourteen



		Fifteen



		Sixteen



		Seventeen



		Eighteen



		Nineteen



		Twenty



		Twenty-One



		Twenty-Two



		Twenty-Three



		Twenty-Four



		Twenty-Five



		Twenty-Six



		Twenty-Seven



		Twenty-Eight



		Twenty-Nine



		Q&A with Ninja Allyssa Beird


		Next Time on JUNIOR NINJA CHAMPION: THE FASTEST FINISH


		Buy the Book


		About the Author


		Connect with HMH on Social Media





OPS/images/cover.jpg





OPS/images/Instagram.gif
[Instag ram]





OPS/images/titlepage.jpg
OnIoR/
N .ﬁl’ @ ,,
10N ]

THECOMPETITION BEGINS |

By
Catherine Hapka

HouGHTON MIFFLIN HARCOURT

BOSTON NEW YORK





OPS/images/Facebook.gif
[Facebook]





