


















Pilot Panic!










Justin stared at the instrument panel like he’d never seen it before.




“You okay?” I asked.




He didn’t answer. He gripped the control wheel so hard his knuckles went white.




Joe glanced sharply at Justin, sizing up the situation. “We need to start making the descent,” he instructed.




“I know that!” Justin snapped.




But he didn’t do anything. He just stared at the panel.




This guy had no idea what to do.
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It’s Not Over Till It’s Over











You probably think movie stars have it easy. Lots of money, loads of friends, 24/7 fun.




Well, okay, that’s all true.




But there’s a downside. Believe me. My brother Joe and I got to see that up close and personal this past week. We’ve been hanging with Justin Carraway. Yep. The Justin Carraway, Teen Movie Star. But before you get too impressed with our extreme coolness, we met Justin because of an ATAC case. See, Justin Carraway does have it all—including stalkers, loonies, and people wanting him dead.




That’s where we came in. American Teens Against Crime—ATAC—asked us to become part of Justin’s crew. He’d been getting a weirder brand of fan mail than usual. Not the usual “I love you so much, will you marry me?” type letters. These letters were threatening. And someone did try to off Justin. Turns out, a movie star can have as many enemies as he has fans.




Justin didn’t exactly make it easy for us to protect him. That dude loves attention, likes to party, and doesn’t want anyone telling him what he can and can’t do. It’s all about the fun to Justin. It took a dead paparazzo photographer and all of us nearly dying in a fire for the seriousness of the situation to register.




It was Justin’s bad behavior that made him a target in the first place. The crazy letter writer was the president of a group called Cleen Teens, and they didn’t approve of Justin’s wild ways. Thought he was a bad influence on teens of America. I can’t exactly argue with them on that point, but that doesn’t give them the right to kill the guy!




Luckily, we figured out what was going on in time to keep the real bullets from being shot out of the prop gun—right into Justin’s heart.




Something still nagged at me, though. That paparazzo. The Cleen Teen president—our perp—had no trouble confessing to his crimes. But he absolutely denied killing the photographer. Maybe he didn’t want murder on his rap sheet; attempted murder was his limit. But still…the case didn’t feel finished.




I just wasn’t ready to let it go.
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Admit it, bro. You’re not ready to let go of the perks that came with being in Justin’s entourage.
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That would be you, Joe. Yeah, sure, it was cool getting into clubs without standing in line, but—
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And the girls. Even you must have noticed the girls.
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Just ignore him. I usually do.




Anyway, I was lying in bed, going over the events of the past few days, when Joe popped his head into my room, cell phone in hand.




“What’s up?” I asked.




“Got a phone call,” Joe said, flopping onto a chair. “From Rick Ortiz.”




“The production assistant from Justin’s film?” I asked. “What did he want?”




“Help.”




I sat up, wide-awake and ready for action. “Was Justin threatened again?” I knew we’d missed something when we couldn’t tie the murder of the photographer to the Cleen Teen prez.




“Actually, it’s Ryan,” Joe said.




“Justin’s brother?” Justin Carraway started in show biz as a double act—literally. Because of child labor laws, a child actor could only work very limited hours, so most TV shows and movies hired twins. One would work for a while, then the other would be swapped in. So Justin and Ryan shared the role of little Jimmy O’Hara on Five Times Five, an old sitcom. But as the Carraway twins got older, their longtime manager, John “Slick” Slickstein, decided that only one of them could become really successful. He decided that one was Justin.




Ryan seemed to be okay with it—he worked in his brother’s company, and Justin was amazingly generous with the goodies. But still, it had to hurt to not be the chosen one. And to take orders from his own brother.




“Why does Rick need help with Ryan?” I asked.




“He can’t find him,” Joe replied. “Justin called Rick with his usual list of crazy requests. Rick went to Ryan’s room to get some assistance, but he wasn’t there. His bed hadn’t even been slept in.”




I frowned. “That’s not like Ryan.” Ryan was the responsible one in that pair.




“That’s what has Rick worried.”




“Do you think Ryan finally got fed up and split?” Ryan not only had to watch Justin make all kinds of messes, he had to clean them up, too. And it couldn’t help that Ryan had a big crush on Emily Slater, Justin’s costar. The same Emily Slater Justin had dated and dumped.




“Rick doesn’t think so,” Joe replied. “Ryan would have let him know. They’re pretty tight.”




“What did Justin say when Rick asked him about Ryan?”




“Rick hasn’t told him yet,” said Joe. “He was hoping maybe we knew something. Rick doesn’t want to be the one to get Ryan in trouble.”




I had a sudden thought. A disturbing one. “Could someone have snatched Ryan, thinking he was Justin? Those two are seriously identical.”




Joe’s blue eyes widened. “Oh man, I didn’t think of that.”




“If that’s true, then Ryan is in serious danger,” I said. “And Justin could be a target.”




“We should get over there,” Joe said. “The first twenty-four hours are crucial for clues.”




We jumped into high gear. I grabbed the jeans and T-shirt I had worn yesterday and pulled on my high-tops before running out of my room.




I barreled down the hall and collided with Joe. He was still yanking his T-shirt down over his head.




“Where’s the fire?” our parrot Playback squawked from the armoire in the hall. “Where’s the fire?”




“Shh,” Joe told the parrot. “We don’t want to stop for—”




“Breakfast, boys!” a voice called out from the kitchen.




My shoulders slumped. Aunt Trudy would never let us out of the house without a hearty—or as she jokes (lamely)—“Hardy breakfast.”




“Can we sneak out the back?” Joe whispered.




“Where’s the fire, boys?” screeched Playback. Loudly. “Where’s the fire, boys?”




There are times when I think that bird wants the bad guys to win.




Just then Joe’s cell phone rang again. “Rick,” he announced, glancing at the phone screen. “Hey, Rick,” he said into the phone. “Oh, okay. Well, that’s good, then. Catch you later.”




“Well?” I asked, after he flipped his phone shut.




“We can stay and have Aunt Trudy’s waffles after all,” he said, slipping his phone back into his pocket.




“Rick found Ryan?”




“No—he told Justin that Ryan was missing. Justin explained that Ryan went on vacation.”




“Without a word to anyone?” I asked. That seemed out of character.




Joe shrugged. “Maybe Ryan didn’t want anyone to talk him out of going.”




“Rick would definitely have tried,” I said. “Without Ryan around, he’s going to have a hard time keeping Justin in check.”




“No joke. He even asked if we’d be willing to keep hanging with Justin. Pitch in on the superstar errands.”




“Maybe that would be a good idea,” I said. “Not just to help Rick out, but—”




Now it was my cell phone that rang.




“My favorite all-American supercute good influence.”




“Hi, Sydney,” I said. Sydney Lamb was Justin’s publicist. She was the one who set us up with Justin so we could find his stalker. That wasn’t why she did it, of course—that was totally a secret mission. Our cover was that we were high school students (not a stretch—we are high school students) sent to welcome Justin to Bayport. She thought we’d provide “wholesome” photo ops for Justin, so she introduced us to him. She was always doing damage control, repairing Justin’s bad-boy reputation.




Believe me, she earns every penny of her paycheck.




“So, I was wondering if you and your equally cute brother would like to go with us when the movie moves to its next location.”




“Really?” I asked. “Why?”




“Ryan took off without telling anyone,” Sydney complained. “So not like him. That means other people—people like me—are going to have to pick up the slack. The biggest headache, of course, is keeping Justin in line. Maybe you and your brother can help me out there. I’d really love to have one day when I don’t have to clean up some mess he’s made all in the name of fun.”




“I have a feeling that if Justin wants to do something, it will take more than Joe or me to hold him back.”




Sydney sighed. “Don’t I know it. But I don’t know what else to do. We’re moving to Atlantic City tomorrow, and there are just too many ways for him to get into trouble there. Rick will have his hands full without Ryan. And Justin already likes you. I can put it to him so it doesn’t seem like you’re there to babysit him. I can probably get you hired on as assistant PAs.”




“Assistant production assistants?” I asked. “Does that job even exist?”




“It does if Justin wants it to.”




“Let me run it by my brother and our parents.”




“Great. Get back with good news ASAP.”




I clicked off and told Joe about Sydney’s request.




“Atlantic City?” Joe repeated. “Awesome! Cool casinos, fancy hotels, the beach, and all those perks that come with being around Justin. Of course we’ll say yes!”




“Slow down,” I said. “ATAC thinks the Justin Carraway case is closed. They could assign us something else.”




Joe studied my face. “You don’t believe the case is really finished, do you?”




I shook my head. “Nope. Not with a dead body unaccounted for.”




“And ATAC isn’t the big problem,” Joe said.




“Mom and Aunt Trudy.”




“Exactly. Gotta get permission.”
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Lady Luck











I started formulating my argument. “School’s over. We got decent grades. Why would they say no?” I headed into the kitchen.




“Say no to what?” our mom asked. She and Aunt Trudy loaded waffles onto plates.




“We just got offered spots as assistants on Justin’s film, Undercover,” I said. “Actual jobs!” I thought emphasizing the summer job angle was a smart bet.




“Why would we say no?” Mom asked.




I was stunned. That couldn’t have been easier. “Great!” I said. “So we should be back in about a week.” I settled down at the table and speared a waffle with my fork.




“Back?” Mom repeated. “Back from where?”




Oops. I’d forgotten to mention the fact that the film was moving locations.




I looked to Frank. He was useless. He just kept his head down, meticulously pouring syrup into each waffle square. Letting me hang!




Frank is always on my case about how we need to plan, how dangerous it is to improvise, blah blah blah.




Unfortunately, this was an example that actually might prove him right.




“Oh!” I said, stalling. “The film is going to move to a new location for a few scenes.”




Suddenly Frank’s plate landed in his lap. He jumped up, sending the sticky mess clattering to the floor.




“Sorry, sorry, sorry!” he said. He picked up the waffle and the plate and put them on the table. “I’d better go upstairs and change.” He hurried out of the room.




I’ve seen my brother be a dork, but I’ve never seen him clumsy. What was up with him?




The good thing about his klutziness was that it bought me a little time. I grabbed a wad of paper towels. “I’ll take care of it,” I told Mom and Aunt Trudy.




But by the time I wiped up the last of the maple syrup and retrieved Frank’s fork from under the fridge, I still hadn’t come up with anything.




It’s not like we could tell Mom and Aunt T the real reason we wanted to go. I agreed with Frank: This mission wasn’t over. Not until we knew for sure who had killed Elijah the photographer—and why.




But our work was a secret. Mom, Aunt Trudy, and even our best friends were clueless. Only our dad knew. He’d created ATAC after being a PI and working with the police for years. ATAC agents worked cases adults would have trouble with. Like hanging with teenage movie stars. A high school kid would be able to get a lot more information than any adult in that situation.




Just as I sat back down in my chair, and Aunt Trudy had kindly replaced my cold, hard waffle for a fresh one, Frank returned. He had changed pants and was followed by our dad.




“Sorry for being so clumsy,” said Frank, settling back into his chair. “So what were we talking about? Oh yeah.” He turned to Dad, who helped himself to orange juice from the fridge.




“Guess what,” Frank told Dad. “Joe and I have been asked to work as assistants when Justin’s film moves to Atlantic City.”




Way to go, bro. Frank’s close encounter of a sticky kind was no accident.




“I don’t know,” Mom said. “That Justin is pretty reckless. He seems to attract trouble.”




“He is a high-spirited boy,” said Aunt Trudy, but she had a twinkle in her eye.




Okay, let me just state for the record: Aunt T’s crush on Justin has ick factor all over it.




“Befriending Justin while he was in town was one thing,” Mom continued, “but now you want to go off to a place known for gambling—”




“And surfing!” I pointed out.




“And organized crime—”




By this time Dad had joined us at the table. He gave me and Frank a nod. “The boys are on summer vacation now,” he said, reaching for the syrup.




“I don’t know…,” said Mom.




“Atlantic City isn’t far. And they’ll be working the whole time.”




“That’s true,” Mom said. I could see she was wavering.




“A job like this will look great on college applications,” Frank pointed out.




My brother. He was an expert in finding the angle that would get adult approval.




“I hear there are great outlet stores,” I put in for good measure. “Any requests?”




Mom laughed. “How do you know about designer discounts?”




I shrugged. “One of the girls at school was bragging about getting great bargains when she went to the Jersey shore. One of the places she mentioned was in Atlantic City.”




Frank laughed. “Figures. If a girl is involved, Joe practically has a photographic memory.”




I tossed a piece of bacon at him. He caught it in his mouth and grinned.




Mom sighed. “Oh, all right. You can go. Just be careful around Justin.”




Of course, she had no idea that the real reason we wanted to go to Atlantic City wasn’t because we wanted to hang with Justin Carraway. It was to tie up the loose ends of a murder investigation.




We just had to hope Lady Luck was on our side!
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Nosedive











The next day our dad dropped us off at the Bayport Airport.




“I understand why you don’t feel you’ve truly completed the mission,” he said. “The fact that there has still been no confession from Justin’s stalker about the murdered photographer bothers you.”




“It just feels wrong,” I said.




“I’m proud that you want to stick with it,” said Dad. “But remember, you can’t always figure everything out. It’s possible the perp will confess eventually. It’s also possible the murder wasn’t even related to Justin. Elijah wasn’t exactly well liked.”




True. I hadn’t liked the pushy, sneaky photographer. But that didn’t mean I wanted him dead. “But it’s possible the murder is somehow connected to Justin,” I said. “Which means he could still be in danger.”




“And so could you,” Dad reminded us. “Stay alert. This isn’t an official ATAC assignment. You’re on your own here.”




“We’ll be fine,” Joe assured him.




“Keep me posted,” said Dad. “If there are any breaks in the case, I’ll let you know.”




We grabbed our backpacks and headed for the section of the airport reserved for private planes. I was psyched. I love flying.
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