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SABOTAGE IS JUST THE WARM UP

When the Canadian National Bike Marathon kicks off in Vancouver, Justin Macdonald expects high-speed action—not a trail of cut brake lines and arson. Justin's friend Raj Mistry is a race participant and enlists Justin's help to investigate incidents of sabotage.

But as the race moves from the mainland to the treacherous roads of Vancouver Island, the ‘games’ turn deadly.

Between a mass poisoning, a brutal assault on the race coordinator, and a top cyclist hiding a dark secret from his past, Justin gets caught up in a gear-shredding conspiracy.

With the reputation of the race on the line and a mysterious girl shadowing every turn, Justin must unmask the saboteur before the finish line becomes a dead end.

The race is on. The stakes are lethal. And for Justin Macdonald, there's no room for a victory lap.
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Chapter 1
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“RAJ, SLOW DOWN. WHAT’S wrong?” I asked my friend over the phone. It was a hot, humid day in midsummer. School had just let out for the break a few weeks ago, and I was starting to get bored. 

“Justin, you have to help me. Something really weird’s going on here. I don’t know what to do.”

“You’re at the Around The World Bike Race, aren’t you?” I asked, recalling Raj telling me about the event before he left a few days before. It was a new event for riders all over North America, held in Vancouver, B.C. 

“Yeah, someone’s already sabotaged my bike—and not just mine. A few other people have had the same thing happen. The organizers are questioning everybody, but—can you come here—as soon as possible? They’re talking about cancelling the Marathon if the person who’s doing this isn’t found by Saturday.”

“Today’s Wednesday and the race—or event starts on Friday, right?”

“Yeah,” Raj said. “That gives you two full days if you come tonight.”

“I’d love to, I said. But Van—.”

“Van can come too; there’s room in the hotel—a room right next to mine actually. I’ll cover the cost of the room for you both. I really want you guys to come.”

“You miss us that badly?” I asked with a chuckle.

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “You two are my best friends. It’s not the same out here without you guys.”

“OK, OK,” I said. “We’re not that far away by plane, bro. Look, I’ll talk to Van and,”—I checked my watch — “we’ll try to get there by tonight. It’s an almost five-hour flight, but with the time difference, only a two-hour difference. Can you book the room for us?”

“Yes, and thanks,” Raj said. “I knew I could count on you, Justin,” he said. “I’m really freaked out about this—there’s more going on here than just the sabotage—I think—.”

Suddenly the line went dead. I tried calling Raj’s cell number back, but no one answered. Had something happened to him?

I called Van and told him what Raj had said. “I’ll check online for a flight.”

“Yeah, sure,” he said. “He misses us, eh? What a guy. I kinda miss him too. I’ll get packed right now and meet you at your house at 4:00?”

I hung up, headed to my laptop and looked for the number for the hotel. I found it and called the front desk, asking for Raj Mistry. 

“I’ll try his room, sir,” a young woman said over the line. She came back a few minutes later and said that there was no answer in his room.

“I’ll try his cell again, thanks, Miss.”

I hung up and called Raj’s cell again, but he didn’t answer. I was starting to get worried now. Should I notify the authorities? 

My cell buzzed in my hand. It was Raj’s number. “Raj? What’s up? I tried calling you—.”

“The call dropped,” he said, “then I lost service for a moment, but Justin, I think this is part of what’s going on here.”

*
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AT 8:00 LOCAL TIME that night, Van and I entered the lobby of the Pacific Queen Hotel in downtown Vancouver. Mom had driven us to the Toronto airport, where we caught the earliest flight to Vancouver, and we had taken a taxi into the city. 

“Justin! Van!” a voice called out from just off the front lobby. Raj came over to us and we bumped fists. He was of medium height and was already dressed in biking shorts and a tank top. Sweat glistened on his forehead, and his dark brown hair was plastered to his head. 

“You look like you just had a race,” Van surmised, and Raj shook his head. 

“Just practice. I just ran over here from the track. I didn’t want to miss you guys.”

“Aw, that’s sweet—.”

“Cut it out, Gilman,” I said, rolling my eyes. 

Raj nodded, wiping his hair out of his eyes. “Let’s go up to the room and I can shower, then tell you guys all about what’s going on. There’s more than what I said over the phone.”

Just then, a shout from the other side of the lobby caught our attention. Two guys dressed similarly to Raj in black biking shorts and white tank tops looked to be arguing. 

“Uh-oh,” Raj muttered. We headed over to where the two guys were in the middle of a heated discussion.

“You—rat!” one of the guys who was tall and slim and had long blond hair pulled back in a ponytail and a moustache blurted to the second guy who was shorter with a buzz cut.

“I didn’t do anything to your bike, Harrison,” the buzz cut guy remarked. “I wasn’t even near it.”

“That’s Harrison Romanowski,” Raj said, nodding to the guy with the ponytail. “The other guy is Brantley Silverstein. They’re both in the competition.”

“We figured that by their get up,” Van said.

“I saw you tampering with it just before the race,” Harrison said, advancing on Brantley. 

“You couldn’t have,” Brantley said, standing firm as Harrison came right up into his face. 

“Guys!” Raj said, coming up to stand in front of both guys. 

Harrison turned to Raj, “This is none of your business, Mistry,” he said with a glare. He looked up and saw Van and me standing there. “What do you guys want?” He asked with a sneer. “Mind your own business.”

I just shrugged, and as I did, Brantley turned to leave. Harrison reached out and grabbed his shirt and pulled him back, and as he did, Brantley’s fist flew out and connected with Harrison’s jaw. The whole lobby heard the crack as Harrison fell to his knees. 

“Oh—my gosh!” Brantley said, backing away. “I’m sorry, dude,” he said. “I didn’t mean—.”

Harrison got to his feet and advanced once again on Brantley. This time Brantley did back away, but Harrison lunged at him and pushed him back—hard. He stumbled and fell to the ground, his head making a resounding crack on the tile floor. Everyone gasped. 

“That’ll teach you, you little snake!” Harrison said, standing over the now still figure of Brantley. Harrison rubbed his jaw and stormed off. A moment later, a security guard came over as I bent over Brantley to check on him. 

“What happened here?” The guard demanded as I dialled 911. Brantley was unconscious!

Van and Raj related what had happened. I spoke to the 911 dispatcher who would send an ambulance right away. The guard shook his head. “This is crazy; this marathon race is causing a lot of problems,” he said with a sigh. 

I glanced at Raj, who nodded. “Everyone’s at each other’s throats—literally,” he said. “It’s the sabo—.”

He stopped suddenly when the security guard turned to stare at us. “What are you talking about?” He said, coming closer to where we were standing. 

“Nothing,” Raj said. He turned to the main entrance where two paramedics came through the door at that moment. 

“Come on,” Raj hissed. “Let’s go!”

We hastily made our exit from the lobby to the elevator before the security guard could question Raj about his comment. Once the doors closed, Raj turned to us. “Everyone’s been like this since yesterday. Everyone is accusing someone else of tampering with the bikes. We have to check our bikes every time we come back to them. So many accidents. I don’t know what’s going on.”

“Don’t worry, Raj. We’ll figure it out,” I said. “Let’s go to our rooms and get settled, then we’ll go for a bite.”

Our room was next to Raj’s, and most of the rooms on the floor were occupied by racers, which was good because I wanted to be in the middle of the action. If something were going on here, I was going to find out. 

Once we were settled, Raj went to have a quick shower. He came back in shorts and a tank top. We then headed down to the lobby, then out into the cool night air. There was a diner about a block away. We headed there and found a booth in the back where we could talk in private.

“So what’s been going on?” I asked after the waiter had taken our order. 

“That fight between Harrison and Brantley is just the latest. All the guys in the race are on edge. A few guys found that their bikes were damaged. Just small stuff like cut chains and brake cables. Well, not small stuff,” Raj said. “If these guys were racing, and the chain broke or the brakes didn’t work, then it would be a disaster. But of course, we check our bikes out every time we get on them. It's just standard practice.”

“So these guys found the damage before they rode their bikes?” I asked and Raj nodded. 

“Yeah, they had to get them repaired before they could practice. And with the race starting on Friday, we need all the practice we can get. We have to get used to the route. These damages are just causing delays.”

“What would be the purpose of delaying—unless to have an advantage over your competitor? But would a missed practice really make a difference?”

“No,” Raj said. “That's the reason we can’t figure out why someone is doing it. I’m just afraid the damaged will get worse and someone will have a bad accident.”

“And everyone is accusing everyone else of sabotaging their bikes?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Raj said. “It's happening so much that it's starting to be a nuisance. Every day now, more than one bike has been sabotaged. My brake line was cut on Monday—the first day. I got it fixed, but it was a pain. I had to go to Raffi; he’s the bike repair guy for the race.”

“He’s been busy then,” Van asked. 

“He’s getting frustrated. He has no time to relax; he’s always fixing something. They had to bring in someone to help him. And he’s running out of spare parts, too. He's had to order more and hopefully they come in before he runs out.”

“Hm,” I said. “It could be anyone here,” I said. “Another racer, or one of the organizers, or even Raffi himself.”

Raj shook his head. Just then, the waiter brought our food. As we ate, I was mulling over what Raj had told us. 

“I could use a list of all the competitors,” I said between bites of my burger. “You think you could get that for me? And also anyone connected with the race—officials, organizers, coaches.”

Raj nodded. “Sure,” he said. “There is a competitor list online. And Serge, the race co-ordinator is on there too.”

“I think I'll have a chat with him too. This might be a job for the local police, if this keeps up.”

“Serge didn’t want to involve the police,” Raj said. He said it would be bad publicity for the race if someone thought the race had been sabotaged.

“But someone could get hurt,” I said. Serge has to take this seriously. 

Raj just nodded. We finished our meal, then returned to the hotel. Once back in our room, Van and Raj sat on his bed, and I sat on mine. 

“I’m really afraid someone’s going to get hurt,” Raj said. “If we don’t carefully check our bikes before every practice run, then we could get into an accident.”

“Yeah, we already saw Brantley get hurt by Harrison Romanowski,” I remarked. “I wonder if he’ll press assault charges?”

Raj nodded. “I’m sure he will. Brantley and Harrison hate each other—even before this competition. I guess they’ve butted heads before in races, and in a race last year, Brantley fell off his bike. He claims Harrison kicked at him during a race, but it was never proven. There’s been other instances of the same kind of thing. Harrison claims Brantley sabotaged his bike at another competition.”

“How long has this feud been going on?” Van asked. 

“A long time,” Raj said. “Ever since they were teen competitors. I guess they went to rival schools, and it started then as a harmless competition—then just escalated from there.”

“I think we have our first suspects in this case,” I said. “Either of these two, or both of them, could be guilty of the sabotage.”

Just then there we heard pounding on doors out in the corridor. We went to the door and went out into the hall to see what the commotion was.

“The storage shed is on fire!” someone called out. “Get down there quick if you want to save your bikes!”
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