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A DREAM DRAFT. A DEADLY GAME. AND A SECRET THAT COULD END IT ALL

When Justin’s friend Van Gilman is recruited for an NHL rookie camp, Justin joins him in New York City, expecting excitement—not danger, especially when Justin is asked by his father to investigate Crosby Landon, the enigmatic recruiter, a man with a mysterious past. The very person who recruited Van.

Mysterious warnings, missing friends, and threats against the hockey recruits quickly turn the trip into a race against time. 

As Justin investigates, he uncovers a sinister plot to ruin Landon. Is he who he says he is, or is there something more going on? 

With Van’s hockey dreams at stake and danger closing in, Justin must unravel the conspiracy, protect his friends, and expose the truth before someone gets hurt. In a city full of secrets, Justin is about to prove that some games are won off the ice.
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“AND THE WINNER OF THE Hesseman Trophy for best goalie is...”

“Van Gilman!”

The crowd roared and jumped to their feet at the Port Salser Arena. I clapped the loudest, though. Van was my best buddy, had been since kindergarten. He walked smartly to the stage that was set up in the middle of the iceless rink on the cement floor. The portable stage had been erected earlier that day, and seated on it were the president of the Port Salser Porcupines, Aaron Moynihan, and the city mayor, Trevor Harding, and a few other dignitaries I didn’t recognize.

On the arena floor in front of the stage were seated players and coaches from teams from across Southern Ontario. Port Salser was hosting the awards ceremony this year.  

Van walked to the podium and accepted the award from Moynihan, who beamed. He whispered something into Van’s ear, and Van smiled and nodded, then turned to the dials where a microphone was set up. 

“I’d like to thank the fans,”—another roar from the crowd—“and my friends and family for supporting me and of course my teammates,”—another roar from his fellow Porcupines seated in the second row in front of the stage. “This is a great honour, and I will carry the mantle of this achievement with me for a long time.”

“Laying it on a bit thick,” a voice whispered in my ear. My girlfriend Melissa, decked out in a red dress and with her dark blonde hair up in a braid. 

“Just a little,” I muttered as I loosened the tie around my neck. It was starting to chafe. 

“Thanks again,” Van said with a nod and tipped the trophy towards the crowd.

“What a ham!” I exclaimed as the crowd assembled at the arena applauded again. Van turned and went back to his seat next to his teammates, who jostled him as he sat down.

The rest of the awards went down—best defenseman—best offense, best team player. And then the ceremony was over. Melissa and I met up with the ‘best goalie’ as the crowd emptied out of the arena. Van was an inch shorter than my 6 feet, and was more muscular and had dark hair, now combed neatly. He looked uncomfortable in his new grey suit with a black shirt and an ultra-blue tie. 

“The gang’s meeting at Chez Louis’,” Van said, eyes beaming with excitement. “You guys are gonna be there, right?”

Melissa and I exchanged glances. “I don’t think we’re invited,” I said. “You go with your buddies,” I added. “We’ll meet you later.”

“But you’re one of my buddies, more than these guys,” he said, punching me playfully on my arm. 

“Mr. Gilman?” a voice interrupted. A middle-aged man dressed in a dark suit and boring-looking tie was looking at Van. He had dark hair that was going grey. Van turned to greet the guy. 

“We’ll see you later, bro!” I said as Melissa and I moved off. Van nodded, then turned back to talk to the man.

“Who was that guy?” Melissa said as we headed for the exit. Once outside, the cool air hit us, and Melissa shivered. 

“I have no idea,” I said, as I pulled off my suit jacket and put it around Melissa’s shoulders. A youth came up to us at that moment, dressed in dress pants and a blue button-up dress shirt, but no tie. He had brown eyes, thick dark brown hair. 

“Raj? I didn’t think you could make it,” I blurted. 

“We got back in time. I got here late,” he said, glancing between Melissa and me. Raj Mistry was another of my buddies. He had moved from Mumbai, India, with his family and had become friends with Van first, then me soon after. He was a trusted friend who could be counted on when things got rough. 

“You want to join us? We were going to Billy Burger?” I asked. “Van and his teammates were going to Chez Louis.”

“Whoa!” Raj remarked. “That’s a nice place. But I’d rather slum it with you and Melissa and Billy Burger.”

“Excuse me!” Melissa blurted. 

“Oh, did I say something wrong, Melissa?” Raj asked. “I did not mean any disrespect if I did. Van taught me that expression. I would be very happy to join you.”

“It figures it was Van who told you that expression,” I muttered, rolling my eyes. “OK, you’re invited. As long as it’s OK with Melissa,” I said, glancing at her sideways. 

“Oh, I don’t know, Justin,” Melissa said. “He thinks he’ll be slumming with us. Maybe he should go to Chez Louis. If they’ll take him, that is.”

Raj’s face fell, but soon recovered. “Oh, you are only joking, Melissa?” He said with a grin. 

Melissa just rolled her eyes. “Come on, Raj, we’ll give you a ride.”

Fifteen minutes later, we were seated at Billy Burger. I had removed my tie and unbuttoned the top button of my own dress shirt. Now at least I could breathe. We ordered our usual—me a Bacon Double Ginormous burger with fresh-cut fries and a chocolate milkshake. Melissa opted for a chicken salad, while Raj got a Cheesy Deluxe Burger and a cola.

We had just sat down to our culinary masterpieces when Van came in the front entrance and headed over to our table. “What’s up?” I asked, moving over so he could sit down. “Are you OK? You look like you’re shaking.”

“I—well, I am shaking—well, yeah,” he said, his eyes twinkling with excitement. 

“Come on, spit it out, bro,” I said with a chuckle. “It’s not like you to hold back.”

“I wanted you guys—my best friends — to be the first to know,” he said, glancing between the three of us. He hesitated before continuing. 

“First to know what?” I said, putting down my burger and turning to face my friend. 

“That guy—at the arena tonight. You remember him?”

“Yes,” I said patiently. “Who was he—the president of your fan club?”

“No,” Van said. “He was with—the NHL.”

“The National Hockey League?” Raj asked.

“Yeah,” Van said. 

“What did he want, Van?” I asked.

“He—they want me to go to their rookie training camp—next week. In New York City.”

“Who are ‘they’?” I said, not believing what was happening. 

“The Toronto Maple Leafs,” Van blurted. “They want me to attend the training camp with the rest of the rookie team. Rookies from all over the US and Canada.”

“What?! That’s awesome, Van!” I blurted, patting him on the back. “Wow, I can’t believe—well, I can believe it, actually.”

“Thanks,” Van said, still beaming. “Oh, I have a lot to do before I go the day after tomorrow. I have to pack and check my passport. I have to get going, but I wanted you guys to know.” He got back up. “I’ll talk to you later, OK?” he said with a grin.

“You bet,” I said, and Raj nodded. With that, he left the restaurant. 

“Whoa!” I blurted. “That’s amazing. Van—an NHL rookie.” 

“He deserves it,” Melissa said, taking a sip of her bottled water. “He is good and has worked hard.”

I nodded. “Van had worked hard. He had wanted to play professional hockey since he was a toddler. Many winter vacations were spent first on a homemade rink in his backyard, then at the Port Salser Arena at early morning practices. Van would then stay after practice to work on his skills on his own, with me and some other friends in the stands. I think one of those padded seats at the arena has my permanent butt mark. 

But Van was a good friend, and I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. He, in turn, had been there for me countless times when I was solving mysteries—first for my dad, then on my own. He was a good guy to have around in a fight—which was quite often when I was solving cases.

We finished our meals and then headed to the parking lot. I drove Raj home, then Melissa, then headed to my home on Ravine Rd. It was a two-storey home that backed onto the Salser Ravine and then the Salser River beyond. Beside the house was a garage with an apartment on top. My good friend Matt Logan lived there and worked for my father, who was a private investigator. 

I had met Matt on one of my first cases when I helped him locate a long-lost family treasure. He recently moved to Port Salser and soon after started working for Dad as an operative. There was a light on in his apartment, so I headed to the stairs located at the side of the garage to the door at the
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