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IN THE GAME OF SURVIVAL, THERE ARE NO TIMEOUTS.

Daryl Peters is the king of the court, but mounting family drama is costing him his focus. Cliff Kellerman is the new star in town, but he’s carrying a deadly secret.

When Justin witnesses a kidnapping in broad daylight, he’s thrust into a high-stakes match between a grieving smuggler and a boy with a target on his back. 

As the regional playoffs approach, the pressure is rising, the threats are turning lethal, and Justin is about to learn that some fouls can’t be forgiven.

The Storm is coming. Will anyone be left standing at centre court?
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Chapter 1
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DARYL PETERS, CAPTAIN of the Port Salser Collegiate basketball team, The Storm, bounced the ball once—twice—three times. 

Then he took the shot—and missed!

A collective roar went up through the crowd. Daryl Peters rarely missed penalty shots. Something was off tonight. I could tell by the look on his face he wasn’t yet in the ‘zone’. 

And he needed to be in the zone tonight. It was Game One of the regional playoffs. Port Salser Collegiate Storm was playing Milford High Marauders. We needed an early win to boost the team’s confidence, which had taken a nosedive in the past few months. 

Daryl Peters, Storm team captain, was not on his game. 

And I knew why.
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A WEEK PREVIOUSLY, I was sitting in math class. Ms. Metcalfe was droning on about the cosine of the mean or something like that. I was passing notes to my girlfriend, Melissa, who was seated in front of me. 

“Mr. Macdonald!” a voice rang out. “What is the answer to question 4 on the board?”

“Um—ah, is it—16?”

Ms. Metcalfe just glared at me. “Pay attention instead of passing notes to Ms. Mulhall.” 

“Sorry,” I said, sitting back in my seat, trying to keep the red from rising up my face. Ms. Metcalfe turned to another student, and they gave the correct answer. Melissa turned around to glare at me, and I just shrugged sheepishly, then smirked at her.

Just then the door opened and a tall, dark-skinned, slim guy with dark brown hair and a scowl came into the room. He approached Ms. Metcalfe’s desk and handed her a note. She read it, then handed him a math textbook from her drawer, then motioned for the guy to take a seat directly behind me.

“Class, this is Clifton—.”

“Cliff!” the guy muttered, shaking his head as he sat down. 

“Very well, this is Cliff Kellerman. This is his first day at PSC. Please make him feel welcome.”

I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned to face Cliff. “Hey, what page are we on, bro?” he asked, flipping open his math textbook.

“Ninety-seven,” I said, and he nodded and mumbled a thanks. 

“I’m Justin, by the way,” I said in a hoarse whisper. 

The guy just nodded, then turned back to his book. The rest of the class was boring. When the bell rang and we got up, Cliff dashed past me and went out into the hallway. Once out there, he was standing in the middle of the corridor, looking at a class schedule. 

“What class are you looking for?” I asked, going up to him. 

“Ah—the gym,” he muttered.

I pointed down the main corridor. “Go down that way, turn right at the end; it’s along the right side. I have gym too, so you can just follow me.”

He nodded and followed me down the corridor, which was filled with students. Halfway there, I met my buddy, Van. We fist bumped. “Hey what’s up, bro?” he asked, eyeing Cliff. 

“This is Cliff Kellerman,” I said, glancing at Cliff. This is Van Gilman, I said to Cliff, and he just nodded. Cliff is new, and I’m showing him to the gym. Looks like we’re in the same gym class. 

“You don’t play basketball, do you?” He asked, looking me up and down. “On the school team, I mean?”

“Ah, no, I don’t,” I remarked as we continued on our way. 

“Good!” he said with a sigh of relief. 

“What does that mean?” I asked, stopping and looking at him. 

“Nothing,” Cliff said, looking away distractedly. “Nothing, Justin. Come on, are you showing me the way or not?”

We continued towards the gym, Van glancing at me. “What’s up with this guy?” he muttered under his breath, and I just shrugged. A minute later, we went into the gym where a few guys were already bouncing basketballs and taking shots. 

“Sweet!” Cliff remarked as we headed into the locker to change into our gym shorts and t-shirts. Cliff dressed in a basketball jersey and basketball shorts. I noticed he had the latest basketball shoes that must have cost a small fortune. 

“You’re a basketball player?” I said as we made our way back out to the gym. 

Cliff snorted. “Nothing gets past you, eh, Justin?” he said with a smirk. 

“Hey bro, just making conversation,” I said as I grabbed a ball and started dribbling. 

“Dude!” Cliff said, taking the ball from me. “Where did you learn how to dribble?

“No,” I said, reddening. 

Cliff dribbled the ball, then dashed off down the gym. At the net he did a lay-up and nicely put the ball into the net. He grabbed the ball and headed back down the court and did a nice shot from the foul line, and it was all net. 

This guy apparently was a basketball player. A very good basketball player.

Class started and Coach Detmar put us through some drills, and after half an hour of drills and passing skills, he called us all together. 

“Guys, I want to introduce Clifton Kellerman—.”

“Cliff!”

“Right, Cliff Kellerman. He’s just moved here from Toronto with his family and will be attending PSC for the rest of the year. As the basketball playoffs are coming up in a week, I want to see if we can get Cliff on the team.”

A murmur of voices went up from the group. 

“I know it’s short notice, but I think Cliff can be a great asset to the team. If you were paying attention during drills, Cliff is a very good player. He was the star player at his school back in Toronto, and his team won the Toronto regionals the last two years. Cliff was the MVP both years.”

Another murmur of voices, then silence. We all knew the PSC Storm was struggling. Our star player, Daryl Peters, was preoccupied with family problems and was not playing to his usual standard. Was Cliff the answer to our prayers? Did we actually have a chance of getting back into the game?

Something about Cliff bugged me, though. My natural detective instincts kicked in. Something wasn’t totally above board with Cliff. Maybe I was imagining it—I don’t know. 
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AFTER THE GYM, I SHOWERED and went to English Lit. Talk was slowly spreading about Cliff Kellerman. PSC had a chance now of doing well in the playoffs. No one mentioned Daryl Peters. 

At home time, I was at my locker and noticed someone standing behind me. I turned to see Daryl Peters there. “Hey what’s up, bro?” I asked, slamming my locker shut.

“Who is this Cliff Kellerman guy?” he said, running a hand through his hair. “Have you seen him?”

“Yeah, he’s in my gym class,” I said as I swung my backpack over my shoulder and went down the corridor. Daryl followed. 

“Heard Coach Detmar is trying to get him on the basketball team.”

“Yeah, and he’s good, too.”

“Justin, that’s not good news for me, bro,” he added as he walked beside me down the corridor.

I stopped and turned to him. “You haven’t been playing up to par lately—.”

“You know why that is,” he muttered.

“Yeah, I do. But most people don’t know. Everyone’s talking about what happened to you, why you lost your edge. Come on,” I said, heading to an empty classroom. Once we were inside, I shut the door. 

“Look, I know your aunt and uncle are demanding the money you got from your dad’s house, but you’re working on a plan to pay them back, right?”

Daryl nodded. “Yeah, your mom’s helping me with that. But—.”

“What is it?”

Daryl ran his fingers through his hair, pushing an errant strand out of his eyes. “My uncle didn’t accept the terms. Whatever that means.”

“It means he didn’t agree with the proposal,” I said with a sigh. 

“Aw man, what am I gonna do? I don’t have the money. I spent some of it. I’ve been working at that construction place out on the highway, but I can only work nights and weekends. Not much time for basketball practice,” he added.

I nodded. “I know it’s tough, but you’ll soon have enough to pay your aunt and uncle back, then you won’t have to work so much.”

Daryl nodded. We left the classroom, then headed out into the bright sunshine. Van was waiting for me at my SUV. His beater of a car was in the shop (again) so he needed a ride. 

“Hey Gilman,” Peters said. 

“Hey, what’s up?” Van asked. “We giving you a lift home too?”

“Nah, I have to catch the bus to the construction place I’m working at.”

“I can give you a lift,” I said. “You don’t mind?” I asked Van, who just shrugged. 

“Oh, thanks, Justin,” he said as he got into the front seat. Van just glared at me as he got in the back. 

“Van knows about your aunt and uncle,” I said as we headed out of the parking lot. 

“Yeah, it sucks,” Daryl said. “I’m letting the team down,” he added. “I’m exhausted when we have a game, and with the regionals coming up in a week, if I don’t lead the guys, they’ll kick me off the team.”

“Why don’t you talk to Detmar and see if he can let you out of the team for a week? Then, when the playoffs come, you’ll at least have some energy.”

Daryl shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said, looking out the window. “I don’t think the coach will go for that.”

“Did you tell him about your job?” I asked. “He might let you off for a few games if he knew your situation.”

“I already tried,” Daryl said. “He said the team still needs me. If I were to miss the next few games, it might throw them even more off their game.”

“Very well,” I said. “I just hope you can make enough money to pay off your uncle and aunt. How much more do you need?”

“About ten thousand dollars,” he said quietly. 

I heard Van gasp in the backseat. “That’s a lot of money,” I said. “It’ll take a while to pay that off. A few months at the construction company.”

“Yeah, about three months, and Uncle Stan is charging interest—by the day. He wants the money by next week. Your mom got him to hold out until then, but in a week he wants the rest of the money.”

“Oh, you’re kidding,” I said. I was nearing the construction company. I pulled into the driveway and let Daryl out. 

“Thanks for the ride, Macdonald,” he said. “See you, Gilman,” he said as he turned and walked away.

Van got into the front seat. “Holy crap! Ten thousand,” he muttered.

“His uncle’s a real piece of work. Charging him daily interest. Mom said he was just as unpleasant, if not more than Daryl’s dad was.”

“And Howard Peters was a real piece of work.,” Van muttered. We headed back towards town. Van lived about two blocks from my place, so I let him off at his house.

“See you, bro,” he said as he slung his backpack over his shoulder. Then he turned and went into his house. I turned my SUV around and headed to my place. 

About a block away, I saw someone on the sidewalk walking along the street. It was Cliff Kellerman. I guess he was walking home from school. I was about to stop and ask him if he wanted a ride, but something held me back. I pulled over and parked and watched him shuffle along the street
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