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IN THE WILDERNESS SECRETS ARE DEADLIER THAN THE TERRAIN

In the dense wilderness of Northern Ontario, secrets are deadlier than the terrain. 

When Justin enters the grueling X-Treme Games survival competition with his friend Van, he expects a weekend of intense physical challenges—not a crime scene. 

But after stumbling upon the body of a missing teenager that vanishes minutes later, Justin and Van are thrust into a perilous game of cat and mouse. 

Caught in a web of sabotage, faked deaths, and a $10 million inheritance plot, Justin must use his wits to survive. 

Can he expose the mastermind before the final buzzer sounds permanently?
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Chapter 1
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THE BEARDED MAN IN the black jacket and goggles aimed his rifle right at my face.

“Justin, quick, get down!” Van Gilman's voice was right in my ear, but I was frozen in the spot despite the warm day. I felt a tug at my jacket—then someone pulled me to the ground as a shot rang out.

“Are you nuts?” Van's voice hissed in my ear.

“What?” I said, turning to him. “What's going on?”

Van just looked at me, his dark hair plastered to his head with sweat. He removed his hat and wiped his brow. The sun was out but hidden through the trees now, and the air had a sudden chill. It was northern Ontario in early summer. “Are you OK?” he asked, his brows furrowing in concern. “What's wrong with you?”

I just looked at him but didn't understand the question. Why did I not understand what he was saying?

He shook me, and I smacked his hand away. “Leave me alone, Van!” I exclaimed, getting to my feet. I turned away from the rock wall and moved further into the woods. The man with the rifle was nowhere around.

“Justin!” Van called out, following me into the woods. “Stop!”

I ignored him as I trudged deeper into the woods. Birds chirped around me, and I could hear water running nearby, like a stream or a small river. Where was I?

“Justin,” Van's voice rang out again. “Please stop,” he said, coming up behind me. “What's wrong?”

I trudged further into the woods, checking for the man in the black jacket. I didn't see anyone else, only Van following me. And gaining on me.

He grabbed my shoulder and yanked it. “Stop!” he cried out.

“What do you want?” I blurted out, turning to face him, annoyed.

“Justin, let's get back to the camp. There's something wrong with you, dude. You're acting strange—stranger than usual.”

The rushing water noise was louder now. We must be close to the river. The road into Kenora wasn’t far away. I turned and followed Van back along the trail. The rock wall was ahead of us, and the trail wound around the rocky outcropping. Still no sign of the man in the black jacket. I had forgotten his name—I think he was part of the group competing in the X-treme Games. Yes, that was it.

I followed Van along the trail. About a kilometer further along, we came to a small encampment. Four tents were placed in a semicircle around a small wooden hut. A fire was burning in a small pit at the centre of the tents. No one seemed to be around.

“No one's here,” Van remarked. 

“You always were the perceptive one,” I mumbled.

He turned to me. “What happened? What happened out there?”

I just stared at him. I had no idea what had happened out there. I said as much.

“Something must have happened. There's something wrong with you. You're acting—well, funny. Odd. You’re freaking me out, bro.”

I just shook my head. “No, Van. There's nothing wrong. I'm fine—really. It's just—I think someone is after us. We've only completed one course and—I.”

“Wait, who's after us?” he blurted, staring at me hard now. “Come on, Justin, no one's after us. The other teams just want to win. That's all. They're going to say and do some stuff to us—throw us off our game.”

Another man came into the clearing at that moment. 

“Dean,” Van said. “What's wrong?”

“Nothing, Van, Derek and I are done. What about you guys?”

“We're—ah—done too,” Van said, looking at me. “We just finished about ten minutes ago.”

Dean nodded. His brother, Derek, came into the clearing at that moment. I remembered their names now. Derek and Dean Trimble were twins, but not identical. Dean was tall, with shoulder-length dark hair and a light beard. Derek was shorter and had a buzz cut and a thick dark beard. They were from Toronto and claimed that this was their first X-Treme Games. Dean was a social worker who worked with youth in Toronto. Derek worked in construction in Mississauga.

“Sorry I startled you guys earlier,” Derek remarked. I thought you were one of the targets. The last one, actually, he added, turning to his brother. 

Derek was the one I had seen in the forest, aiming his gun at me. 

“Yeah, I guess Justin here looks like a cardboard cut-out,” Van said, looking at me.

“Right,” I said. “I have been feeling a little flat lately.”

Derek barked out a laugh and turned back to us. “Wonder where the other guys are?”

At that moment, two other guys came into the clearing. Ray Hardison and Troy Beaufort were from Vancouver and were extremely competitive. They were friends and business partners, running a kind of consulting firm. But the two couldn’t be more different in personality. 

Ray was tall and slim, had blond hair, and was clean shaven. He was a Type A personality, always on the move, never seeming to rest. Troy was more laid-back. He had long, dark hair and a thick moustache. Both were dressed in red jackets and jeans, and hiking boots. They were arguing when they approached us.

“You totally missed that last target,” Ray was saying to Troy, who just rolled his eyes and shook his head. 

“Dude,” he said. “I got the target; you missed yours. No use arguing about it.”

“Whatever,” Ray grunted.

“So you guys are done, too?” Derek said to Ray, who just nodded.

“I see we’re not the first ones back,” Troy announced.

“Figured that out on your own, did you?” Ray grumbled, moving to his tent at the far end of the row. The tent that Van and I shared was next to Derek and Dean’s. One more duo was participating in the X-treme Games, and they weren’t back yet.

The organizer of the events, Phil Degreene, came out of the small hut. He was an older man, late 50s, with silver-grey hair and a small grey moustache. His piercing blue eyes gave off a look of surprise and annoyance as he studied the group.

“You guys back already?”

“You don’t miss much, do you, Phil?” Dean said with a chuckle.

“Can it, Trimble. Now look, if I catch anyone cheating, you’re automatically disqualified, you hear? Frankly, I underestimated you guys. I thought you would take longer to complete the course on this first day. I’m going out later to check that you all made the checkpoints. This is day 1, so I’ll be a little lenient if you missed one, but you’d better shape up or you’ll be heading home.”

We all stood in silence and nodded. Phil returned to his hut, and we headed off to our tents to change into more comfortable attire. The day’s event was done, and it was time to rest and get ready for dinner.

Van followed me into our tent. It was a large one that we could stand up in. There were two small cots, one against each side wall, and our duffel bags with our toiletries and a change of clothes were along the back wall. A tarp was set up between the cots so we could change in private. I peeled off my jacket and hat and removed my long pants and button-up shirt, and changed into track shorts and a sweatshirt. My boots and socks were wet from an earlier run-in with a swift-moving river, so I decided to change them as well. I pulled on clean socks and put on my red high-top sneakers and waited for Van to finish.

“What’s got into you?” he said, moving aside the tarp when he was done changing. “Did something happen to you out there?”

I just smiled. “No, I’m fine.”

But was I fine? I had seen something in the woods—just before Derek almost shot me. But I couldn’t make sense of it. Van would only tease me about it, so I remained silent.

But it bothered me nonetheless.

“Whatever you say,” he said. “I’m not going to bug you about it again. Let’s go get some dinner.”

We went out of the tent and approached the fire. The fourth team had returned—and they looked mad that they were in last place. The fact that they were women might have had something to do with it. They were even more competitive than Ray and Troy. 

Anna and Sara Farwell were sisters and were from Toronto. They had almost made the Olympic team in cross-country skiing a few years back. Anna was the older sister, in her mid 20s and had long blond hair pulled back in a ponytail; her grey eyes studied the group that had surrounded the fire. Sara, more reserved than her older sister, stood back from the
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