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THE GAME IS SIMPLE. PLAY, OR LOSE EVERYTHING!

When Justin Macdonald’s estranged cousin Alex abruptly moves from Vancouver to Justin’s hometown of Port Salser, he brings dangerous baggage: whispers of the ‘Vanishing Game’.

What starts as a malicious underground cyber-bullying ring—where personal belongings mysteriously disappear for ransom—quickly turns sinister. 

When Alex himself vanishes into thin air after a cryptic warning about a local rival's brother, Justin is plunged into a high-stakes conspiracy of framed families, silent phone calls, and cross-country kidnappings. 

To save his cousin, Justin must untangle a web of extortion before he loses everything.
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Chapter 1

[image: ]


“HEY JUSTIN, GUESS WHO’S moving to town.”

“Alex?” I said. “What are you doing here?” My cousin Alex Macdonald stood in the doorway of my parents’ house dressed in black shorts and white high-top sneakers and a white tank top. There was enough gel in his blond, spiky hair to start a fire if anyone lit a match nearby. He also had a large tattoo on his upper arm. As well, a cross with a serpent wrapped around it dangled around his neck on a silver chain. He had also gotten his ears pierced since I saw him last; he now sported chunky diamond studs. 

“You’re moving to Port Salser?” I asked, looking from Alex to his mom, my Aunt Maureen, who was standing behind him. 

“Justin, dear, can you get my bags from the taxi?” Maureen said, ignoring my comment and pointing to the taxi in our driveway. “Oh, and can you pay him as well? I spent all our money on the flight.” She was about 40 years old and had long, curly blonde hair down to her waist. She wore leather pants and a leather jacket, black boots and a white t-shirt. Huge sunglasses hid her eyes and half her face. I just stood there for a minute, trying to process what was happening. Alex just winked at me and then sneered, pushing past me into the foyer. 

“Very well,” I muttered as I went out to pay the taxi fare and barely had enough in my wallet. Alex came back out a minute later to help me with the bags, but only grabbed one of the bags while I grabbed the rest—all six of them. I just stared at him as I trudged back to the house. As I went through the door, Dad was coming down the stairs and stopped halfway down and stared at his sister-in-law. I dropped the bags to the side of the foyer. 

“Maureen,” he said finally, coming the rest of the way down. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh, Luke,” she moaned. “I just couldn’t bear it anymore in Vancouver. I just had to come back and see you and the family.”

“You should have called first,” Dad said evenly. I could tell by the look on his face that he was annoyed that she had just shown up like this. I didn’t blame him. He turned to Alex. “How are you? Alex,” he asked, trying to hide his annoyance.

“I’m great, Uncle Luke,” Alex said in that ingratiatingly annoying tone. 

“Good.” He turned back to Maureen. “Did you say you were moving to Port Salser? I heard you upstairs. You sold the house in Vancouver?”

“Yes, yes,” she said impatiently. “Can we sit down? I’m exhausted. I could use a drink of water too.”

“Certainly,” Dad said. He turned to me. “Can you show Maureen and Alex into the living room, Justin? I’ll go get some water.”

“Sure, Dad.”

I was still in shock at seeing Alex and Aunt Maureen. I didn’t know my aunt very well, as Dad had never talked about her very much, and I hadn’t seen her for a few years—ever since Uncle Mike’s funeral. She and my Uncle Mike had hardly ever come to visit us—ever since Dad and Uncle Mike had a falling out a few years before he died. The only time I had seen Alex was at a rock concert the summer before, and then only briefly. 

“Aunt Maureen, is that you?” A female voice said from the direction of the kitchen. My younger sister, Kimmy, who was twelve, usually spoke her mind. This was going to be interesting.

“Kimmy? Is that you, dear?” Maureen gushed when she saw her. “Wow, sweetie, I haven’t seen you since you were little.”

“Yes, it’s been a while,” she said with a fake grin to rival Alex’s. “Oh, I guess you were here a few years ago. Right after Uncle Mike passed away.”

“Hey Kimmy, how’s it going?” Alex said with a wide smile. Kimmy turned to him and looked him up and down. “Nice tattoo,” she said, eyeing the ink on his arm. 

“Hey, glad you like it, Kimmy.” 

“Hmph,” she retorted. “Nice earrings, too. Now, you and Justin look like twins.” 

“Hey yeah, Justin. I see you got your ears pierced too, bro. Sweet.” I just nodded and grinned. 

“Nice outfit, Aunt Maureen,” Kimmy remarked a moment later.

“Thank you, Kimmy,” Aunt Maureen said. 

Dad came back into the foyer at that moment with a tray of glasses filled with ice water. “OK, everyone into the living room,” I said, ushering the group through the doorway into the room next to the foyer. My cell phone buzzed at that moment. I pulled it out of my pocket and checked my text.

<r we meeting at BB at noon>

It was from my friend Van Gilman. BB was Billy Burger, our favourite place to hang out in downtown Port Salser. 

<sure, c u then> I texted back quickly. It was now 11:35, so I had to leave soon. But I wanted to find out why Maureen and Alex were here. We all sat around the room, Maureen and Alex on the couch. Dad sat in the chair and offered everyone a drink. Maureen, who had just asked for one a few minutes ago, ignored hers. I sat in the other chair, Kimmy squeezing in between Maureen and Alex on the couch. 

“I have to leave soon,” I said to Dad. “Van’s meeting me downtown—we have to go get some hockey equipment for his summer camp.”

“You and a friend are going to summer camp?” Alex said with a snort. “Isn’t that cute?”

I turned to him. “It’s a hockey camp,” I said. “My buddy Van plays for the local team during the winter. This is a special training camp to keep him in playing shape during the off-season.”

Alex remained silent and then took a sip of his water. 

“OK, Justin, you can go. See you later.”

I rose and left the room. I was pulling on a jacket when Alex appeared beside me. “Can I come with you, Justin?” He said with a grin. “I’m bored, and I don’t want to be in there with Mom and your dad. They just want to talk about boring stuff. I want to meet your friends. This Van guy sounds cool. Hey, sorry about the summer camp thing. I was only joking.”

I looked at my cousin, wondering what was going on in that gel-soaked head of his. He was hiding something. “Sure,” I said. “But I’m gonna tell you now. My buddy Van won’t put up with any of your crap. Try to behave yourself?”

“Sure thing, Justin,” he said with that smarmy grin. 

We headed out to my bright blue SUV. “This is yours?” he remarked, getting into the passenger seat. “Cool. My grandfather—Mom’s dad — had one just like it.”

“Ha, very funny,” I muttered.

The trip to Billy Burger passed mostly in silence—me waiting for the next jibe or put down, but none came. 

“What is this place? Billy Burger,” he mumbled, reading the sign. “I take it they sell burgers?”

“Very intuitive,” I said. He followed me inside, and I was pleased to see a couple more of my friends sitting with Van at our favourite table in the back. Corey Cross and Raj Mistry. 

I ordered my food, and then when Alex shrugged and stated that he had no money, I ordered for him as well. We took our culinary masterpieces—me, a Ginormous Bacon Double cheeseburger, fresh-cut fries and a chocolate milkshake; Alex, a Billy Burger special with diet cola—back to the table. 

“Who’s your friend?” Van said, eyeing Alex.

“This is my cousin, Alex Macdonald. Alex, this is Van.” Van shook his hand. Van was about my height, with dark hair and brown eyes. He wore a black T-shirt and black cargo shorts, and work boots. He usually slopped something on his shirt whenever he ate here, so he usually wore black to hide the stains. I noticed a smear on his shirt, so he must have already slopped something before we arrived.

“And this is Corey Cross and Raj Mistry,” each shaking his hand in turn.

“So, you’re visiting Justin,” Corey said, taking a bite of his own chicken sandwich. 

“Very perceptive your friends are,” Alex muttered as he took a huge bite of his burger.

Corey looked up at him and glared. “Just making conversation,” he mumbled.

“Yeah, sure, sorry,” Alex said. “Yeah, I’m visiting my favourite cousin—but we’re actually moving here, my mom and me.”

“Cool,” Raj said from the end of the table. Raj was from India and had recently moved with his family from Mumbai. He was a year older than us and had longish dark brown hair and brown eyes and sported a really cool-looking moustache. He was dressed in his usual attire of a t-shirt with his favourite rock band logo on it, brightly coloured basketball shorts and sneakers. 

Corey was the lead singer of a local rock band that had recently returned from a tour. He had blond, spiky hair and green eyes. And like Alex and me, sported diamond studs, one in each earlobe. His dark blue T-shirt was of his own band, the ComfortZone. He wore dark blue Bermuda shorts and blue sneakers.

“I’ve heard of that band,” Alex said, taking another bite of his burger and pointing to Corey’s t-shirt. “Bunch of hacks, I can’t believe you like them.”

“That’s my band,” Corey said defiantly. “I’m the lead singer, if you must know. We just came back from a tour, and we have an album coming out in a few weeks.”

Alex almost choked on his drink. “I wouldn’t broadcast that fact too loudly,” he added with a smirk, looking around the restaurant. 

“Alex, just eat your burger,” I said. “You’re entitled to your opinion, and I don’t really care what you think, but Corey’s my friend, and I think they’re an awesome band. So leave the negative comments to yourself next time.”

Alex just shrugged. “I’m still hungry,” he said, turning to look at the counter. “Can I get another burger? That airplane
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