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ONE WRONG TEXT. ONE VENGEFUL SHADOW. ONE RACE AGAINST TIME.

Teen sleuth Justin Macdonald is used to uncovering secrets, but now he’s the one being watched. What starts as eerie, blank late-night texts quickly spirals into high-stakes sabotage. 

From slashed tires to life-threatening arson, a mysterious figure in a grey hoodie is dismantling Justin’s life piece by piece. 

Is his old enemy Arthur Appleton back for blood, or is a deadlier mastermind pulling the strings? 

As the threats turn from property damage to more serious acts of sabotage, Justin must solve his most personal case yet—before he becomes the final chapter.
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Chapter 1
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I WOKE WITH A START and sat up in my bed. Glancing at the clock on my nightstand, which read 3:00, I got out of bed. My cell phone was on my desk on the other side of the room, glowing momentarily in the darkened room. The incoming message beep had woken me up. 

“Who’d be sending me a text at this time of night?” I said under my breath as I stumbled across the room, tripping on a rolled-up t-shirt that was in the middle of the floor. I grabbed my phone off the desk and unplugged the power cord. I glanced at the screen.

Unknown number.

I opened the text, but the screen was blank.

Who would send me a blank text like this—at this time of the morning? I thought as I clicked the delete button. Maybe I shouldn’t have done that—how was I going to trace it now? Surely it could be traced?

Wait. Why would I want to trace it? It was obviously the wrong number; someone sent it by mistake.

But this was the third one in as many days. Unknown number—blank text.

I suddenly felt slightly ill. I went and sat back down on my bed and glanced at the phone again. No more incoming messages. Today was Saturday—well, Sunday morning actually, and back to school on Monday. Today I had lunch planned with my friend, Evan.

Evan was good at tracing messages on cell phones; he was a whiz at computers and stuff like this. I wish now that I hadn’t deleted the message. Maybe Evan could retrieve it and find out why someone kept sending me blank texts.

I hoped he could. I glanced at my phone again and yawned. I lay back down on the mattress. I was asleep in minutes. 
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I WOKE TO A KNOCK ON the front door of my apartment. I glanced at my phone, and it was almost noon!

Ah! I cried as I stumbled over to the door, tripping on the same t-shirt I had earlier that morning. I reached down, picked it up and put it on, and headed to the door and opened it.

Daryl Peters stood at the door. 

“Justin,” he said, rushing into the room. “You have to help me! I’m failing math.”

I wiped sleep from my eyes. “What?” I asked before he could go on. “Listen, I have to be somewhere in—fifteen minutes. I’m meeting a friend at Billy Burger for lunch. Can we talk about it on the way?”

I hurried back to my room and threw on some cargo shorts and pulled on some socks, and checked my hair in the mirror. It would have to do.

I rushed into the washroom, splashed water on my face and brushed my teeth quickly, then went back where Daryl was waiting. Only a short time ago, Daryl was actually an enemy, but recently, through some unusual events, we had become friends—actually good friends as it came to light that his bullying of me for the past few years stemmed from his late father’s hatred of me (long story). 

“What’s up?” I repeated as we got into my SUV. “You need my help with math. I’m not exactly a whiz. Why come to me?”

“It’s complicated—but you know I helped you with that mystery a while back. And I figured you could help me. I just need to pass the next test on Friday, or Metcalfe will flunk me—and I need the grades in order to continue to play basketball.”

“You promised you would keep up your grades after your father—passed away?” I remarked. 

“Right,” he said, as I pulled out of the driveway. “Now I’ve fallen behind in my homework—a lot is going on.”

“Yeah, a lot of late-night partying,” I said, and Daryl looked at me. “Not just that,” he said, turning back to look out the window. 

“I’m only kidding, bro. What is it then?” I said, turning to him, then back to the road. We turned the next corner and headed downtown, where Billy Burger, the local teen hangout, was located. 

“It’s my family,” he said finally. “After Dad died, they’ve been bugging me about the house. I sold it after Dad left it to me in his will. But my aunt and uncle want the money from the house.”

“You’re kidding?” I said. “They can’t do that. I can have my mom investigate that if you want.”

“Oh, yeah, right. She’s a lawyer. And now that we’re—friends, I was hoping you could help me with my math. Carl and Jake are no good at it either, but at least they’re passing.

“Of course, bro,” I said. “After I meet Evan for lunch, I’ll come over to your apartment and help you out.”

“Hey, thanks, Justin,” Daryl remarked.

“So, why don’t you join us for lunch?”
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TEN MINUTES LATER, we were seated at a table in the back corner of Billy Burger, a burger joint run by a former NHL player, Billy Braverman, who retired to Port Salser to open up this restaurant. It was our favourite place to hang out.

“Evan, how are you?” Daryl asked as he opened his burger wrapping. He was seated next to me, and Evan was in his wheelchair on the other side of the table.  

“I’m good,” Evan replied. “He turned to me. I thought it was just going to be us two, Justin?” he asked. “No offence,” he added, turning back to Daryl.

“I can go to another table,” Daryl said. “If you guys want to talk.”

“No, that’s OK,” Evan said. “But I need to discuss something with Justin, but you can stay, I guess. No big deal.”

“Thanks,” Daryl said. 

Evan turned to me. “You know that operation on my spine that’s scheduled for next week?”

“Right,” I said. “It’s not cancelled, is it?”

“No,” Evan said. “But the doctor said it’s not 100% for sure going to work.”

“You’re having an operation?” Daryl said, popping a fry into his mouth. 

“Yeah,” Evan said. “On my spine. Hopefully, I can walk after.”

“Cool,” Daryl said. 

“Yeah, it would be cool,” Evan said. “Very cool, in fact.”

I could detect the snarkiness creeping into his voice. 

“Anyway,” he continued. “She said the odds are 70-30 that it will be successful. I don’t know if I like those odds, bro.”

“What will happen if it’s not successful? Will you go back to?

“The way I am now—yeah,” Evan remarked. “No harm, no foul. The same old smart ass that I am already.”

Daryl snorted at Evan’s bluntness.

“What?” Evan said. “You don’t agree that I’m a smartass?”

“Oh, you are,” Daryl said. “I was surprised when Justin said you two were friends; I didn’t think you had any friends.”

“Daryl,” I blurted.

“No, he’s right, Justin. I don’t have many friends, that’s true. But if you think I’m bad now, you should have known me before the accident. I was a real jerk. Or so I was told.”

“Yeah, I remember,” I mumbled. “You were never a jerk to me personally,” I said, looking up at him. “You didn’t know me back then, but everyone knew you. And then when you were in that accident—Yeah, the one where my girlfriend, whom I don’t remember, was killed.”

“Oh, I remember,” Daryl said. “Jessica—something. And that other guy—Marcus Lukeman,” I remarked.

“Yeah,” Daryl said. “He was on the basketball team—the captain, actually. When he—died, they made me the captain.” 

“That was a lucky break for you, then?” Evan said.

“Evan, cut it out, bro,” I said. 

We were silent for a moment, then Evan spoke up. “I really don’t remember them, but I’ll take your word for it.”

“Yeah, Jessica was kinda hot,” Daryl remarked. “Sorry,” he added sheepishly, then took another sip of his drink.

“I’m sure she was,” Evan said, a smirk forming across his face. “Where did you pick this guy up?” he asked, looking at me. “You guys used to be enemies and now you’re friends?” 

“It’s a long story—now, I need your help with something.”

“Oh, so you did have an ulterior motive for inviting me to lunch? So, what is it?”

“No,” I said. “No ulterior motive, but something happened this morning. Around 3:00 in the morning. I got a weird text—it was blank.”

“You got a blank text?” Evan said. “What’s so weird about that? It happens to all of us.”

“It was the third one in three days,” I remarked. “But I deleted it though. I think it’s just some crank.”

“You don’t really think this is serious, Justin? It was probably Gilman or Mistry trying to rattle your cage.” Van Gilman and Raj Mistry were my best buddies. They both had a weird sense of humour at times, but then so did I. But I don’t think they would’ve sent this text to me. For what reason? They could think of other, more creative ways than this to annoy me. 

I shook my head. “I don’t think so,” I said. “But I’ll ask. I was wondering if you could trace it. It said unknown number—and—I deleted it.”

Evan shook his head. “You certainly don’t make things easy for me, Macdonald. Give me your phone,” he said, holding out his hand. I handed it to him and he flicked around for a few minutes. 

Evan was known around school as a bit of a hacker—and though nothing he did was illegal, it certainly skirted up against what might be deemed a little suspect.

He handed my phone back to me. “I’ll have to look at it back home with my equipment. I’ll need it for a few hours. Is that, OK?”

“Yeah, sure, thanks, Evan,” I said. “I can bring it over later this afternoon. Is that cool?” I said. 

“Sure, Justin,” he said. “Around 4:00?”

“Sounds good.”
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AFTER OUR LUNCH, WE decided to go to Daryl’s apartment that he shared with two of his basketball buddies and work on his math homework. First, we drove Evan home, then headed to Daryl’s apartment.

He had recently moved in with two other students after his father had passed away and had left him the family house—which he promptly sold. He had invested some of it in order to live until the basketball scholarship kicked in when he went away to college in a few years.

Carl Martin and Jake Prestwick were the two friends he lived with, but they weren’t at home. The apartment was a three-bedroom in a small building down by the lake. It was a little run down, but the rent was cheap and all utilities were included. 

The place smelled of unwashed dishes and dirty laundry, but it was surprisingly clean. At least the living room was—it had a gigantic big screen TV against one wall and three recliner chairs lined up in a semi-circle facing it. 

“We got the SportsNet channel,” Daryl said as we kicked off our shoes at the door. “I bought this TV with the money I got from selling Dad’s house,” he said. “Mostly we watch basketball and movies.”

“Sounds great,” I said. 

“Let’s sit at the dining table,” he suggested. I sat on a small wooden chair that creaked when I sat down. He went to grab his backpack, and as he sat down, my phone buzzed with an incoming message.

Unknown number again, but this time it wasn’t a blank message.

“Uh-oh,” I said as I read it. 

<I’m going to make
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