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AUTHORS’ NOTE


Hey Readers!

Thank you for picking up a Baxter Kids Adventure story. Throughout this book, you may find hyperlinked text. These links go to Jason Baxter’s YouTube channel, where you can find out more about the story and get some behind-the-scenes information! Just be sure to get your parents’ permission before visiting places on the Web.

Happy reading!

- Craig, Alicia, and Jonathan


CHAPTER 1
AND SO IT BEGINS


“Hey, Dad?”

Jason Baxter leaned away from the microphone at the sound of his daughter’s voice.

“Just a minute, Abbie,” he called back. “I’m recording a video.”

Turning back toward the recording equipment, he continued, “So, locals have been reporting some really bizarre stuff going on there. We're talking unexplained noises, mysterious lights, and even tales of ghostly figures! Sounds like the perfect recipe for a classic Jason Baxter investigation, doesn't it?”

He wrapped up the video, stopped the recording, and then set about packing everything away.

Abigail Baxter, 12-years-old and one part of a set of twins, popped back around the corner.

“Are you done yet?”

“Just finished up,” Mr. Baxter said. “Did you need something?”

“When do we have to be at the airport? I was thinking about washing my hair.”

“Can you do it in fifteen minutes?”

Abbie scrunched her nose. “I can wash it in fifteen minutes, but it won’t be totally dry. I’ll do it when we get to Skagway.”

Mr. Baxter shrugged and went back to packing his gear. “Suit yourself.”

After a minute, he realized Abbie was still standing there. He turned back.

“Something wrong, sweetheart?”

“That stuff you were saying on the video, about the ghost sightings … is that all true?”

Mr. Baxter chuckled. “Abbie, you know what my YouTube channel is about—debunking this stuff. And you know how I feel about the paranormal.”

“You don’t believe in it.”

“Let’s just say I’m skeptical and haven’t seen any evidence to contradict my skepticism. Why do you ask?”

Abbie shrugged. “I don’t know. Sounds a little … scary, I guess. And this place is called Death Trap Mine, after all.”

Mr. Baxter stopped packing and went to his daughter, wrapping her in a big hug. “It got that name long ago, after someone died in a freak cave-in. No one has died there since, and it’s supposed to be in good repair. Besides, if I thought there was any real danger from ghosts, do you think I’d take you out there?”

Abbie, feeling much safer inside her father’s embrace, shook her head.

“Of course not,” Mr. Baxter confirmed. “Think of this as a camping trip to one of the most beautiful states in the country. Alaska is amazing. You’ll love it. I promise.” He released his hold on her and stepped back. “Now go check on your brother, okay? We need to get moving pretty soon.”


CHAPTER 2
SKAGWAY


As the single-engine Cessna began its approach to the frost-bitten runway of the Skagway Airport, Eric Baxter looked out the side windows with a touch of dismay. A voracious reader, he had read much about the history of both Skagway and the history of the Klondike Gold Rush, but there was nothing about the sight spreading out before him to suggest excitement of any kind.

“Dad?” he said, reaching forward to tap his father on the shoulder.

Jason Baxter started in his seat, clearly having been deep in his own thoughts, but he was smiling as he turned to look back at his twelve-year-old son.

“Yeah, Eric?”

Eric jerked his head to one side, indicating the dreary scene out the windows. “You sure there’s anything interesting in this place? Looks kinda boring to me.”

Mr. Baxter laughed. “Don’t judge by appearances, son. There is so much history packed in not only the town but the surrounding area that it would keep us busy for years, if we let it.”

Another voice piped up, this one from Abbie, Eric’s twin sister. Her face was pressed tightly against a window, her eyes wide with wonder.

“I think it looks amazing!” she breathed out. “The mountains! The water!”

Eric had to admit the town’s backdrop was impressive. The vast Alaskan landscape unfolded like a majestic tapestry, its borders the towering peaks of the Coast Mountains, currently draped in pristine snow. They gleamed under the bright sun, casting long, jagged shadows across the valleys.

But he wasn’t interested in scenery. He had been hoping for action. And from this vantage point, Skagway looked as sleepy and quiet as any welcoming little berg in a Hallmark Christmas movie.

“Abbie’s right,” his dad said, turning his head back to look out the plane’s windshield. “It’s a beautiful spot. And besides, Skagway’s just our home base for this adventure. I’m sure things will get more interesting once we get on-site of the investi—”

Mr. Baxter’s words cut off abruptly as something slammed into the side of the Cessna, sending the small prop plane veering off-course. Abigail screamed and Eric felt sudden pain in his mouth as he accidentally bit down on his tongue. The tangy taste of blood filled his mouth.

“Hold on,” the pilot, a man who had introduced himself as Eddie, called out. “We’ve got some turbulence.”

“That was wind?” Mr. Baxter shouted back. “I thought we got hit with an airborne freight train!”

“Yeah, the wind out here can be kinda nuts,” Eddie said, unnervingly calm. “Small planes can sometimes take a beating, if the pilot doesn’t know what they’re doing.”

“And I’m assuming you do?” Mr. Baxter replied hopefully.

Eddie laughed. “Man, I’m the best pilot to ever grace these parts. Relax, fella. I got this.”

With those confident words, the pilot eased the controls and brought the Cessna back on even course with the rapidly approaching runway.

At last, the landing gear made contact with a chorus of squeaks, and the pilot flicked a few controls as the plane began to taxi.

“If it’s so dangerous, why not take a bigger plane in here?” Mr. Baxter asked, as the plane continued rolling.

Eddie shrugged. “Can’t bring in anything too big. Runway’s just over 3,500 feet. Bigger planes need a lot more room to play with. Anyway, I’ll roll you folks up to the passenger building and help you get your luggage out. Where you staying?”

“The Westmark.”

“Over on Spring Street, yeah. You can take the Smart Bus and get close.” Eddie adjusted a couple controls. “I live just a couple streets over. You need anything, let me know. You can’t miss the house, ‘cuz the mailbox has a propellor on it.”

The plane came to a gentle stop in front of the passenger building, and the pilot cut the engine. As the props began to slow, Eric realized how loud it had been inside the plane.

The silence was almost unnerving, but he shook off his unease. All he wanted now was to get out of this death trap of a plane and get something to eat.
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CHAPTER 3
A STRANGE WELCOME


Getting around in Skagway turned out to be much easier than Abbie had feared. In fact, the town was small enough that one could pretty easily walk from one side to the other, if needed. During some of her other trips with her dad and brother, they had stayed in large cities that seemed miles and miles wide, and those had always made her feel small and helpless. Skagway was more her size and, even though Eric didn’t seem to agree, she was looking forward to seeing more of the town.

“Do you have a reservation, sir?” asked the pretty lady behind the check-in counter, smiling brightly.

Abbie looked up at her dad to see if he was noticing the woman. She had noticed herself doing this more as time went on. It wasn’t that she wanted anyone to replace her mother—no one would be able to do that—but she also knew that her dad was not happy being alone. She wanted him to be happy. And she knew her dear mother would want that as well.

But Jason Baxter didn’t seem to have noticed the woman at all, as he was frowning at the screen of his cellphone.

“Sir?” the receptionist repeated. She was still smiling, but her lips had thinned with impatience.

“Huh?” Mr. Baxter looked up. “Oh, sorry. I was looking at my cell reception. Does this area have good coverage?”

“What carrier do you have, sir?”

Mr. Baxter told her, and the woman shook her head, her expression regretful. “I’m sorry, sir, you’ll probably not have decent coverage with that company, either here in town or the surrounding area. However, we do have complimentary wireless internet accessible in the lobby.”

Mr. Baxter grunted with annoyance but then shrugged and slipped the phone into his pocket. “I guess we’ll make do. Er … what was the question?”

“Do you have a reservation?”

“Oh! Yes.” Mr. Baxter reached into another pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. “Fortunately, I printed these out.”

He smiled at the woman, and Abbie felt a twinge of hope. It wasn’t that she wanted her dad to start dating every woman he saw … she just missed the spark of life she used to see in his eyes. He seemed so driven lately, as if keeping busy every moment of every day would keep him from thinking about—

“This is just fine, Mr. Baxter,” the woman was saying. “Here are your room access cards.”

Mr. Baxter accepted the keycards, picked up his suitcase, and then motioned for the twins to do the same. Together, they headed for their room.

As they walked, Abbie noticed an Asian man following along behind them. She wondered if she should mention this to her dad, but the man didn’t appear very threatening. Short and thin, the man wore a pair of thick glasses and walked with his upper body bent slightly forward.

Probably just trying to find his room, Abbie thought.

But as they turned the corner into a different hallway, she noticed that the man was still behind them.

He seemed to be watching them carefully.

“Um, dad?”

“Just a minute, sweetheart,” Mr. Baxter said. “I think this is our room.” He dropped his suitcase and fumbled with the keycard.

Abbie looked back once more to find the strange man was almost right up to them.

“Hey, dad?” she tried again.

“Abbie, please, I’m trying to—”

“Are you Mr. Baxter?”

It was the unknown man who was speaking, and his halting voice got Mr. Baxter’s attention. Slowly, Mr. Baxter turned, the keycard still in his hand.

“I might be,” he replied carefully. “It all depends on who wants to know.”

“Oh, I mean no harm,” the man said quickly. “I only wish to speak with you.”

“Well, Mr. … ”

“Wong,” the man said. “Mr. Wong.”

“Well, Mr. Wong, we’re pretty tired from our trip—”

“Of course, of course. You will be my guest for dinner?”

Mr. Baxter narrowed his eyes at the little man. “What is this about?”

“You are Mr. Baxter? From the YouTube?”

“Yes, that’s me. Now, what is this about?”

Abbie could tell her dad was losing his patience, and she felt a little knot form in her stomach. She hated it when he got angry. He was never violent or dangerous, but she just didn’t like it when he lost his temper. Sometimes he raised his voice or left the room, and it made her feel like things were spinning out of control.

“You are here to see the Death Trap Mine?”

Both Abbie and Eric jumped. Mr. Baxter tensed and, when he spoke, his voice was quiet and low. The sound sent a little shiver up Abbie’s spine.

“Ah, so you do watch my videos.”

Mr. Wong backed up a step and shook his head. “As I said, I do not mean you any harm. If you will eat with me, I will tell you everything.”

After a moment, Jason Baxter nodded, the motion quick and curt. “Fine. 7:30. The Chilkoot Room. Don’t be late.”


CHAPTER 4
AT THE CHILKOOT


As soon as they entered the restaurant’s dining area, Eric’s stomach began rumbling. He was so hungry that he briefly considered ordering everything on the menu—although he didn’t think his dad would appreciate that very much.

The Chilkoot was not busy as the Baxter family took their seats at a table near a set of tall windows. According to a sign on the window, the restaurant would soon be closing for the season. Skagway’s population doubled during tourist season, but the year was drawing to a close, and many businesses would be shuttering for the winter.

A young waitress approached and dropped several menus on the table.

“Just the three of you?”

“We’re expecting one more,” Mr. Baxter said, looking up. “By the way, this is a small town—do you know a Mr. Wong?”

At hearing the name, the waitress’s eyebrows raised. “Why, yes. The entire town knows Mr. Wong.”

“Ah, I see.” Mr. Baxter paused, and then said, “Is he … safe?”

“Safe?”

“Yes. You see, we’re new here—just visiting—and he invited us to dinner. It was a bit strange and, you know, with my kids along, I wanted to be sure that—”

“You don’t have to worry, mister,” the waitress said. “Mr. Wong is a strange old guy, but he’s harmless enough. He probably just spotted a new face and wants to tell you his story.”

“Story?”

“Yep. He tells it to everyone who will listen.”

“What is it?”

The waitress chuckled and tapped the menus on the table. “I’ll let him tell it. For now, I’ll bring four glasses of water while you all decide what you want to eat.”

No sooner had she walked away than the slight form of Mr. Wong seemed to appear out of nowhere. He gave a short bow before sitting down in an available chair, just across from Mr. Baxter.

“Thank you very much for meeting me,” he said, smiling.

Eric studied the man’s face and decided that he didn’t find Mr. Wong frightening at all. He had a nice smile, and his eyes—made large behind the thick glasses—seemed kind. Of course, Eric knew that appearance did not always tell the whole story.

“So what do you want to talk about?” Mr. Baxter asked.

Eric was a little embarrassed at his dad’s brusque tone, but he knew that Mr. Baxter was mostly just concerned about his kids. And Mr. Wong, as harmless as he appeared, was still a stranger. It was his dad’s job to protect them, after all.

“I have been following your YouTube channel for some time,” Mr. Wong said, “where you travel around and investigate strange happenings.”

“I’m a professional skeptic,” Mr. Baxter said.

Mr. Wong nodded eagerly. “Quite so, quite so. And you are here to—what is the word—debunk the stories about the Death Trap Mine?”

“Basically, yes.”

“And you were hired by the Everwood Corporation?”

“Let’s back up, Mr. Wong. Are you interested in unexplained mysteries?”

“Ah, yes, very much so. But I am most interested in this one.” Mr. Wong paused, as if waiting for Mr. Baxter to say something, but when no remarks were forthcoming, he continued. “I believe you should be very careful believing anything the Everwood Corporation tells you. They have—what is the word—ulterior motives for having the stories about the mine debunked.”

Mr. Baxter’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of motives?”

“I do not know how much they told you,” Mr. Wong said carefully, “but they plan to build a high-end resort on the site of the mine. It would mean destroying almost all historical remains of the area.”

“And you would like to stop them.”

Mr. Wong nodded eagerly. “Yes! Yes!”

“You’re a big history buff?”

“Mr. Wong used to teach history,” said the waitress, who had just appeared with the glasses of water. “He taught me, in fact. Learned more in his class than most of the others combined.”

Eric’s ears perked up at this. He loved everything about history and couldn’t get enough of the stories from long-ago times. His mind drifted off into the distant past, even as he vaguely heard his dad and sister place orders for food.

Sled dogs, miners, avalanches, gunfights … his mind’s eye was a whirling bedlam of exciting scenes. Maybe his dad had been right and this place was more interesting than it had appeared from the plane. Being in the middle of this historic town seemed to grease the wheels of his imagination. It was like it was acting on its own!

“Earth to Eric,” a distant voice said, slowly cutting into his thoughts.

“Huh?” He looked up to see his dad smiling, the corners of his blue eyes crinkling with amusement.

“We noticed you were off on one of your little mind adventures again, so we took the liberty of ordering for you,” Mr. Baxter said. “Hope you like coconut shrimp.”

Eric’s stomach rumbled again. He loved coconut shrimp; and he knew why he loved it.

Because his mom had loved it.

He felt a sting of grief just beneath his breastbone, and he swallowed to remove it. But it remained there for the rest of the meal, like a little sliver of icy sorrow. He wished it were ice, because then it would melt; but it was probably made of glass, and he worried it would be there forever.

“Okay, so you like history,” Mr. Baxter was saying. “Surely there are plenty of other things for you to save. Why go up against a corporation all by yourself? That hardly ever goes well.”

Mr. Wong smiled wanly. “Perhaps not. And, yes, Skagway is full of history to be studied and preserved. And I have been a part of that. I see myself, among others, as carrying on the work of a man named Martin Itjen, who was responsible for saving much of historic Skagway after the gold rush went bust.” He paused speaking to take a long drink of water, then continued. “But that is not the main reason I wish to save Death Trap Mine.”

“Oh?” Mr. Baxter raised an eyebrow. “Why then? The charming name?”

“No, Mr. Baxter. The reason I wish to save the mine … is because I own it.”


CHAPTER 5
MR. WONG’S STORY


“You … own it?”

Abbie could tell by the tone of her dad’s voice that he was doubtful, but their dinner companion only smiled broader and nodded eagerly.

“Yes! Yes!” he said. “It was given to my great grandfather by the old miner who originally staked the claim.”

Mr. Baxter hesitated, then said, “You have proof of this?”

Mr. Wong’s face fell in disappointment. “I am afraid I do not,” he said, shaking his head and looking down at his clasped hands. “When the miner—what is the word—bequeathed the mine to my ancestor, the old man was on his death bed. No official paperwork exists. The only evidence I have is this.”

Mr. Wong reached inside his jacket and pulled out a small, black box. Holding it carefully, he removed the top and held the box out toward Mr. Baxter.

Abbie leaned forward and caught a glimpse of what appeared to be an old scrap of paper with some scrawled writing on it.

“What am I looking at?” Mr. Baxter asked.

“This was written by the hand of a dying man,” Mr. Wong said sadly. “The old prospector, a man named Clyburn.”

Mr. Baxter sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. “Perhaps you should start at the beginning,” he said.

Mr. Wong nodded, but before he could begin, the waitress appeared with their food. They all waited until everything was distributed and the waitress had left before they began eating. Abbie took a moment to say grace, but noticed that neither her dad nor Eric followed suit.

After they had begun eating, Mr. Baxter said, “Go on, Mr. Wong.”

The little man obliged.

“My great-great-grandfather, named Ping, came to this country as a teenager, with his parents, in 1896. However, both parents died not long after their arrival, and Ping was left on his own. To avoid being sent back to China, he fled to the frontier to help with the new gold rush happening in the Yukon, arriving here in Skagway in the spring of 1897. He found work with Clyburn and worked with him for two years. He was paid nothing, except for the promise of a share in the gold.”

“But they didn’t find any,” Mr. Baxter guessed.

“No. And then in 1899, Clyburn fell ill with tuberculosis. On his deathbed, he wrote this informal will, bequeathing the mine to Ping as payment for his faithful work. Being young and foreign, and not being able to read or write in English, Ping had no way of knowing the legal requirements for such a thing. And, so, he accepted this paper as being completely legitimate. He never bothered to have it verified by the courts or sought any legal counsel.”

“Did he continue working the mine?” asked Mr. Baxter.

Mr. Wong shook his head. “He always intended to, but after Clyburn’s death, he went back to California. You see, in the meantime, other family members had arrived from China, and Ping returned to San Francisco to help them get settled. He planned on returning to work the mine, but during his visit to California, he met the girl who would become his wife.”

Abbie glanced at her dad’s face and thought she noticed a little hardening around the eyes. But he said nothing, only listened as Mr. Wong continued speaking.

“He never returned to Skagway or the mine,” the man said. “The mine was largely forgotten in the family, until I came across it as a young boy. That discovery caused a great desire inside of me to return here and reclaim what was rightfully ours.”

Mr. Baxter smiled. “And it appears that you did.”

“Yes! Yes! I did just that.”

“That’s a very interesting story,” Mr. Baxter said, “but I do have a question. You say that your great-great grandparents came to this country in 1896. But didn’t the Chinese Exclusion Act go into effect in 1882? Wouldn’t that have kept them from immigrating here?”

“Ah! You know your history, Mr. Baxter. You are correct about that. Fortunately, there were exceptions for people such as teachers and students. Ping’s parents were both educators, and so they were allowed to immigrate.”

“Is that why you became a teacher, Mr. Wong?” Abbie asked.

“It is one reason, yes,” the man replied. “In my culture, it is very important to honor one’s ancestors. Carrying on their legacy is one way that I can do that. Also, I have always had a deep interest in history, and I needed a career so I could make a living while investigating the mine in my spare time. Working as a history teacher in Skagway completed all those objectives.”

“I love history too,” Eric piped up.

Mr. Wong smiled. “Then you will love this town. It is full of interesting details from the past.”

Suddenly, as Abbie watched the man’s face, she was surprised to see it change from a pleasant smile to an expression of fear. With an abrupt movement, Mr. Wong pushed back his chair and jumped to his feet.

“And now, I thank you for this meal. I must be going now. Please excuse my rudeness.”

He fumbled in his pocket, presumably looking for a wallet, but Mr. Baxter waved him away.

“Oh, don’t worry about the check. Your story was interesting, and I’m happy to pay for the entertainment by covering the charge.”

Mr. Wong gave a quick bow. “Thank you, Mr. Baxter—perhaps we will meet again soon.”

And then he was gone.

Abbie noticed he did not leave by the main entrance, but rather exited through a side door.

“That was weird,” Eric said, munching on a piece of coconut shrimp.

Mr. Baxter nodded slowly. “Yeah … sure was.” He was looking over Abbie’s shoulder. “I wonder if it had anything to do with that.”

Abbie looked around to see three men approaching their table. They did not look happy.


[image: ]


CHAPTER 6
A VEILED THREAT


“Whatever that man told you is a lie,” one of the newcomers said, sitting down at the Baxters’ table without waiting to be invited.

“Who, Mr. Wong?” Mr. Baxter asked.

“Exactly. The guy is a crackpot.”

The newcomer was a tall man with wide shoulders. His face was deeply tanned, which made it clear he spent a lot of time much farther south than Skagway. His salt and pepper hair was brushed straight back, and his eyes were dark and piercing.

“He didn’t seem crazy to me,” Eric said, still eating shrimp.

Mr. Baxter nudged his son on the shoulder. “Eric, don’t talk with your mouth full.”

“Sorry.” Eric swallowed mightily and then repeated, “He didn’t seem crazy to me.”

“Oh, he’s good at hiding it,” the big man said. He smiled, revealing a row of white, perfect teeth, and then held out his hand to Mr. Baxter “My name is Greg Everwood. You must be Jason Baxter.”

Mr. Baxter’s face lit up. “Ah! You’re my client. Sorry, I meant to let you know we were in town, but we were pretty hungry after the trip.”

“That’s not a problem,” Everwood said. “I heard you had arrived and came down to chat. That’s when I saw you talking to that Wong fellow.”

“I can understand your concern,” Mr. Baxter said. “He claims to own the mine. If that’s true, it would certainly complicate your plans to turn that area into a resort.”

“Yes, indeed,” Everwood agreed. “Fortunately, it is not true. And even if his story were true, there would be no way to prove it. His ancestor probably just wrote on that paper himself.”

“So you know the story.”

“Oh, yes.” Everwood rolled his eyes. “I have had many heated discussions with this Mr. Wong. I even offered to pay him to drop the claim, but he refused.”

“How much did you offer him?”

Everwood raised an eyebrow. “Getting a little nosy, aren’t we, Baxter? Don’t forget who is paying you to be here.”

Eric saw his dad’s expression harden, and he felt a little thrill. He loved it when his dad got tough.

“I’m here for the truth,” Mr Baxter replied evenly. “Your money is paying for the investigation. It’s not paying for a specific conclusion to that investigation.”

At first, Eric thought Mr. Everwood was going to get angry, but after a tense moment, he smiled and lay back in his chair.

“Well, there’s no reason to argue about this now. And you are right. You should follow the evidence wherever it leads. I only thought it important to let you know about Wong’s reputation, since you’re new in town. I’d hate for you to fall victim to the rantings of a lunatic.”

“We’ll be careful,” Mr. Baxter said.

Everwood nodded. “Very good, then. Can I expect you at the outpost bright and early tomorrow? We have decent facilities and the mine is just a short drive on ATVs from there.”

“That sounds good,” Mr. Baxter said. “Uh … how do we get to the outpost?”

“I’m glad you asked.” Everwood fished in his pocket and came out with a set of car keys, which he dropped on the table. “Those go to the black Jeep parked out front. The road—if you can call it a road—that goes to the outpost is pretty rough, but the Jeep can handle it. And you can use it to get around town while you’re here.”

“Great! I was planning to rent something, but this definitely saves a lot of hassle.”

Everwood smiled broadly, his teeth seeming to glint in the light.

“Stick with me, Baxter, and you’ll have everything you need. Get distracted and, well … things can get much more complicated than they need to be.”

With that, Everwood got up from the chair and headed for the door of the restaurant, waving at the other two men to follow. All three Baxters watched them go, but none spoke until the door was fully closed.

“I don’t like that guy,” Abbie said, with great conviction. “Him or his two goons.”

Eric laughed. “Goons? What is this, a movie from the 1940s?”

“Whatever. They just looked mean.”

“You’re right about that,” Eric said. “I think they might have had guns under their jackets!”

“Let’s not get carried away,” Mr. Baxter cut in. “But it will definitely be a good idea to be careful. I’m starting to wonder if there’s more to this case than I originally thought.”

“Do you think Mr. Wong is crazy, Dad?” Eric asked.

“I don’t know, son. I do think it was strange that Everwood was so eager to discredit him, though. Not to mention that I didn’t much like that veiled threat he made as he was leaving.”

“Well, Mr. Everwood is definitely lying about Ping writing on that paper himself,” Abbie said.

Mr. Baxter raised an eyebrow. “Why do you said that, Abbie?”

“Because Mr. Wong told us that Ping couldn’t read or write English. I couldn’t really read the parchment paper very well, but it was definitely not written in Chinese.”

“That’s a really good point.” Mr. Baxter smiled. “You have an excellent memory for details. You must get that from your—” He broke off and looked down at his plate.

Abbie reached across the table and put her small hand atop her father’s larger one. “Dad? You don’t have to avoid talking about Mom. We all miss her, but … we don’t want to forget her.”

Mr. Baxter swallowed hard several times before finally looking up at his children. Eric could see tears in his eyes.

“Thanks, kids. I know I’ve been having a hard time with this, and I know that you’ve both probably been feeling left out. I’ll try to do better about not shutting down, but if I do—just know that it’s not about you. It’s only because I loved your mother very much.” Mr. Baxter cleared his throat. “Now get over here. I think it’s time for a family hug.”

Both Eric and Abbie got up from their chairs and flanked their father, putting their arms around him.

“We love you, Dad,” Abbie said.

“Yeah,” Eric chimed in. He always felt a little weird saying “I love you” to anyone, but he knew it was important, so he forced it out. “Love you, Dad.”

“I love you both. So, so much,” their father said. Then he heaved a deep breath and said loudly, “And now we should get back to the room for bedtime. I’m thinking we’ve got a big day tomorrow!”


CHAPTER 7
EVERWOOD OUTPOST


The Jeep bounced and jerked over the deeply rutted road on the way to the Everwood Outpost. Both Abbie and Eric had been practically glued to the vehicle windows, taking in the scenery.

“Look! There’s a bald eagle!” Eric shouted.

Abbie laughed. “I thought you didn’t care about that stuff.”

“Okay, so it’s growing on me,” Eric huffed. “Can’t a guy change his mind?”

“Sure, as long as you don’t make fun of me the next time I do it.”

“But you always change your mind!”

“Kids, don’t start,” Mr. Baxter called from the driver’s seat. “We’re almost there, so just hold it together a little longer.”

Even as he spoke, the Jeep turned a sharp bend in the trail and they found themselves in a sprawling clearing populated by a collection of tents and other temporary buildings. The site was scattered with pallets stacked with boxes and containers, which Abbie assumed were filled with equipment and food.

As the Jeep drove farther into the campsite, a man came to meet them. He looked stern and wore a black jumpsuit with some sort of official looking logo on the shoulder. He held out one hand in a stopping motion, and Mr. Baxter brought the Jeep to a gradual halt.

As the man approached, Mr. Baxter rolled down the window and plastered a smile on his face.

“Name?” the man demanded. He had a last name sewn to the chest of his jumpsuit. It read: HIGGINS.

“Jason Baxter.”

“Business?”

“Pardon?”

“What are you doin’ here,” Higgins clarified impatiently.

“Oh. Uh … weren’t you told we were coming? I’m doing some work for Mr. Everwood. We spoke to him yesterday evening.”

Higgins shook his head. “No one told me nothin’ about it.” He grabbed a radio from his belt, pressed a button on the side and yelled, “I got me a visitor here. Says he’s workin’ for Everwood.”

“What’s the name?” A voice crackled back over the radio speaker.

“Er … ” Higgins thought hard, then gave up and squinted at Mr Baxter.

Abbie and Eric giggled, but their dad shot them a stern look in the rearview mirror.

“Jason Baxter,” he supplied.

“Yeah, right.” Higgins pressed the button. “George Baxter.”

There was a moment of silence, and then the radio crackled again.

“You mean Jason Baxter?”

Higgins frowned. “Uh … sure.”

“He’s expected. Let him through.”

Higgins replaced the radio back on his belt and then stepped aside to let the Jeep continue. “Guess you’re on the level. You want the big building just ahead,” he added, pointing with one meaty finger.

Mr. Baxter just nodded and pressed on the gas. No sooner had they pulled away than both Eric and Abbie exploded with hysterical laughter. Even their dad chuckled a bit.

“I don’t think that guy had enough coffee this morning,” he said.

“I don’t think there’s enough coffee in the world to help him,” Eric remarked, snickering loudly.

The Jeep again came to a stop, this time in front of the only semi-permanent structure in the camp. A plank had been nailed over the door, with words EVERWOOD OUTPOST carved roughly into its surface.

As the Baxters piled out of the Jeep, the front door of the building opened and a man in a bright red parka appeared. He was bald as an egg and just as round.

“You must be Jason Baxter!” the man bellowed. “I’m Simon Greenway, the head researcher. Come on in! I’ve got hot chocolate and snacks, if you’d like them.”

Abbie’s eyes brightened at the thought of hot chocolate. She immediately liked Mr. Greenway, and she felt a smile spread across her own face, completely unbidden.

“I’d like some!” she said.

“And so you shall have it!” Greenway bellowed, charging back inside the building. He clearly expected them all to follow, and so they did. Abbie was the last one in, so she made sure to close the door tightly.

As Greenway trundled about preparing the refreshments, he peppered them with good-natured questions, but waited until they were all seated together with their drinks and snacks—which turned out to be delicious butter cookies—to ask anything serious.

“So! You are here to investigate the mine, eh?”

Mr. Baxter nodded. “Yes. And it’s been interesting already, even though we have yet to even visit the site.”

Greenway looked at them questioningly. “You don’t say? Nothing unpleasant, I hope.”

Mr. Baxter explained their experiences thus far and Greenway nodded along while listening.

“Ah yes,” he said, once Mr. Baxter had finished speaking. “There is a good deal of conflict surrounding this entire project. A shame, really.”

“What’s your job here, Mr. Greenway?” Abbie asked. She usually didn’t intrude on conversations between adults, but there was something about this jolly man that made her feel comfortable.

“Well, young lady, I am in charge of overseeing the research of the outpost. You see, the camp is performing multiple roles at once. Some of the people here are surveyors and architects, working on plans for the resort. Others, like myself, are part of an environmental team who are conducting research on surface temperatures and all those kinds of boring things.” He chuckled. “As you might imagine, with so many moving parts and conflicting interests, there is bound to be some tension.”

Abbie nodded. She noticed that Mr. Greenway had addressed this entire speech to her directly. She liked that he did not talk down to her, and that he seemed to respect her input and intelligence.

“Do you know a Mr. Wong?” her dad asked casually.

“Ah, yes. Poor man.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, it’s a tragic story, really. Mr. Wong was a history teacher here in Skagway—Go Panthers!—until he became somewhat unbalanced and had to retire.”

“Unbalanced?”

“Oh, I don’t mean to say he is dangerous or anything like that. No, no, he is quite harmless. It’s just that he became obsessed with the mine, thinking he owned it and that the Everwood Corporation was trying to steal it from him.”

“Are they?”

Greenway appeared taken aback by Mr. Baxter’s blunt question, but he recovered quickly and waved his hand, as if dismissing the possibility.

“No, certainly not. Everwood obtained rights to the land with fully legal means. However, Mr. Wong has employed every method possible to halt construction of the resort, even making up stories about paranormal activity there. And, of course, the locals are very interested in preserving the history of the area. I believe that is why you are here, Mr. Baxter. To debunk the claims made by Mr. Wong. If you can do that, you may also remove some of the objections from others in town, which will in turn remove the final barrier to building the resort.”

“I see,” Mr. Baxter said, then added jokingly, “No pressure, though, right?”

Greenway laughed. “No, no, of course not. The only things on the line are millions of dollars and hundreds of good paying jobs!”

“That’s not helping,” Mr. Baxter grunted. “Pass me the cookies.”


[image: ]


CHAPTER 8
A SPY IN THE WOODS


After finishing their snack, which included additional cookies, Greenway—who they learned was a PhD—offered to show them around the outpost.

“We’re happy to look around on our own,” Mr. Baxter said.

Dr. Greenway chuckled. It was almost a “ho-ho-ho” sound, like Santa Claus. “Oh, I don’t think much of it would make sense without someone along as tour guide,” he said. “I could use a walk anyway, after all those cookies.”

And so, the small group set off on the tour.

Eric was initially excited, but he quickly realized there was not much to see. At least, nothing that interested him. He found his attention wandering as Dr. Greenway talked on and on about the finer details of the outpost’s operations.

As they came around the corner of one temporary structure, Eric thought he saw movement beyond the treeline. He stopped and looked right in the direction of the motion, but at first saw nothing.

Then—he saw it again.

Just a flicker of movement.

Slowly, he moved toward the trees, his eyes and ears alert. He heard the sound of a breeze in the treetops, the distant call of an eagle … and then the snap of a dry twig.

Eric froze, trying to will his senses to become even more acute.

“Hello?”

No answer.

And then he realized how foolish it had been to wander away from the camp by himself. Plenty of wild animals lived in these forests. What if he came upon a moose? Or a bear? He wasn’t sure which one he’d like to meet the least, and a little chill ran down his spine.

He turned to head back, when he saw movement once more, and this time he realized he was not seeing an animal—unless animals wore blue parkas.

“Hello?” he called out again. “I know you’re there. Come out where I can see you!”

He just said that last line because he’d heard it on television.

Nothing happened at first, but then a figure slowly emerged from behind a large spruce tree.

It was a kid!

Eric felt a rush of relief at the sight. The kid—a boy—looked to be around his own age and did not appear threatening at all. In fact, he looked a little frightened himself. He also looked a little familiar.

“Who are you?” Eric demanded. Seeing the shy demeanor of the other kid was bolstering his own confidence. “Why are you spying on us?”

“I wasn’t spying on you!” the kid shot back, straightening his narrow shoulders.

“Sure looked like it to me.”

“I was watching the camp,” the kid said. “Not you.”

Eric took a moment to process this information. He opened his mouth to ask another question but then remembered his manners.

“My name’s Eric,” he said, stepping forward and extended his hand for a shake. “What’s yours?”

At first, the other kid hesitated, but then walked toward Eric and accepted the handshake.

“I’m Kai.”

“Why are you watching the camp?”

Kai looked like he didn’t want to answer the question, but Eric kept looking at him and so finally Kai said,

“I’m trying to keep an eye on them.”

Eric frowned. “That doesn’t really explain anything. Why are you trying to keep an eye on them?”

Kai was silent for a moment, and then it was like a dam burst and he starting talking loud and fast.

“Because they’re trying to steal from family! I know they’re up to something, and it’s making my dad really upset! They’ve ruined his life!”

“Whoa, easy there!” Eric held up his hand to stop the tirade. “Everything you say just raises more questions.”

Kai stood there, breathing hard, but slowly gained control of himself. “Sorry. I get really upset about this.”

“It’s okay,” Eric said. “Maybe we start at the beginning. Who’s your dad?”

“Our name is Wong.”

Eric’s eyebrows went up. “Your dad is Mr. Wong?”

Kai nodded.

“The same Mr. Wong who says he owns the Death Trap Mine?”

Kai frowned. “You already know about this?”

“We sure do. Your dad came to see my dad at our hotel.”

“Your dad is Mr. Baxter?”

Eric laughed. “Looks like we both already know quite a bit. I wonder if—” He broke off when he heard someone calling his name. “Speaking of my dad, I think he’s looking for me. Hey, you want to meet him?”

Kai’s expression turned fearful. “No! I can’t be seen around here. I have to go!”

“Wait! I think you might—”

But Kai was already running away through the trees.

This is getting very strange, Eric thought, as he watched the other boy disappear into the woods. Someone is lying around here, and I really want to know who it is.

Eric turned around to go back to camp but suddenly felt a heavy hand grip his shoulder, causing Eric’s heart to leap into his throat.

“Ya know why little kids shouldn’t wander around the forest?” It was Higgins, the guard who had met them when they first arrived.

Eric felt unable to speak, so he just shook his head.

“Because they might get eaten by wolves, that’s why,” Higgins snarled. “Now let’s get back to camp. Move!”


CHAPTER 9
EVERWOOD’S DEMAND


Abbie watched as the guard named Higgins came marching out of the treeline, her brother being practically dragged along by the collar of his fleece jacket. Her father’s face, which had been a mask of worry just a moment before, changed to one of anger.

“Take your hands off him!” Mr. Baxter yelled at the guard.

Higgins obliged but gave Eric a little shove forward as he did so. “You wanted him found, didn’t ya? Well, I found him.”

“You didn’t have to frog march him through the woods,” Mr. Baxter shot back. But he also gave Eric a stern look as he stepped forward to meet his son. “What have I told you about wandering off on your own?” he demanded.

“Sorry.” Eric looked down at the toes of his hiking boots. “I thought I saw something.”

“You know how kids are!” Dr. Greenway cut in. “Something catches their eye and they completely forget everything but their own curiosity.”

Higgins grunted. “You know what they say about curiosity and cats.”

Silence fell heavy on the group, and then Mr. Baxter said slowly, “I hope you didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

Someone cleared their throat behind them and they all turned to see Mr. Everwood standing there, still flanked by the two men who had been with him at the Chilkoot.

“Higgins,” Mr. Everwood said evenly, “perhaps you should go keep watch on the camp entrance. My men and I were able to drive in without seeing anyone at all. Not very secure, would you say?”

Higgins glowered at the Baxters, but nodded toward his boss. “Yeah, sure.” And then he ambled off toward the front of the camp.

Everwood walked forward, his face showing a broad smile, but Abbie thought the expression seemed a little forced.

“I apologize for my security’s, shall we say, overzealous behavior.”

“It’s okay,” Mr. Baxter replied, although Abbie could tell he was still annoyed. “He helped us find Eric, here, but I get upset when I see someone manhandling my kids.”

“As well you should,” Everwood said, his tone soothing. “But let’s change the subject to more pleasant things.”

“Such as?”

“Such as the business at hand. Have you discovered anything about the mine?”

“Not yet,” Mr. Baxter said. “We haven’t had time. We only got here a little while ago, and Dr. Greenway was kind enough to give us a tour of the outpost.”

“I see.” Everwood’s smile faltered just a degree. “Hardly necessary, would you say, Greenway? Besides, don’t you have a meeting in Skagway tonight? You should probably get moving.”

“Well, I—”

Before Dr. Greenway could say anymore, Everwood went on. “I must impress on you, Mr. Baxter, the importance of the job for which you have been hired. Time is of the essence.”

At first, Abbie thought her father was going to push back against Everwood’s demanding words, but he appeared to think better of it. Instead, he simply nodded and said,

“Of course. In that case, perhaps I could get more details. When you first hired me, you said there were strange happenings at the mine, but you didn’t go into full detail about these happenings—or about what made them strange.”

Everwood chuckled. “I suppose that would be good information to have, wouldn’t it? Well, it’s like this. The mine seems to be exhibiting signs of the paranormal.”

“Why do you say ‘seems to be’?”

This time, Everwood’s chuckle was a full-on laugh. “Why, because there is no such thing as the paranormal, of course! Isn’t that your entire vocation, Mr. Baxter? Debunking the paranormal?”

“In a way, yes,” Abbie’s dad replied. “I believe most paranormal events are complete nonsense, and I believe the false cases can harm people. That’s why I’m so passionate about debunking such claims.”

Everwood waved one hand in the air dismissively. “Well, whatever the case, as long as you can debunk this one, I will consider your fee well worth the cost. In fact, you give me a satisfactory result, and I’ll make sure your every expense on this trip is covered. Room service, souvenirs, entertainment … no limit.”

Abbie felt her eyes growing wide at this offer, and visions of all the things she could collect to take home began dancing in her head. That is, until her daydream was dashed by her father saying,

“That’s very generous, but my job is not to get a satisfactory result for the client. My job is to find the truth.”

Everwood sighed heavily. “And cannot those two things exist together? My goodness, man, you are so … scrupulous.” He took a moment to calm himself and then continued. “But back to the so-called paranormal events at the mine. There have long been reports of strange occurrences, and these have only increased since we built the outpost. Nearly every night there are strange lights and sounds at sunset.”

“What kind of lights and sounds?” Eric asked.

“They are difficult to describe,” Everwood said, “but I have some recordings on my phone.”

With that, he pulled out his phone and turned the screen toward the Baxters, who gathered close together to get a better look. Everwood tapped the screen with one finger and a video started playing.

At first, there was nothing but a black screen but then, slowly, a light began to appear. It grew brighter and brighter and then—poof!—it disappeared. Moments later, it reappeared and remained visible, even while seeming to move in a side-to-side motion.

“That’s weird,” Eric said, “but I don’t hear any—”

Abbie froze in her tracks as her brother’s words were cut off by a low moaning sound. Even on the video, even standing in broad daylight, it was absolutely bone-chilling. She couldn’t imagine how scary it would be to hear such a sound if you were all by yourself in the dark woods.

A moment later, the video ended and Everwood stepped back, pocketing his phone.

“Well, there you have it,” he said. “The superstitious locals are convinced that the ghosts of old-time prospectors are trying to keep my company from building on the site. That, combined with the ridiculous ownership claim by Mr. Wong, is throwing a wrench into my plans.”

“So what’s your hurry?” Mr. Baxter asked.

Everwood snorted. “You don’t think it’s free to keep this outpost running, do you? I have overhead, expenses! I lose a small fortune every month this project is delayed.” Clearly irritated, the man started pacing back and forth. “No, Mr. Baxter. We must act swiftly. I want this mystery solved, and I want it solved now!”


CHAPTER 10
MAKING PLANS


Back in Skagway, Mr. Baxter parked the Jeep in front of a row of storefronts. He shut off the engine, and then all three members of the family hopped out of the vehicle and stepped onto the sidewalk. Passing beneath a sign reading “Duff’s Backcountry Outfitters,” they walked inside a welcoming store stocked with a bewildering array of outdoor gear, apparel, and footwear.

At least, Eric found it bewildering. His dad seemed right at home and immediately set about gathering various items for purchase. Eric and Abbie followed along behind, occasionally getting distracted by some of the more interesting items.

Eric spotted something intriguing. “Hey, Dad? Do we need bear spray?”

“Already have that,” his father said, obviously distracted by his own shopping.

“Ooh! Cute boots!” Abbie piped up. “Can I get them?”

“You already have boots,” Mr. Baxter mumbled.

Abbie shook her head, even though her father wasn’t even looking her direction. “Not like these. Besides, didn’t you hear Mr. Everwood? Everything will be paid for. It won’t cost you a dime!”

“Only if he likes the result,” Eric reminded her.

Abbie shot him a dirty look. “Thanks for reminding him of that,” she hissed.

Mr. Baxter sighed. “Kids, could you please knock it off for one minute. I’m trying to make sure we have everything. We don’t want to get out there by the mine and realize we forgot something important.”

“Like these boots,” Abbie whispered.

“Abbie!”

“Sorry.”

Even though they shared several scowls and a couple of surreptitious pokes at each other, Eric and Abbie managed to keep it quiet for the next few minutes while their father finished his shopping.

Once they paid the bill and loaded everything in the car, Mr. Baxter seemed in a better mood.

“Well, you hungry? We should probably eat and then head out to the mine.”

Everyone voted for food, and they even managed to settle on a location with a surprising lack of disagreement. This caused Mr. Baxter to declare that perhaps he had been wrong about the paranormal all along, since seeing his two children agree on where to eat was nothing short of witnessing a miracle.

Over reindeer chili dogs—of which both kids were skeptical but ended up enjoying—Mr. Baxter laid out the general plan for the coming night.

“We’ll set up camp within sight of the mine. That way, if we see or hear anything, we can easily go check it out.” He looked sternly at both kids. “But you have to promise me one thing.”

Eric groaned. Whenever his dad said they had to promise something, it usually ended up meaning less fun for him.

“What is it?” they asked, in almost perfect unison.

“Do not wander away from camp and follow my exact directions. The mine’s not as remote as some around here, but it’s still a ways back to town. The last thing I want is one of you getting injured.”

“We can take care of ourselves,” Eric said confidently.

His father frowned. “And it’s that kind of attitude that will get you hurt, son. I’m serious. You cannot mess around out there. If you can’t follow my directions, then we’ll have to figure out some other arrangement than having you two come with me on these trips.”

Eric felt a little stab of dread in the pit of his stomach. He knew what that “other arrangement” would be: staying with his paternal grandparents … his dad’s parents.

“We’ll be good!” Abbie said, almost before Mr. Baxter had finished speaking, and Eric knew she must have had the same thought as he had.

Their father nodded. “Very well. I’m counting on it. I’d hate to go on these trips alone. You have both been helpful with filming the video footage.”

Eric knew that both he and Abbie loved working the cameras. They had been making videos together since they were old enough to press a record button, and having a father with a large YouTube presence meant they always had plenty of equipment to play around with. Every time Mr. Baxter got a new piece of tech gear, he passed the older stuff off to the kids. Both kids had wanted to start their own channel for a couple of years now, but their father was hesitant to let them jump into anything in front of the camera.

“The online world is not a safe place,” he said, whenever they brought up the idea. “It may sound strange, given what I do for a living, but I’d like to protect you kids from social platforms for as long as possible. In the meantime, we’ll focus on making sure you know how to navigate the internet safely.”

So for now, they had to be satisfied with helping their father with his own channel and learning the ins and outs of digital video production.

“Well, I guess it’s time to get moving!” Mr. Baxter said, once they had all finished their meals. “Let’s get out to the campsite before the sun starts going down.”


CHAPTER 11
CAMPING BY THE MINE


As the trio of Baxters worked to set up their camp, Abbie marveled at the feel of the sun on her face. She had always had this vision of Alaska as being permanently buried under several feet of snow, with temperatures constantly well below zero.

“It can get that way,” her dad said, after she voiced the thoughts in her head. “But most people don’t realize how big Alaska is, and that comes with a wide variety of biomes. There are five, in fact.”

“Five?” Abbie said, surprised.

“Yep. Think you can name them?”

She thought hard. “Well, we flew over water getting here, so … would the ocean be one?”

“Good thinking!” her dad praised. “You’re right. What else?”

“Well, tundra, I suppose.”

“Right. Three more.”

Without being invited, Eric piped up. “Forest?”

Mr. Baxter nodded. “Two more.”

Abbie tried to focus her mind, willing it to retrieve any little bits of information she’d learned about biomes. Then she had one.

“Wetlands!”

“Very good,” Mr. Baxter grinned. “Just one more to go.”

The two kids thought for several minutes, but finally admitted defeat.

“Rainforest,” their father supplied.

“What? Rainforest?” Abbie was shocked. She would have never guessed that Alaska would have a rainforest.

“A temperate rainforest,” Mr. Baxter clarified. “Not a rainforest like most people think of them, but a rainforest nonetheless. In fact, the town of Skagway is located in one of the largest rainforests on Earth: the Tongass National Forest.”

“Wow,” Eric said, “that’s pretty incredible.”

“Alaska is an amazing state, that’s for sure,” Mr. Baxter said. “Now let’s finish setting up the tent while we still have some daylight remaining.”

Working together, the Baxters finished the campsite prep work and had a nice fire going as the sun dipped out of view. The shadows quickly lengthened and the night sounds began. She heard the calls of several birds and wished she knew their names. The wind rustled through the treetops and whispered through the taller grasses.

Every now and then, something would move along the forest floor, sending a little shiver of delight through Abbie’s body. She realized that she loved it here, out in nature, away from the busy sounds of daily human life. Sometimes she also loved the excitement of a big city, but right now she was exactly where she wanted to be.

As they gathered around the fire, each holding a long stick with a toasting marshmallow on the end, Eric said,

“When do you think the lights and sounds will start, Dad?”

Mr. Baxter shrugged as he withdrew his marshmallow from the heat to check its progress. “I’m not sure, son. Mr. Everwood said they happen almost every night at sunset.”

“Well, it looks like sunset to me,” Eric said, “but I don’t see any lights or hear any sounds.”

Apparently deciding the marshmallow needed a bit more toasting, Mr. Baxter stuck it back over the fire. “Might be a little early yet. Let’s not get too discouraged. Besides, maybe the ‘ghosts’ are taking the night off.” When he said “ghosts,” he used the index and middle fingers of one hand to make air quotes.

However, another hour passed without so much as a single flicker of light or any sounds out of the ordinary.

And then, something did happen.

It began to rain.

“Okay, kids, I’m calling it,” Mr. Baxter said, sighing and getting to his feet. “Let’s hit the sleeping bags. I’ll leave the recorder running and check the footage back at the hotel tomorrow.

“Maybe just a little longer?” Abbie pleaded. She desperately wanted to witness the strange events for herself.

Her dad shook his head. “Not out in the rain. But don’t worry; the recorder will catch anything we might sleep through.”

“If we sleep at all,” Eric grumbled. “Why did it have to start raining?”

Mr. Baxter laughed. “We’re in a rainforest, remember? It kind of comes with the territory.”

Together, they put out the fire and then moved the more sensitive equipment out of the elements, while Mr. Baxter covered one camera with a clear plastic protective case, so it could continue recording without being damaged by the rain.

Then they moved into the tent.

Mr. Baxter fell asleep almost immediately, with Eric following not long after, disputing his own doubts about being able to sleep at all.

And then it was only Abbie, who lay awake for at least another hour, alone in her thoughts as she listened to the pitter-patter of rain on the tent roof.

As they normally did in these quiet moments, her thoughts turned to her mother. She wished so badly that her mother was with them, thinking how much fun it would be to share this time with her.

She felt moisture on her face and at first thought the tent was leaking, but when she wiped it away, she discovered that the rain was actually tears.

“I miss you, Mom,” she whispered, low enough to not disturb the others. “I know you’re happy in heaven, but I still miss you so much.”

And then finally, Abbie fell peacefully asleep.
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CHAPTER 12
A DISCOVERY


As Mr. Baxter set to work editing his next video for the YouTube channel, Eric and Abbie decided to head for the library to see what they could turn up about the history of Death Trap Mine.

“Bye, Dad!” they called out in unison as they left the hotel.

“Bye, kids,” their father responded absently, as he tried to find a stable place for his second camera. “Come straight back here when you’re done.”

“Okay,” they promised, also in unison.

The Skagway Public Library was a modest building with gray-painted wooden siding. Eric was not impressed with the exterior, but once the two kids stepped inside, his opinion shifted dramatically.

“This is awesome!” he breathed.

The library’s interior may have been small, but the high ceilings and rustic feel more than made up for it. Overhead, exposed beams with dark metal braces made Eric feel like he was in a wilderness lodge.

“Look!” Abbie said, pointing. “This library has a grand piano!”

And so it did.

Eric grinned. He absolutely loved libraries. Back in his hometown, he was always getting teased by the librarians because of the towering stacks of books he would check out.

The kids approached the desk and were greeted by a smiling librarian.

“And what may I do for you two this morning?” the woman asked.

“Hi!” Abbie chirped, stepping up to the desk. She was much more outgoing than Eric, who sometimes found himself getting tongue-tied when talking to people he didn’t know well. “We’re looking for information about the history of the gold rush here in Skagway.”

“Well, that’s a little broad,” the librarian said. “We have several books on the topic, if you’d like to see those.”

“Sure, thank you,” Abbie said, “but we were think more about newspapers and historical records.”

“I see.” The librarian thought for a moment. “The Skagway Museum has most of that kind of thing, although you are in luck—we have a microfiche machine on loan, as well as some reels of film containing images of historical publications.”

“Any going back to the 1890s?” Abbie pressed.

The librarian nodded. “Some, yes. If you’d like to get set up at that back table, I will bring you what we have.”

The twins did as instructed and within a few minutes, found themselves deep into Skagway history. This was where Eric really excelled, and Abbie allowed her brother to take the lead as they sifted their way through what felt like a mountain of information.

After two hours of searching, Abbie heard her stomach rumble.

“Maybe we should take a break,” she suggested. “I think we—”

Eric, who had begun slouching in his chair with fatigue, abruptly sat straight up and pointed at the screen.

“There!” he almost shouted, earning a sidelong glance from the librarian.

Abbie squinted. Her eyes felt dry and blurry. “What? What is it?”

“Don’t you see it?” Eric tapped at the screen with an index finger.

Abbie forced her tired eyes to focus, and then she saw what Eric was indicating. It was a headline, which read:

MINER DIES; LEAVES MINE TO LABORER

“Is that what I think it is?” Abbie whispered.

“Depends on what you think it is,” Eric whispered back.

“Confirmation of Mr. Wong’s story?”

“Looks that way. We should print this out and take it back to show Dad.”

Abbie nodded in agreement, and then gave out a little shriek when she realized someone was standing right behind them. It was a boy around their age. Then Eric noticed the boy as well, and Abbie was surprised to see a flicker of recognition cross her brother’s face.

“Oh, hey, Kai,” he said.

Abbie frowned. “You know this kid?”

Eric nodded. “Met him in the forest by the Everwood Outpost.”

“Oh, right,” Abbie remembered. “When you left the group and got hauled back by the scruff of your neck?”

Eric coughed, looking uncomfortable. “Kai, this is my sister. Abbie, this is Kai.”

“Nice to meet you,” Kai said. “Are you looking for information about the mine?”

Eric nodded. “Yeah. I think we might have found something.”

Kai leaned forward to read from the screen and as he read, his eyes brightened. “I haven’t seen this before. I wonder if my father has this?”

“We were planning to print it out,” Eric said. “We can make a second copy.”

“And then we’re going to eat,” Abbie said firmly, as her stomach let out another insistent grumble. “You want to come, Kai?”

Kai looked uncertain at first, but with some encouragement from the twins, he finally relented.

The kids got their printouts and headed back to the hotel, hoping to get their father’s permission to grab some food.

As they walked down the street, laughing and joking, Kai suddenly stopped in his tracks. Eric and Abbie walked on for a couple more steps before they realized their new friend was no longer beside them.

Abbie turned around to see Kai standing stock-still, his face now completely serious.

“Kai?” she asked, taking a step toward the boy. “What’s wrong?”

Kai pointed across the street to a tall man who had appeared from a business office and was walking toward a black SUV. The man was closely followed by two other men.

“Mr. Everwood,” Abbie breathed.

“I can’t let him see me,” Kai said, his voice trembling a little. “I have to go.”

“Kai! Wait!” Abbie yelled.

But the boy had already turned and was running down the sidewalk. He turned a nearby corner and disappeared from sight.
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The twins walked into their hotel room just as Mr. Baxter tapped a key on his keyboard and sat back into his chair with a groan.

“Oh, my aching back,” he muttered.

Abbie stifled a grin behind one hand. Grownups were always complaining about their backs hurting. Their father turned around and saw them coming through the door.

“Hey, kids! Any luck at the library?”

Abbie grabbed the printout from Eric’s hand and rushed forward, eager to be the one to share the news. Her brother tried to grab it back, but she was too fast.

“Looks like Mr. Wong is telling the truth!” she announced proudly, her eyes wide and sparkling.

Mr. Baxter raised his eyebrows and took the offered piece of paper. He studied it carefully and, even though Abbie didn’t think his raised brows could go any higher, they inched up as he read.

“Well,” he said slowly. “Isn’t that interesting.”

“It sure is,” Eric replied, even though it was clear his father had not really been asking a question. “I guess Mr. Everwood doesn’t have a leg to stand on, huh?”

Mr. Baxter stood up. “Well, kids, this is a great find. Excellent detective work. I think it certainly proves that Mr. Wong believes he’s telling the truth, so that’s something at least. But … ”

“But what?” Abbie asked, her heart sinking a little.

“It doesn’t really prove the core claim.”

“What do you mean?”

“If you read the article, it’s clear that the source is Ping—Mr. Wong’s ancestor.”

Eric shrugged. “So what?”

“So he could have been lying. There’s nothing in this article from the old miner or any legal documentation.”

“But the old miner died,” Abbie protested.

Mr. Baxter nodded. “Right. So we have only the word of Ping, who is the party who benefits. You always have to consider the beneficiary in cases like this.”

Eric sighed, clearly disappointed. “You mean ‘follow the money’?”

Mr. Baxter chuckled. “Exactly. I don’t mean to rain on your parade, though. This really is great work. And it’s worth showing to Mr. Everwood.” As he finished speaking, there was the muted chime of an electronic notification. He turned to look at the computer screen. “Hmm, that’s strange.”

“What is it?” Abbie asked.

“Looks like we got a comment on the video I just uploaded about not finding anything at the mine.”

All three Baxters peered at the screen. Someone, under the screen name @Cr4nkyStank3r had commented:

Don't be too hasty, my friend ...




“Wow.” Mr. Baxter huffed a breath and then reached to the desk to grab the keys to the borrowed Jeep. “Like I said kids, the internet is a strange place. For now, though, are you as hungry as I am?”


CHAPTER 13
AN ANGRY CLIENT


Abbie cringed as Mr. Everwood slammed his fist down on the desk. The man’s face was turning red, and she almost thought she could see tendrils of steam beginning to drift from his ears.

“Is this how you treat the people paying your bills, Baxter?” Everwood yelled at her father. “Have you forgotten that you work for me?”

Mr. Baxter appeared unflappable, standing in front of the desk with his arms crossed, a completely neutral expression on his face.

After their meal in town, the trio of Baxters had driven back to the outpost and found Everwood in a makeshift office, which was set up in a trailer, going over some documents. Mr. Baxter had shown Everwood the printed news article, and that was what had sent the man into his current temper tantrum.

“When we first met at the Chilkoot, you said I should follow the evidence where it leads,” Mr. Baxter reminded their client. “Is that not the case?”

Everwood emitted a low growl. “This isn’t evidence, Baxter. This is just nonsense from a rag, frontier paper back in 1899! You can’t possibly be considering this a reliable source.”

“I’ll admit that it doesn’t prove anything,” Mr. Baxter admitted. “That’s not what we’re saying.”

Everwood raised an eyebrow. “We?”

“My kids were the ones who found the article.”

“Ah. Couple of little detectives, huh?” Everwood sat back in his chair. “Maybe you two should stick to video games and leave the important stuff to grownups.”

“They’re actually quite good at investigating,” Mr. Baxter said, “but this isn’t about them. Did you know about this article?”

Everwood shook his head. “No, I did not. And, like I said, it changes nothing.”

“It changes how we might view Mr. Wong.”

“How so?”

“Well, we’ve been led to believe that Mr. Wong is just a little … well, crazy. This article would suggest that he at least has some reason to believe the mine belongs to him and his family, even if he ends up being incorrect in a legal sense.”

“And the legal sense is all I care about, Baxter.” Everwood had begun to calm down. “Let’s keep our eye on the ball, shall we? I don’t want anyone getting hurt out here, and if you get distracted … who knows what could happen.”

Mr. Baxter sighed and then retrieved the printed article from the desk. “I plan to continue investigating, including spending another night out here in hopes of catching some events on video.”

“I hope that you do,” Everwood said. His dismissive tone made it clear that he was done with the conversation. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have a lot of work to do. Massive corporations don’t run themselves, you know.” He then leaned over the desk, obviously assuming the Baxters would see themselves out of his office.

Without saying another word, Mr. Baxter nudged the twins toward the door, and they filed from the trailer. Abbie kind of hoped her dad would slam the door after them, just to make a point, but he closed it quietly.

“Well, that guy’s pretty rude,” Eric said bluntly, emitting a little huff of annoyance.

Mr. Baxter smiled. “Something tells me Mr. Everwood is used to getting what he wants—when he wants it. I’m sure it’s frustrating to be stalled like this, especially if it’s costing him big bucks.” He started walking toward the Jeep, and the twins followed along behind. “Still, that doesn’t excuse his behavior.”

“Dad?” A frightening thought had just occurred to Abbie. “What if he gets so mad that he fires you?”

“Then I guess he fires me,” he dad said calmly. “It’s happened before.”

“It has?” Abbie was shocked. She had a hard time believing anyone could actually fire someone as nice and smart as her father.

But Mr. Baxter was serious. “Sure. In my line of work, people often want a predetermined outcome, and they get mad when I find things they don’t like. Comes with the territory, sweetheart.” He stopped walking and turned around to face both kids. “But don’t worry—even if Mr. Everwood decides he doesn’t want our help after all, we’ll be fine.” He gave them both a hug before continuing toward the Jeep. “Besides, I might keep investigating even if he does tell us to get lost. I’m getting more and more curious about what’s actually going on around here.”

They reached the Jeep and climbed inside.

“What now?” Abbie asked.

“First, we all buckle up,” Mr. Baxter said. “Then we’ll grab all the stuff we need to make another try at catching some paranormal activity out of the mine … tonight.”

Abbie felt a shiver, but she wasn’t sure if it was a shiver of fear or excitement.

Probably a little of both! she decided.


CHAPTER 14
STRANGE EVENTS


“Dad? Where’s the bear spray?” Eric Baxter popped his head out of the tent as he called out for his father. His hair was mussed, and his face was red with exertion and annoyance. “I’ve looked in every bag, and I can’t find it anywhere!”

“It’s in the red backpack,” Mr. Baxter called back, his tone distracted as he set up the recording equipment for the night ahead.

Eric withdrew back into the tent and glanced around. He got a sudden sinking feeling in his stomach. He had a vague memory of his dad telling him to “grab the red backpack” before they left the hotel. But he’d been working on the next level on his Nintendo Switch game … and may not have been paying as close of attention as perhaps he should have.

Red backpack, red backpack … come on!

But the red backpack was nowhere to be found.

“Um … Dad?” Eric called out from within the tent.

“Yes, Eric?” Mr. Baxter’s voice held an air of annoyance.

“Did you ask me to grab the backpack?

There was a pause.

Then Mr. Baxter said, “You forgot it, didn’t you?”

Another pause.

“Maybe,” Eric admitted sheepishly.

The front flap of the tent jerked open, and Mr. Baxter peered inside. “Eric—that had our emergency supplies in it. First aid kit, bear spray, extra batteries—”

“I’m sorry!” Eric protested. “I was just—”

Mr. Baxter held up a hand to stop the impending torrent of excuses.

“No, no—it’s fine, son. It was important enough that I should have double-checked or just grabbed it myself. It’s okay. We’re not that far from the Everwood Outpost, so if anything major happens …” he paused and stared meaningfully at Eric “—which it won’t, because we are all going to be very, very careful—we can just drive there.”

Eric wanted to sink into the ground, and he felt very small. He remembered the snide remark Mr. Everwood had made about kids playing video games, and that made him feel even worse. His dad seemed to notice his dejected expression, because Mr. Baxter smiled encouragingly.

“Come on, help me finish setting up. It’ll start getting dark in an hour or so.”

Sure enough, just about an hour later, the shadows were beginning to grow long.

“I thought Alaska was called the Land of the Midnight Sun,” Abbie said. “I was kind of hoping it would be bright as day in the middle of the night.”

Mr. Baxter chuckled. “Wrong time of year and too far south, I’m afraid. In the early summer, sunset in Skagway can be ten o’clock or later. Farther north, it can be a lot later.”

“Well, at least it’s not raining,” Eric said.

Mr. Baxter nodded. “You can say that again.”

“Well, at least it’s not raining,” Eric repeated, earning a laugh from his dad and a roll of the eyes from Abbie.
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After eating a simple dinner cooked by Mr. Baxter over an open fire, they set about cleaning up the cook site. The cooking fire was separate from the campfire by the tent, and Eric asked why they didn’t just use the same fire.

“Too close to the tent,” Mr. Baxter said. “The last thing we want to do is make a bear think our tent is a great food source.”

“But what about the leftovers?” Abbie inquired.

“That’s good thinking, Abbie. We’re going to hang the rest of our food supplies from a tree a bit from camp. I got a length of rope and an odor-proof bear bag from that supply store in Skagway. Together, that should discourage any hungry bears.”

“Aw, poor bears,” Abbie said, frowning at the thought of a bear going hungry.

“You should never feed wild animals,” Mr. Baxter said, as he set about procuring the required items for suspending the food supplies. “No matter how cute they may be. It disrupts their natural diet and makes them more dependent on humans, which can then make them more aggressive.”

By the time they had hoisted the backpack to a sufficient height, darkness had fallen, and the Baxters retreated back to the campfire by the tent. The recorders were running and all three campers had their ears tuned for any unusual sound.

And then Eric heard something.

“Um … Dad?”

Mr. Baxter didn’t answer. Instead, his head was cocked to one side, listening.

The sound came again.

It was a low, moaning sound, like wind rushing through an opening deep underground.

Like in a mineshaft, Eric thought, and his body gave a little shiver. I’m just cold, he told himself. Not scared.

Mr. Baxter glanced at the twins. “We might have something,” he whispered, grinning broadly. He stood up and made his way quietly to the recorders to make sure they were running.

“Did we get it?” Eric whispered.

Mr. Baxter gave a thumbs up sign, and then pointed suddenly in the direction of the mine.

At first, Eric didn’t see anything, Then, as he continued looking into the darkness, he saw a flash of white light. It disappeared briefly, then reappeared. It was difficult to be sure at this distance, but it seemed as thought the light was moving slowly from side to side …

Like a figure walking back and forth, Eric thought, and this time when he shivered, he knew it was not because he was cold.

“Should we go check it out?” he asked.

Mr. Baxter returned to the campfire and resumed his seat, all the while shaking his head.

“No, not tonight. Tomorrow, once the sun is up, we’ll get a closer look. It wouldn’t be a good idea to go stumbling around an old mine at night.”

Eric was both disappointed and relieved. He wanted desperately to investigate, but could also imagine how frightening it would be. It would be scary enough in the daytime, but now—in the dark—it would be much worse.

A minute or so later, both the sound and the light disappeared. The Baxters waited in silence for several more minutes to see if the activity would resume, but everything was quiet and still.

“Well, I think the show’s over for tonight,” Mr. Baxter said. “Let’s get some sleep. Then tomorrow we can get a closer look at the mine!”


CHAPTER 15
INTO THE MINE


Abbie’s palms were slick with sweat, a nervous response that intensified as she clutched the heavy-duty flashlight with a shaky grip. The flashlight, robust and sturdy, was a reassuring weight in her hands, even as the entrance to Death Trap Mine approached, now a mere stone’s throw away.

The mine’s opening—a dark, gaping void—stood ominously before her, resembling the open maw of a colossal, slumbering monster. It seemed to Abbie as if it were lying in wait, ready to swallow them whole into its shadowy depths.

The mine’s history added an eerie weight to its appearance, and for a moment, Abbie almost thought she could hear the mumbling of old voices and the sharp sound of picks striking against rock.

But the surrounding landscape lay silent and undisturbed, with only the occasional rustle of leaves, distant bird call, and crunch of their footsteps to break the quiet. The contrast between the serene beauty of nature and the foreboding entrance of the mine created a dissonant harmony, playing on Abbie’s already heightened senses.

Mr. Baxter led the way, a video camera in his hand. This was the newest piece of equipment and came with both a powerful LED light and an advanced night-vision mode. He also wore a special pair of glasses fitted with twin microphones that could record binaural audio of the expedition.

Eric brought up the rear, wearing a backpack containing spare equipment and extra batteries. He was still acting a little subdued, which Abbie knew was because of his forgetfulness regarding their emergency kit. Their dad had not made a big deal out of it, but Eric had taken it a little personally. And, if she were honest, Abbie was annoyed at her brother. What if something happened? In spite of herself, she gave her head a little shake; he could be so careless sometimes.

Glancing over, she saw Eric watching, and she quickly tried to cover up her frustration by making a goofy face at him. She didn’t think he was fooled, though, because he just looked away without reciprocating.

“Okay, kids,” Mr. Baxter announced, coming to a stop a few yards from the mine’s entrance. He turned around to face them, and Abbie could tell he was going to make a speech. “I want you to be very careful as we go inside. Do not—I repeat, do not—” and here he looked over at Eric “—wander away from the others. The entrance still looks stable enough, but I’m guessing deeper inside, it will get a lot more sketchy. So if I ask you to stop or go back, you have to do exactly what I say. Agreed?”

Abbie and Eric nodded.

“Promise?”

“We promise,” the twins chorused.

“Good.” Their father whirled on his heel like a drum major and pointed directly at the mouth of the mine. “Onward!”

And onward they went.

It seemed to Abbie that the temperature dropped by double digits immediately upon entering the mine, and her heart rate noticeably increased. Eric’s mood improved almost right away, as he began seeing old items scattered around.

“Look at this!” he exclaimed. “Old tools … canvas bags … a wheelbarrow!”

“Stay with us,” Mr. Baxter reminded, obviously knowing his son all too well.

“Okay, fine,” Eric mumbled, but his eyes were still darting around, taking in all the historical items that had been left behind.

“Pretty remarkable that all this stuff is still here,” Mr. Baxter said. “You would think scavengers would have picked it clean.”

“Maybe no one wanted to come in here, given the rumors,” Abbie suggested.

Mr. Baxter nodded. “Could be. Although, sometimes that just makes these sites more appealing. Turn on your flashlight, would you, Abbie?”

She did as requested, and the powerful beam revealed a long tunnel that disappeared into a deep, foreboding darkness. Abbie gasped, Eric gulped audibly, and their dad whistled.

“That’s … a lot deeper than I expected,” Mr. Baxter admitted. He turned on his video camera, including the light which he then played along the beam supports of the mine. “This part still looks stable. It doesn’t look like these supports are too degraded or rotten. Kind of surprising, actually.”

“You think someone’s been maintaining the mine?” Eric asked.

Mr. Baxter shrugged. “I don’t know. Good thought, though. Let’s go a little farther in.”

The trio moved deeper into the tunnel, with Mr. Baxter continually moving his light around in search of pitfalls.

Abbie got the sense that the farther they went, the deeper the tunnel got, as if they were walking at a slight descent. Her suspicion was confirmed a moment later when her foot nudged a round stone and it began rolling ahead of them.

“Watch your feet,” Mr. Baxter said. His voice sounded tense.

Abbie looked backward and realized she could barely see the mine’s entrance. Her chest began to feel tight, as if something was pressing down on it.

It’s just claustrophobia, she told herself. Ignore it and it will go away.

She had always had a fear of tight spaces, but she wasn’t about to admit that the mine was beginning to affect her, especially not in front of her brother. And besides, she also had no intention of missing out on this adventure.

That is, until the moaning began.


CHAPTER 16
A NARROW ESCAPE


The fine hairs on Eric’s neck snapped to attention as the first strains of the ghostly moan wafted through the dark tunnel. It was definitely the same sound from the night before, but this time it was so much worse. Not only was it much closer, but the low frequency rumbled along the floor of the tunnel, and Eric could feel it through the soles of his hiking boots.

“Kids, go back to the entrance of the mine,” Mr. Baxter instructed, his voice maintaining a level of calm but laced with an undercurrent of urgency. But the twins’ feet seemed to be cemented to the spot. The urgency in their father's voice escalated. "Now!" he bellowed with a ferocity that jolted them into action.

With a surge of adrenaline, Eric and Abbie began their retreat, initially stepping backwards cautiously before whipping around to sprint full-tilt toward the faint, beckoning light of the entrance, with Abbie in the lead. Eric’s heart pounded in his chest, mirroring the rhythm of their frantic footsteps.

As they ran, the sound grew louder, and small fragments of rock began to dislodge from the ceiling, dropping down and hitting the rock floor with a noise like heavy rain.

“Kids, run!” Mr. Baxter shouted, his voice almost lost in the growing chaos within the tunnel. “The tunnel’s collapsing! Run and don’t stop!”

Eric’s feet began sliding on the pebbles and dislodged stones on the ground—it was like trying to run on marbles—and then he was going down.

A sharp pain went through his knee, and he cried out. Somehow, through the noise, Abbie heard him and glanced back.

“Eric!” Abbie screamed and stopped in her tracks.

Eric glanced back for his dad, but from his vantage point could see nothing through the billowing dust that was beginning to fill the tunnel. He felt Abbie grab his arm and then he was up.

Both kids ran toward the mine entrance. Eric’s eyes burned from the dust, and he felt tears running down his face. Through his blurring vision, he could just make out the shimmer of light ahead, and he forced himself to keep up with Abbie, even though his knee was beginning to ache badly.

And then, the light from the mouth of the tunnel disappeared with a loud roar as the ceiling ahead of them collapsed.

Abbie came to a sliding halt, and Eric ran right into her from behind.

“Eric! Abbie!”

Eric blinked his streaming eyes, desperate to see in the dark. He had thought Abbie had called out … but her voice sounded so strange. And why would she be calling her own name?

Then a beam of light stabbed through the dust-filled darkness.

“Over here!” the voice called out again.

It wasn’t Abbie, who was even now pulling him toward this new source of light. Eric was too confused and frightened to argue.

“Follow me!” the voice ordered, and Eric suddenly placed the voice.

Kai!

As they ran, the noise began to diminish, and Eric realized the air was clearing. Then he felt the whisper of a cool breeze on his face.

“I see light!”

Hearing Abbie’s wild shout, Eric squinted desperately. And then he saw it just ahead: a shaft of bright light. The breeze on his face grew stronger and then, almost before he realized it, he was stumbling out into the welcoming rays of a mid-morning sun.

Exhausted, Eric’s body gave way, and he collapsed onto the earth. His chest rose and fell in rapid succession, his lungs searing with each gasping breath. Disbelief clouded his mind for a moment; it seemed surreal that they had escaped the clutches of the mine. But as his eyes adjusted to the daylight, and the sight of Abbie and Kai, the absence of another familiar figure snapped him back to reality.

“Dad?” Eric jumped to his feet, ignored the heaviness of his chest, the burning in his eyes, and the dryness of his mouth. “Where’s Dad?!”

Abbie stood stock still, with mouth open and face draining of color. “I thought he was right behind us,” she whispered. “He … he said to run, so … ”

“We have to go back!” Eric shouted.

As one, the twins turned back toward the tunnel.

“Wait!” Kai jumped in front of them, arms outstretched. “Stop! If you go back—”

But his caution was drowned out by a deep, ominous rumble. In a heart-stopping moment, the opening they had just fled crumbled inward, sealing itself with an earth-shattering roar. The ground trembled violently under their feet, and a massive plume of dust erupted into the blue morning sky.

“DAD!”

The morning air was torn apart by Abbie’s anguished scream. She ran for the now-covered tunnel entrance, dropped to her knees, and began tearing at the rocks with her hands. As she dug, she whispered frantic prayers to God. Eric was right behind her and together they worked feverishly for several minutes.

And then … they stopped. Their hands were bruised and scratched, and they hadn’t even made a dent in the pile of rubble.

It was hopeless.
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CHAPTER 17
THE PLOT THICKENS


Abbie knelt on the ground in disbelief. Her knees ached, her hands and fingers ached, her heart ached. It could not be true—it just could not be true.

From somewhere, deep inside and through the mask of grief that threatened to completely overwhelm, Abbie caught sight of a tiny, flickering flame of confidence.

“He’s alive,” she said, standing up and brushing her dirty hands on her pants.

Eric looked at her, his eyes red and swollen from both dust and pain.

“How can you say that?” he asked, pointing at the covered entrance. “And even if he is, how are we going to get him out? The main entrance is covered up as well. Dad is trapped in there!”

“He’s alive,” Abbie repeated, her voice conveying a confidence she did not entirely feel.

Both twins looked at Kai. The boy’s face was unreadable, but he gave a little shrug.

“It could be,” he said. “We don’t know exactly what parts of the tunnel collapsed. And there are other side tunnels, like the one we came through, that he might have found.”

Eric struggled to his feet. His chest was still heaving, but the panic seemed to be subsiding. Finally, he nodded slowly. “Okay,” he said. “I guess maybe we should get back to the outpost and get help for…”

Abbie thought he was going to say more, but his voice trailed off. His eyes, still red-rimmed and watery, seemed to sharpen a bit as he looked over Abbie’s shoulder. Without even looking, fear pricked her heart.

“We need to hide,” said Kai, moving as he spoke.

The twins followed him until they were concealed behind the thick trunk of a spruce tree. And only then did Abbie risk looking back toward whatever the two boys had seen.

Five men were approaching the entrance to the mine: Mr. Everwood, his two guards, a man she did not recognize … and Dr. Greenway. As they walked, they moved out of sight behind the crest of the hill.

“We need to get closer,” Kai whispered.

“Right,” Eric said, also keeping his voice low. “We need to hear what they’re saying.”

Abbie frowned. “Why are we sneaking around? I thought you wanted to go back to the outpost for help. Now we don’t have to. Help came to us!”

“If they are actually here to help,” Eric said.

The ominous tone in his voice made Abbie shiver. She didn’t like it, but she could see his point. Why were all these men out here? How did they know to come at this exact moment? Was it just luck or an answer to prayer?

Taking the lead, Kai slipped from behind the tree and, bending low at the waist, began creeping forward. Abbie and Eric followed slowly, careful not to kick any loose rocks or stumble over fallen branches.

Kai reached the crest of the little hill and immediately dropped to his stomach so as to minimize his silhouette agains the bright, mid-morning sky. The twins copied the movement and soon they were all lying prone on the ground, looking down at the men who were gathered around the collapsed entrance to Death Trap Mine.

“You see what I was saying, Cartwright?” Mr. Everwood was saying. “This place is just what its name would suggest: a death trap!”

“That’s strange,” said the man Abbie had not recognized. “The reports I read were that the mine supports were in good repair.”

“You can’t always take those reports at face value,” Dr. Greenway cut in. “Sometimes there is rot within the timbers. It takes an expert to know for sure.”

“And you are such an expert?” asked the man named Cartwright.

“I have degrees in multiple disciplines,” Dr. Greenway said smugly, and Abbie noticed he sounded much less jolly—and a good deal more sinister—than he had when he’d entertained them at the outpost. “And I have made known my concern about the integrity of the mine’s safety.”

“That’s why we brought you out here, Cartwright,” Mr Everwood said. “So you could see for yourself and then use your journalistic clout to spread the word.”

Mr. Cartwright moved closer to the mine’s entrance and studied the fallen rocks and timbers.

“Well, it certainly looks like you were right,” he admitted. “If anyone had been inside this mine when it collapsed, they’re in deep trouble now.”

Eric drew in a breath sharply and then clapped a hand over his mouth.

But it was too late.

All five men looked up.

“Did you hear that?” Dr. Greenway asked.

Everwood snorted. “Probably just a bird.”

“I don’t think so,” the scientist said doubtfully. “I’ve never heard a bird gasp. I think we should check it out.”

“Fine,” Everwood said, and then he motioned toward the two guards. “Go clear the area, would you? Then we can finish what we came for and get out of here.”


CHAPTER 18
SECRET HIDEOUT


For a brief moment, time seemed to stand still as the men made their way up the hill. Fear gripped Eric as he watched, wide-eyed, while both guards pulled out guns that had been concealed within their jackets.

I was right, he thought, remembering his remark back at the Chilkoot.

And then all three were squirming backward from the top of the hill, trying to put distance between themselves and the oncoming gunmen.

Once they had moved well out of sight, Kai got to his feet—although still bent low—and motioned to the twins.

“Follow me,” he said, his voice barely audible.

Without question, the twins obeyed, trailing closely behind Kai until they finally reached the relative safety of the trees. Eric assumed they would stop there and catch their breath, but Kai motioned for them to continue onward.

“Where are we going?” Abbie whispered.

Kai simply shook his head and placed a finger to his lips, signaling for them to remain quiet as they retreated deeper into unknown territory. They crept along for several minutes until Kai stopped suddenly and stood up straight, rubbing his lower back and wincing. Abbie and Eric followed suit.

“Are we … safe?” Abbie asked.

Kai smiled. “Not exactly, but we’re safer now than we were back at the hill.”

Eric looked around them. They had gone through the stand of trees and circled around to the back of the hill where the terrain had dropped down to form a narrow gully. Brush arched over top of them, creating a sort of archway.

“Where are we?” he wondered aloud.

Kai looked a little uncomfortable. “It’s kind of my home away from home.”

Eric frowned. “What do you mean?”

Kai walked a couple of steps and shifted a pile of branches that had been leaning against one side of the gully. Both Eric and Abbie gaped as they saw an opening in the rock.

Abbie moved ahead to peer inside. “Is that … part of the mine?”

Kai nodded. “There are two other ways in and out, besides the main entrance. This and the one that we barely escaped from.”

Eric’s heart leaped in his chest. “So we might be able to find Dad?!”

“Well, maybe,” Kai said cautiously. “It all depends on exactly where the collapse started and where he ended up.”

“I’m going in there,” Abbie stated firmly and crouched down to enter the narrow rocky opening. She still had her flashlight, and it was only then Eric realized how glad he was that she had been the one carrying it. He knew he likely would have dropped it in the earlier excitement. He probably would have dropped the pack, too, if it weren’t strapped to his back.

Eric watched her disappear inside and then, just a few seconds later, he heard his sister let out a little exclamation of surprise. Eric rushed forward, worried that something had happened.

“Abbie? You okay?”

Her voice came back, calm and unafraid—only curious. “Yeah, I’m okay. Come on in.”

Eric squeezed inside. He blinked a few times. Even with the glow of the flashlight, his eyes still needed to adjust. Then he understood why Abbie had gasped.

Once past the narrow opening, the interior of the rock opened up to form a medium-sized cavern, like a room, with rock walls and ceiling. Within this cavern was a small table, a little pile of pine boughs, and an old crate that held a stack of comic books.

“Wow,” he breathed, taking it all in. “It looks like—”

“Like somebody lives here,” Kai finished.

Both Abbie and Eric turned to look at the boy.

“You … live here?” Abbie said, disbelievingly. “Isn’t Mr. Wong your dad?”

“I don’t actually live here,” Kai said. “I’m at home to sleep and for meals, and of course I go to school. But I do hang out here a lot.”

Abbie’s face was a mask of concern. “Why?”

Kai shifted his feet nervously and looked down at the rocky floor. “Things aren’t very good at home,” he muttered. “My mom moved out last year because things got so bad over the mine. She wants him to give it up and let Everwood have it. They’ve made life pretty difficult for us.”

“But your dad won’t give it up?” Eric asked.

Kai shook his head. “He says it would dishonor the ancestors. And he thinks there is still gold here.”

Eric’s brow furrowed. “Does your mom disagree?”

“I don’t think she cares,” Kai said. “She just wants things to go back to normal. My dad has been messing around with this mine for years, but it was slow going because he worked in Skagway as a teacher and could only come out here on the weekends or his days off. My mom just got tired of it. And then when my dad lost his job and still wouldn’t give up, she couldn’t take it anymore.”

Abbie put an arm around Kai’s shoulders. “Is that why you’re so determined to prove Everwood wrong?”

Kai nodded, looking down at the ground. “I think my dad is right. I think there is still gold here. But Everwood is trying to force us out. If I can either find gold or prove Everwood wrong, then maybe my family can keep the mine … and my parents will get back together.”

Kai’s voice cracked on those last few words, and Eric felt a renewed sense of determination. They had to find their dad and they had to help Kai.

He opened his mouth to say exactly that … but then stopped when he heard deep voices from outside the cave.


CHAPTER 19
TRAPPED!


In the dimly lit cavern, Abbie's trembling fingers grasped Eric's arm tightly, her voice laced with fear. "They found us! What are we going to do?!" she whispered urgently.

Once again, Kai took the lead and this time the Baxter twins did not even need to be told to follow. They moved deeper into the cavern, which narrowed until it formed a tunnel much like the one they had found when first entering the mine.

Then Kai stopped and all three kids pressed themselves against the cool rock walls.

Heavy boots thudded from the area they had just vacated, and Abbie’s heart began pounding so hard that she was worried it would be overheard.

“You see anything?” a gruff voice inquired, the sound bouncing off the walls.

“Nah,” answered a second voice, this one a bit higher in pitch. “Saw some footprints up on the hill, though. We was definitely bein’ watched.”

“Rotten kids,” the first man said. “I don’t like it down here. It’s creepy.”

The second man laughed mockingly. “Don’t get all worked up. You know all those ghost stories are just tricks to scare people away.”

“Oh yeah?” the first man challenged. “Then how come we heard about stuff happening before we arrived, huh?”

“Just superstition, that’s how come.”

“And the collapse of the mine?” the gruff voice demanded. “That weren’t no trick.”

“You got that right. That was attempted murder, which is why we gotta find those kids. If they get back to town and squeal on us, we’ll be in prison until we’re a hundred.”

“Good point. I’ll stand here by the entrance to make sure they don’t run out. You go deeper into the tunnel and root out those little rats.”

The first man scoffed. “Oh, sure, you want me to go into the tunnel.”

“Just do it.”

“Fine.”

Despite the absurdity of the men’s conversation, Abbie’s heart kept racing. They might not be the sharpest knives in the drawer, but that did not mean they weren’t dangerous.

The sound of thudding footsteps started up again, and the three kids began to carefully move along the rock wall, desperate to remain silent. The acoustics in the tunnel amplified every sound, and one misstep could reveal their position.

And then suddenly they heard moaning from behind them, from somewhere deep in the mine. The eerie wails rose up higher and higher, then sound bouncing off the walls and seeming to fill every nook and cranny of the tunnel.

The heavy steps paused, and Abbie heard the crunch of gravel as the first man turned around to look back at his partner.

“You hear that?” he asked. “You going to say that’s a trick?”

“Well, it ain’t no ghost, that’s for sure,” the other man said, but his brave words lacked confidence.

The footsteps resumed, but this time they were faster and moving in the opposite direction from the kids.

“That’s it, I’m out,” the gruff-voiced man said. “If Everwood wants to search this place, he can do it himself.”

“Hey, you can’t leave me in here by myself!”

There was the sound of scrambling, and Abbie peeked out just in time to see the second man running after his larger companion.

The moaning continued, and it seemed to be growing closer. Abbie looked at Eric and Kai, and was amused to see their faces frozen with fear.

“Cut it out, you cowards,” she teased. “Don’t you recognize that voice?”

Eric looked at her, confused. Then his terrified face relaxed, and he broke into a shaky grin. He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could say anything, a shadowy figure appeared further down the tunnel …

“Dad!” Abbie ran forward, with Eric close behind, and threw her arms around her father’s neck.

Mr. Baxter, his face scratched and dirty, gave the twins huge hugs and when they finally pulled away, all their faces were wet with tears of joy and relief.

“You kids gave me quite the scare,” he said.

“Us?” Eric said. “You’re the one who sneaked up on us pretending to be a ghost!”

“Sorry about that,” Mr. Baxter said. “It sounded like you two were in a pretty tight spot, and I couldn’t think of another way to get rid of those two guards. But I was talking about the cave-in. I’m so happy you managed to escape!”

“We might not have, had it not been for Kai,” Abbie said.

Mr. Baxter looked confused. “Who?”

“Kai. Mr. Wong’s son. He’s right over … ” Abbie’s voice trailed off as she realized the boy was no longer anywhere to be seen.

Kai had disappeared.


CHAPTER 20
THE CHASE


Mr. Baxter stared at them in disbelief. “Are you saying Mr. Wong’s son was here?”

Eric nodded. He started to launch into an explanation of everything Kai had told them, but his dad raised one hand to stop him.

“You’ll have to fill me in later, I’m afraid. We need to get out of here in case those men come back. I think if we circle around far enough, we can use the treeline to get back to camp without being seen. Then we can take the Jeep back to Skagway and figure out how to handle this whole mess.”

The plan worked like a charm, as the Baxters were able to skirt the men at the front of the mine and get back to their camp undetected. There was still no sign of Kai, but there was little time to think about that right now.

They made record time packing up their camping gear, especially considering they were trying to be as quiet as possible. Once the tent was broken down and everything loaded into the back of the Jeep, they all jumped inside, and Mr. Baxter fumbled around in his pockets, finally coming out with the keys. He inserted the key into the ignition and started up the engine.

“Phew!” he said, as the engine roared to life. “For a minute, I thought I’d dropped them back at the mine!”

“Uh, Dad?” Eric said, looking out the back window.

“Yes, Eric?”

“You might want to get moving. I think we have company.”

“Why, what’s—” Mr. Baxter looked in the rearview mirror, and his eyes widened.

Eric gripped the side of his seat as his heart thrummed into an overtime rhythm. A black Hummer had appeared from down the trail leading to the mine, and it was headed straight for them.

Mr. Baxter threw the Jeep into gear and the tires spun as he stomped on the accelerator.

“Hold on, kids!”

Their vehicle fishtailed a couple of times but finally the off-road tires found purchase, and they started gaining speed.

As Mr. Everwood had warned them when they had first arrived in Skagway, the road—more of a trail, really—was not great, and the ride at higher speeds was even worse. Eric felt like his insides were turning to gelatin as the vehicle rocked and jounced over the rough terrain. But as fast as they were going, the Hummer eased ever closer. Eric could see the driver, and he was pretty sure it was the gruff-sounding guard.

“They’re getting closer, Dad.”

“I can see that, Eric,” Mr. Baxter said testily as he wrestled with the steering wheel. “I’m going as fast as I can without blowing a tire or breaking an axle.”

“What do you think they’ll do if they catch us?” Abbie wondered aloud, her voice ragged as she bounced around in her seat.

Their father hunched over the wheel, his eyes laser-focused on the trail ahead. “I’d prefer not to find out.”

Eric’s heart pounded in his throat as the Hummer loomed ever closer. “But they’re almost right up to us! They have a bigger vehicle and a bigger engine!”

Mr. Baxter grinned. “And sometimes that’s just enough to get you in trouble.”

Eric had no idea what his father meant by this … until he suddenly did. He turned in his seat and looked forward, just as they reached the sharp bend right near the Everwood Outpost. Still going top speed, Mr. Baxter put the Jeep into a power slide and took the turn like a champion racer. The Jeep groaned, the engine screamed, and the tires stuttered on the slide, but they made it around safely.

Eric whipped around just in time to see the Hummer miss the turn. The big vehicle zoomed off the trail and charged into the underbrush. And then they were out of sight.

“Dad! You did it!”

Both Abbie and Eric were overjoyed, but their father did not take his foot off the gas.

“Too early to celebrate, kids. Let’s get back to town first.”
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CHAPTER 21
THE EVIDENCE


“Where are you going, Dad?” Abbie asked, pointing out the side window of the Jeep as Mr. Baxter turned down a side street. “The hotel is that way.”

“We’re not going back to the hotel,” her father replied. “At least not right now. Everwood knows to find us there.”

Abbie grimaced as she realized the truth of those words, and it was the first time since being in Skagway that she wished they were in a larger city. It would be much easier to hide in a place like New York. Whenever one wanted to disappear, the energy and bustle of large metro areas—which at times could be overwhelming—were of benefit.

“But where are we going?” Abbie repeated.

Mr. Baxter did not reply, but instead took a quick turn onto another street and then slowed the Jeep, scanning the houses as they passed by.

Abbie wanted desperately to again ask where they were going, but she bit her tongue. She knew her dad was trying to concentrate and interrupting would only make things more difficult. She also knew that he would tell them what they needed to know when the time was right.

“There!” Mr. Baxter exclaimed, pulling off the side of the road and stopping the Jeep.

Abbie looked out the window and saw they had stopped in front of a small, single-story house. “Whose house is … ” she started to ask, but then she saw the mailbox. It had a propellor on the front.

Eddie the pilot! she thought.

Then she remembered his words just after landing in Skagway: “I live just a couple streets over. You need anything, let me know. You can’t miss the house, ‘cuz the mailbox has a propellor on it.”

Mr. Baxter turned off the Jeep’s engine and hopped out. The twins followed suit without being told. Together, they fast-walked up to the front door.

“I hope he’s home,” Mr. Baxter said, as he knocked.

They waited for a couple of minutes—very, very long minutes, Abbie thought—and then the door opened a crack. Eddie the pilot peered out at them.

“Huh?” he asked, his voice groggy as if he’d been sleeping.

“Hey,” Mr. Baxter said. “We’re the Baxters. You flew us into Skagway the other day and … well, you said if we needed anything to let you know. And, well … ”

“And you need something,” Eddie finished.

Mr. Baxter let out a breath like he’d been holding it for a really long time. “Yeah,” he said. “I guess that’s right.”

The pilot hesitated only a moment longer before opening the door to let them in. He was dressed in an old t-shirt and boxers, but when he saw Abbie, he mumbled an apology and grabbed a tattered bathrobe from a nearby chair.

“Come on in,” he said, pulled on the robe and stepping back to allow them entry. “Sorry for the mess; I wasn’t expecting company.”

Mr. Baxter shook his head. “It’s okay. We’re the ones who should be apologizing for just showing up unexpectedly. But, honestly, we may need to get out of town fast.”

Eddie rubbed a hand over his stubbly face, as if trying to finish waking up. “Maybe you should tell me what’s going on,” he said. “I’m kinda lost.”

“Of course,” Mr. Baxter said. He took a moment to gather his thoughts, and then began filling the pilot in on all that had happened.

Eddie listened and, as the story went on, whatever sleep remained in his eyes disappeared and was replaced by an interested gleam. He nodded along as Mr. Baxter told him about Everwood, the mine, Dr. Greenway, Mr. Wong, and the dangerous events earlier that day.

“And so we came here because, well, we’re just not sure where else to turn.”

“Why not go to the police?”

Mr. Baxter looked uncomfortable. “Well, you make a good point, but I must confess I wasn’t exactly sure what to expect from them. For all I know, Everwood already has some sort of ‘understanding’ with them.”

Eddie raised an eyebrow. “How do you know he doesn’t already have some sort of ‘understanding’ with me?”

Mr. Baxter shrugged. “I guess I don’t.”

“Well, don’t worry,” Eddie said, laughing. “I can’t stand people like Everwood. And, to be honest, nothing in your story surprises me in the slightest. Well, except maybe the cave-in. I always thought that old mine was pretty stable.”

“It may have been,” Mr. Baxter said, “but there’s something I haven’t told you yet.”

“Well, don’t hold back, man,” Eddie said. “I might as well hear the rest of it.”

Abbie and Eric both leaned forward as well—this was something they hadn’t heard yet either!

“Before I found that side tunnel and escaped the cave-in, I found a couple of very interesting things. The first was part of an electronic system embedded in the walls. I’m not an engineer, but I’d bet my YouTube channel on it being part of what was making those lights and sounds. There were lots of wires and even part of a circuit board.”

Eddie nodded. “Makes sense. There have been lots of stories about supernatural events going on at the mine for years, but if you look at the reports, they’re pretty inconsistent until more recently, when most everyone started reporting the same kind of things: lights and sounds.” He thought about this for a moment before saying, “You said you found something else as well?”

“Yeah. Very interesting. And it’s what convinced me that we might all be in danger after all. I got some footage.” Mr. Baxter took out his camera and used the touchscreen to navigate the recording. “Take a look at this,” he said, turning the screen toward Eddie, with the twins straining their necks to see as well.

Eddie studied the screen and then began slowly shaking his head in disbelief.

“I see what you mean,” he said. “If that’s what it looks like, then I don’t blame you for being worried!”

Abbie had been watching the footage as well, and what she saw made her blood run cold. On the screen was an image of collapsed wooden beams inside the mine that had been responsible for holding up the main tunnel. But as the footage played, it was easy to see, even to her untrained eye, that not all the wood had broken.

Some of it had been cut cleanly, as if with a saw or other serrated blade.

“You were set up,” Eddie said bluntly. “Everybody knows that one thing holding up this case is that the mine has been considered safe and operable. Mr. Wong has always said he wanted to work the mine, and he told everyone who would listen that by losing the mine to Everwood, he’d be losing a potential fortune.”

Mr. Baxter nodded. “Right. But if it collapsed and, well, either killed or injured someone, then it would be difficult to argue for keeping it open.”

“And if it’s not open,” Abbie rushed in, “then Mr. Wong has no way to work the mine and it becomes a lot less valuable to him.”

Eric interrupted, “Which means it would be easier for Everwood to either take it over in court or buy it for basically nothing!”

“Exactly.” Mr. Baxter shook his head in disgust. “I’m sorry, kids. Looks like we got taken for fools on this one. Everwood probably figured if someone with a large following got hurt—or worse—then it would be a simple matter to get the rest of the media to follow the story.” He punched his palm with the fist of his other hand. “I should have been smarter than this!”

Abbie reached over and gave her father a hug. “There was no way for you to know, Dad. Mr. Everwood just seemed like another client.”

“Yeah,” Eric said. “He’s a pretty sneaky guy. I guess the question now is: what are we going to do next?”

“Well, I have an idea,” Mr. Baxter said. “But it might take some time.”

While they had been speaking, Eddie had walked across the room to the front window and was peering around a corner of the closed curtains.

“I’m not sure you’ve got time,” he drawled. “Looks like we’ve got company.”

The Baxters quickly joined the pilot at the window, and Abbie let out a little gasp as she saw Everwood and his guards walking up to the house.

They did not look happy.
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“Looks like they’ve been in a cat fight,” Eddie observed quietly, emitting a satisfied chuckle. “Scratches and bruises. What’s all that stuff on their vehicle?”

“Looks like branches and twigs,” Mr. Baxter replied. “They ran off the road while chasing us into town. I was hoping they’d get stuck out there, but I guess the Hummer got them through alright.”

“I was hoping they’d drive off a cliff,” Eric muttered, receiving a reproving look from his father.

He knew this wasn’t the right attitude, but he was struggling with feeling angry about how Everwood had treated them. He’d tried to get them killed—for his own selfish reasons! But even as Eric tried to justify himself, he knew it was wrong to wish bad things on others, so he whispered a little prayer, asking God to help him with these negative feelings.

“Kid has a point,” Eddie said, “because now you’ve got to get moving again. There’s a back door out through the kitchen. I’ll hold ‘em off to give you a head start.”

“Okay, thanks, Eddie,” Mr. Baxter said, “but don’t put yourself in any real danger. We’ll head back to our hotel room, so if you can just buy us a few minutes, that will be enough.”

“Our hotel room?” Eric couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “I thought you said earlier that we couldn’t go back there because they’d know where to find us!”

Mr. Baxter nodded. “That’s true. But now we want them to find us.”

Eric squeezed his eyes shut, trying desperately to follow his father’s thinking. “I don’t get it!”

There was a knock on the door.

“I don’t have time to explain now,” Mr. Baxter said, keeping his voice low. “I’m sorry, son, but this is another of those times you’ll just have to trust me.” He began moving toward the kitchen. “Now, come on—let’s get out of here!”


CHAPTER 22
TRICKED


The hotel room door shivered at the severe pounding it was receiving from the fist of the gruff-sounding guard. Mr. Baxter looked around the room to make sure everything was ready, seemed to gather himself, and then walked toward the door.

“Are you sure about this, Dad?” Abbie asked, her voice small and uncertain.

Mr. Baxter hesitated and then looked back at his two kids. His face, normally vibrant and confident, was now tightly drawn. He took a deep breath, then said,

“Kids … we don’t have much time right now—that door’s about to break down—but remember when I said sometimes you just have to trust me? Well, I’ll be honest and say that I’m not one hundred percent I know what I’m doing this time. I’m just doing my best.”

Abbie nodded, and felt that for once maybe she understood a bit more about the great responsibility that a parent has to shoulder. It must be difficult to have to make all the big decisions, even when you’re not even sure yourself of the right thing to do.

“We trust you, Dad.”

Mr. Baxter gave a quick nod, and Abbie was pretty sure she saw tears in his eyes. “Thanks, kiddo. Now, both of you go into the other room. If things go badly, call the police. And don’t make a sound, no matter what happens.”

Abbie and Eric did as instructed, but Abbie positioned herself behind the almost-closed bedroom door, so that she could watch through the narrow opening.

Mr. Baxter walked to the room door, paused for a moment, and then opened it with a quick jerk. The gruff-sounding guard stood there, his meaty hand raised for another blow. Mr. Everwood and the second guard were there as well, the former with his arms crossed and the latter with his hand inside his jacket—likely holding a gun out of sight.

“Hello, gentlemen,” Mr. Baxter said, and Abbie marveled at how calm her father sounded. “I’ve been expecting you.”

He stepped back and the other three men stepped inside the room.

“Don’t play innocent with me, Baxter,” Mr. Everwood snarled. “You know why we’re here.”

“Why, Mr. Everwood, whatever are you talking about?”

“No games!” Everwood barked. “I’m out of patience with you and those two little brats of yours. If you would have just done what you were supposed to, we all could have been happy.”

“Not everyone,” Mr. Baxter said. “Certainly not Mr. Wong and his family.”

Everwood sneered. “Oh, who cares about them. They mean nothing to me. I’m interested in much bigger things.”

“Like yourself?”

“Oh, please,” Everwood said. “I hope you’re not going to launch into some moralistic speech about putting others first or something. We all know that’s a myth—nobody actually does that. You can’t be first in life by putting others ahead of yourself.”

“Looking out for number one, huh?”

“Exactly. And that goes for you too, Baxter.” Everwood stepped forward, and his voice deepened threateningly. “You’ve gotten in my way and outstayed your welcome.”

“Well, I’m sorry we didn’t allow ourselves to die in your little mine trap,” Mr. Baxter said, the sarcasm thick enough to cut with a knife. “That must have been very inconvenient for you.”

“You weren’t supposed to die,” Everwood said. “Just get trapped. Then we’d rescue you and have you testify to the unsafe conditions. Unfortunately, Dr. Greenway took things on himself to go one step further. We were only going to rig the entrance, but apparently he decided that wasn’t good enough and ended up weakening the entire main tunnel.”

“Interesting that he’s not here to defend himself,” Mr. Baxter observed. “Is he waiting in the vehicle?”

“Er … no,” Everwood replied, looking uncomfortable for once. “He sustained a somewhat serious injury when the Hummer ran off the road. We smacked into a tree and he wasn’t wearing a seatbelt. Very foolish of him.”

“So you just … left him?”

“Don’t change the subject, Baxter!” Everwood roared. “We’re here to talk about you!”

Mr. Baxter backed up and sat down in a nearby chair. As if he had not a care in the world, he crossed his legs, leaned back, and steepled his fingers.

“As much as I enjoy that particular topic,” he said breezily, “I’m much more interested in what you thought to gain from all this.”

Everwood laughed. “Certainly you’re not so stupid that you have yet to figure it all out,” he said. “You were just supposed to be my vehicle for revealing the mine as the death trap that it actually is. Then it would be condemned, closed, and rendered useless to anyone.”

“And then you could buy it for pennies on the dollar.”

“Or just have it transferred over by the courts once Wong dropped his opposition. Which I’m sure he would have, once there was no chance of getting any gold out of it.”

Mr. Baxter nodded. “I see. Well, that’s all very interesting, Mr. Everwood. But tell me—what’s to stop me from picking up the phone and calling the police right now?”

Everwood smirked. “Go right ahead. You think a businessman of my caliber doesn’t cross all the T’s and dot all the I’s?”

“You’ve bought them off?”

“Well, not all of them, of course. You only need one, and one is what I have. That would be enough to bury your call at the bottom of a stack of paperwork and from there into a trash bin or paper shredder.”

“Well—” Mr. Baxter said. “You’ve thought of everything, haven’t you?”

Everwood smiled, but it was not a happy expression. “Yes. Yes, I have. But, of course, my connections are not the only reason you won’t be picking up the phone to call the police or anyone else.”

“Oh? And why is—?”

Abbie stifled a gasp as the second guard pulled his hand from inside his jacket, revealing a nasty-looking gun.

“Ah!” Mr. Baxter said. “You plan to shoot me. How cliché of you.”

Abbie’s mind raced. Her dad had told them to call the police if things went badly, but they had just learned that at least one officer could not be trusted. Abbie knew that the vast majority of police were public servants, but she also had no way of knowing who would answer her call …

She looked over at Eric, who had his hand on the phone’s handset and was looking back at her with a questioning look on his face. Abbie squeezed her eyes shut, searching for the answer, and then it was like a little voice inside her mind said,

“Wait … ”

She opened her eyes, looked back at Eric, and slowly shook her head.

Back in the main room, her dad was saying, “… surely you could have thought of something more interesting than that. Any old criminal can—”

“I’ve have enough of your fake bravado, Baxter,” Everwood interrupted. “I’m leaving now. And as soon as the door closes behind me, your time is up. And then we’ll track down those kids as well—in fact, they’re probably here … in the other room. None of you will be allowed to leave.”

At those words, a cold sweat prickled Abbie’s forehead. The man was absolute evil!

Everwood turned to go but had only taken a single step when he was frozen by what Mr. Baxter said next.

“You know, it’s not polite to leave without saying goodbye to your audience.”

Everwood slowly pivoted, his face a frozen mask. “And just what do you mean by that?”

Mr. Baxter grinned. “Oh, not much. Just that you’ve been performing on a livestream for my entire YouTube channel. I haven’t been able to check the numbers because I’ve been too busy entertaining you, but I have to imagine we’re setting some sort of record. It’s not every day you get to see a powerful businessman threaten to murder someone live on the internet.”

Everwood’s face flushed a deep red, and his eyes blazed with rage. He opened his mouth to speak but whatever he was going to say was cut off by a sudden pounding on the door.

“Skagway Police!” a voice shouted. “Open up!”


CHAPTER 23
AND SO IT ENDS


The twins and Kai passed luggage to Mr. Baxter, who loaded them into the cargo space of the Cessna. Eddie walked around the craft, doing last minute checks, and Mr. Wong stood a few feet away, beaming at all the activity.

“Mr. Baxter,” he said, as the twins’ father hoisted the final suitcase into the plane, “how can I ever thank you for your help?”

“You don’t need to, Mr. Wong. This was quite the adventure for us. Not to mention I got the biggest video my channel has ever had!”

Everyone laughed, but Eric felt the need to pipe up with, “But let’s not do that again, okay? I thought for sure we were goners!”

“No argument there,” Mr. Baxter said. “But we should be thanking you and Kai, Mr. Wong. After all, you’re the ones who brought the police after Kai ran to get you after leaving the mine.”

“He didn’t believe me at first,” Kai said. He was smiling, but Eric could tell his new friend was still a little miffed. “That is, until he got a notification that “Jason Baxter Debunks” was livestreaming.” He rolled his eyes.

Mr. Wong nodded. “That is right. As I told you at our earlier meeting, I have been following your YouTube channel for some time. I am subscribed, so when I saw what was happening, everything came together.”

“And you knew who could be trusted at the police department?” Abbie asked.

“Oh, yes. Most of them are wonderful people, but there is one that most people know as a scoundrel. He was recently given a desk job after a run-in with a citizen, and that allowed him access to all records and files. Everything ran through him, which made him perfect for Everwood to control. So, when I learned what was happening at the hotel, I called the direct line of an officer I know, and he was able to get things moving quickly.”

“I’m glad you did,” Mr. Baxter said. “And by the way, I’m sorry our involvement collapsed the tunnel. I understand you were interested in any possible gold deposits that might remain, and we made that much more difficult, even impossible.”

Mr. Wong shook his head. “Mr. Everwood thought I would stop wanting the mine if I could not get at gold, but that is not true. It is more of a way to honor my ancestors, as the mine is a memory of them.”

“I understand,” Mr. Baxter said. “And as far as Everwood is concerned, I’d like to think he wouldn’t really have let his guard shoot us, but … I’m not sure.”

“He was serious,” Abbie said, giving an involuntary shiver. “I could feel it. He was just evil.”

Mr. Baxter was silent for a moment, deep in thought. The others waited patiently until he finally roused himself. “Well, whatever his true intentions, he’ll serve his time. All of them will.” He hesitated, then said slowly, “You kids remember how I say that sometimes you have to trust me, even if you don’t understand?”

Eric and Abbie nodded.

“Well … when I was in the tunnel, alone and not knowing if you two had survived, I started thinking about how there are no atheists in foxholes. And then I realized that I’ve been telling you to trust me, sometimes without evidence, but I’ve been refusing to do the same.” He cleared his throat. “With God.”

Tears stung the back of Eric’s eyes as he realized what his father was getting at.

“That’s all I wanted to say,” Mr. Baxter said quickly, his voice growing husky. “It just … made me think, that’s all. And I wanted to thank you two rascals for being such great kids.”

They gathered into a hug, and as they then slowly broke away, Eric noticed with a little heart-leap of joy that Mr. Wong had put his arm around Kai’s shoulders.

Was it possible that so many good things might come from all this greed and corruption? Eric felt a smile spread over his face as he realized that not only was it possible … but that it was already happening.
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SOME TIME LATER

“Dad!” Abbie shouted and bolted out of her desk chair, where she’d been looking through some news headlines about Alaska. Ever since their trip, she had taken a much deeper interest in that area and was determined to stay up-to-date on all things concerning The Last Frontier.

Mr. Baxter’s feet pounded on the stairs as he ran up to his daughter’s room. He burst inside, looking around wildly as if expecting to find an intruder.

“What?!” he gasped. “What is it?”

Abbie pointed at her computer screen. “This headline. Look!”

“Oh for Pete’s sake.” Her father put a hand on his chest, as if staving off a heart attack. “I thought you were being attacked or something.”

“No, this is good news!” Abbie tapped impatiently on the screen until Mr. Baxter came forward, bent down, and squinted at the text. He read aloud,

“Alaska Governor Signs Bill Designating Gold Rush-Era Mine Historical Landmark.” He stood up straight and looked at Abbie. “Is that article about …”

“Death Trap Mine!” Abbie shouted. “Do you know what this means?”

A broad smile spread across Mr. Baxter’s face. “I would guess it means that mine is safe from any future development.”

“Yes! And that’s not all.” Abbie resumed her seat and scrolled down on the screen, revealing the rest of the article. “It says that Mr. Wong has been made caretaker of the site, and that his family heritage will be recognized in the preserved history.”

“That’s incredible,” Mr. Baxter said. “Mr. Wong said it was most important to honor his ancestors, and it sounds like he’s getting just that.”

“Yeah—and there’s one more thing.” Abbie scrolled down just a little farther until an image appeared. It was a picture of the mine, with several people standing in front: the governor, Mr. Wong, Kai … and a woman.

“Who’s that?” Mr. Baxter asked.

Abbie smiled, her eyes pricking with happy tears, and when she spoke, her voice was thick with emotion.

“That’s Kai’s mom,” she said.


LINKS TO JASON BAXTER YOUTUBE VIDEOS


1. A New Assignment

2. Death Trap Mine Update

3. A Tight Situation (Spoiler!)
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