
Chapter One

			CeCe Stewart slid into seat 7B on the cramped regional jet and cracked her knuckles. She glanced at her watch, then double-checked her boarding pass. Her flight to Burlington, VT wasn’t scheduled to depart for another nine minutes. Plenty of time to pull out her laptop and give her calculations one last look. 

			After that, no more stalling. It was time to send the newest financial model she’d developed to her boss—Therese, a woman she feared and lusted after in equal measure. CeCe’s heart raced at the thought. The latest model, Jupiter V, was her baby. She’d toiled over it day and night for weeks. Now all she had to do was launch it out into the world.

			Her company, Luxor Capital, had made industry headlines when it first released proprietary financial software, Jupiter I, a few years earlier. Since then, the software had undergone several updates, but the logic CeCe had built into Jupiter V was unlike anything they’d done before. She knew it was brilliant, maybe even groundbreaking. This was CeCe’s chance to prove herself, to finally show Therese what she was capable of.

			CeCe pulled her computer from her shoulder bag and lowered the tray table. She logged in and glanced up toward the front of the plane. The flight attendant had begun his slow walk down the aisle, instructing people to stow their carry-ons in preparation for departure. 

			“Please power down your laptop,” the attendant said when he reached CeCe.

			CeCe smiled and nodded at him, but as soon as he passed by, she returned her gaze to the numbers on her screen. Two more minutes, that’s all she needed. The hum of the other passengers around her disappeared into the background. 

			The flight attendant cleared his throat when he walked back toward the front of the plane. CeCe saved the model and slapped her laptop shut. As soon as they were airborne, she’d draft a message to Therese and share the link to the model.

			Then, maybe CeCe could finally get some sleep and enjoy her brief getaway to the Green Mountains. A few days of hiking and biking in the great outdoors were exactly what she needed. She was way too young to have low back pain. Growing up, she’d been a tomboy, playing every sport under the sun. It was time to whip herself back into shape. 

			It was early May, still a bit premature for exploring some of the trails in Vermont. While most of the snow had probably melted, mud season was in full swing. CeCe didn’t mind, though. She would need to steer clear of the higher-elevation trails, but at least she’d escape the summer crowds.

			She’d intentionally taken this trip solo, worried she’d no longer be able to keep up with her friends in the hiking group she belonged to, or at least used to belong to, before the job at Luxor Capital consumed her life.

			A few moments later, the small plane pushed back from the gate and taxied toward the runway. According to the pilot, the flight time from Washington Dulles to Burlington would be a swift one hour and nine minutes. As the plane lifted into the air, CeCe peered out her window, momentarily captivated by the sight of the world shrinking below her. Soon, the sprawling housing developments and the endless sea of white-roofed warehouses gave way to a mosaic of green fields and dense forests. The contradiction between the landscapes was so striking. How long had it been since she’d left the city?

			The steady hum of the airplane engines blended with the low murmur of conversations and the occasional rustle of a magazine page turning. CeCe fidgeted in her seat, watching the minutes tick by as she waited for the ding to indicate she could use her laptop again. Precious minutes she could have spent working.

			The man in the window seat beside her had let his beefy arm drift into her space. It pressed against her elbow, a slow and steady invasion. CeCe’s hand hovered near the armrest, but instead of nudging him or even glancing his way, she pressed herself closer to the aisle.

			When the long-awaited ding came, CeCe barely had time to pull her laptop out again before the flight attendant’s voice came over the PA, instructing passengers to stow their devices in preparation for landing. She reread the email she’d drafted to Therese, but she couldn’t bring herself to hit send. What if she’d overlooked an error in the model? 

			With a sharp exhale, she closed the laptop and tucked it back into her bag. Better to wait. She’d review the model one last time when she got to her hotel in Stowe. 

			The plane banked hard to the left, causing her neighbor’s half-empty cup of Coke to slide across his still open tray table. He snatched it just before it landed in CeCe’s lap.

			The aircraft’s nose tipped up and its engines whined. Why were they gaining altitude? The pilot’s voice came over the PA system a moment later and answered her question. 

			His voice crackled over the intercom, strained with tension. “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re diverting to Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. Please remain seated and follow the cabin crew’s instructions.” He didn’t offer an explanation as to why the plane was diverting. Maybe the check engine light had come on? It was probably something minor and they were landing in Harrisburg out of an abundance of caution. Stay calm, CeCe. Flying is way safer than driving.

			Confusion rippled through the cabin as passengers exchanged worried glances. 

			The male flight attendant made his way down the aisle, uttering, “Close your tray table. Make sure your seat belts are fastened.”

			“Why are we diverting?” the man seated next to CeCe asked, his voice tight. As his grip on the armrest tightened, the sleeve of his black-and-brown snakeskin jacket rode up his arm, revealing scaly dry skin beneath.

			The flight attendant shrugged and merely responded, “Seat belts, please. We’ll be landing soon.”

			CeCe remained outwardly composed, suppressing her frustration at the delay the diversion would cause. Her tightly packed, meticulously planned agenda in Vermont would be thrown into disarray before her trip had even begun. Served her right for trying to take a few days off.  

			After they landed in Harrisburg, everyone was instructed to disembark and leave their carry-on luggage behind. CeCe pocketed her cell phone and wallet, tucking her laptop under her fleece jacket. Although her financial model was saved in the cloud, the laptop felt like an extension of herself. She couldn’t imagine being separated from it. 

			A few passengers ignored the instructions and opened the overhead bins, but they were quickly reprimanded by the cabin crew and fellow passengers. 

			Two armed police officers stood at the door, inspecting passengers as they exited.

			That was an ominous sign. Why was there a police presence? The passengers hadn’t been told why the plane had diverted to Harrisburg. Perhaps it was because a bad actor was aboard their plane. But then why not apprehend the person when they landed in Burlington?

			The man who had been seated in front of CeCe tried to slip past with a duffel bag tucked under his arm. When the officers told him to leave the bag behind, he became agitated, insisting it contained essential medication he needed. The officers weren’t convinced. They inspected the bag and confiscated it. “We have strict instructions. Passengers are to take no bags. It will be returned to you later,” the female officer said, her tone firm but calm.

			“Fine,” the man spat. He stomped down the metal stairs, muttering profanities under his breath.

			As CeCe waited for the police officers to call her forward, her gaze drifted over the jet’s small first-class cabin. One man remained seated. He was in the second row, and he eyed the other passengers with a haunted expression. His thick head of black hair was neatly parted, and his wide nostrils flared each time he took a breath. A fleece jacket hung off his slight frame. It was an unusual color, more of a pink than a red. For some reason, the saying “real men wear pink” ran through CeCe’s mind.

			The female officer signaled for CeCe to approach the plane door and began to pat her down. CeCe didn’t mind at all. Her eyes flicked to the name tag on the woman’s crisp blue uniform. H. Rodriguez. CeCe decided “H” must stand for “Hot,” because Officer Rodriguez was undeniably just that. 

			While patting her down, Officer Hot noticed the laptop tucked inside CeCe’s coat. She asked to inspect it but let CeCe tuck it back under her coat. Once the pat-down was complete, CeCe stifled a whimper. Get a grip, CeCe. This is potentially a serious situation and you’re crushing on the cop? The officer gave her a soft smile and gestured for CeCe to head down the stairs.  

			Once everyone was out on the tarmac, a tension hung in the air. Ground crew guided them along a pathway and into the small, eerily deserted terminal building.  

			CeCe and the other passengers from Flight 4337 gathered in the small gate area. When the captain entered the terminal, he stepped behind the counter and picked up the microphone. He started to speak but paused as the engines of their regional jet roared back to life. Turning to look out the window, he watched open-mouthed as a tug pushed their plane back away from the gate. He and the first officer shared a questioning glance.

			“What about our luggage?” one of the passengers hollered. “I want my suitcase.”

			The captain drew his eyes away from the plane and lifted the microphone to his mouth. He hesitated before he spoke. “I’m sure you are all wondering why we diverted to Harrisburg.”

			“You bet your sweet ass we are,” a woman mumbled.

			The pilot removed his cap, set it gently on the counter, and ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “We diverted to Harrisburg because our flight was passively hijacked.”

			At the word hijacked, a few people gasped, CeCe among them. 

			“What the hell is a passive hijacking?” a young man dressed in white sweats asked. 

			The pilot replaced his cap and scanned the crowd surrounding him. “It means that our plane was hijacked virtually, not by a person physically on board.”  

			The young man interjected again. “So, what are you trying to tell us? Someone contacted the FAA and said, ‘Divert Flight 4337 to Harrisburg, or else’?”

			The captain nodded slowly. “It was a bit more complicated than that, but essentially, yes. Logan Airlines received a message instructing us to divert the plane or face dire consequences. The threat was deemed credible, so we opted to comply.”

			“Do you care to elaborate?” CeCe asked. 

			“I don’t have all the details,” the captain said. “All I can tell you is that, apparently, Logan’s computer systems were targeted with ransomware. Rather than ask for a ransom, the perpetrators demanded that Flight 4337 divert to Harrisburg.”

			“But why?” another passenger asked.

			Instead of responding, the pilot turned back toward the window. CeCe followed his gaze. Their regional jet barreled down the runway and lifted into the air.

			The passenger pressed the pilot. “Answer my question. Why our plane? The perpetrators could have asked for millions of dollars. But instead, their only demand was to divert our minuscule regional jet? That doesn’t add up.”

			The pilot lifted his hand into the air. “All I know is, we were instructed to land the plane and get the passengers off safely.”

			CeCe struggled to grasp the enormity of the situation. They hadn’t been diverted due to weather or a mechanical problem. Their plane had been fucking hijacked. Via a cyberattack.

			 As the captain continued to field inquiries from the increasingly anxious passengers, CeCe’s mind raced with questions. Why had their flight been targeted? Who was behind the ransomware attack? And, had the man in first class remained on board? She scanned the gate area to confirm he was not among them. The thin man in the pink-red fleece was nowhere in sight. Had he piloted the plane when it took off again?

			“Where is our plane headed now?” CeCe asked no one in particular. She narrowed in on the flight crew. “And who’s flying it?”

			CeCe’s questions went unanswered. 

			The captain tapped on the microphone to get everyone’s attention again. “I ask for your patience,” he said. “We will let you know as soon as we are given further instructions.” With that, he and the rest of the crew slipped through a door at the far end of the gate area and disappeared. 

			The passengers stayed put, their movements subdued under the watchful eyes of half a dozen police officers stationed around the gate area. A group of passengers huddled together, all seemingly familiar with one another—perhaps a multigenerational family traveling together?

			Everyone seemed resigned to the situation, except for one man. Snakeskin Jacket. Unlike the generally calm crowd, he incessantly scratched at his torso and arms and hopped around like he had a pressing need to use the restroom.

			CeCe moved away from him and pulled out her phone to call her mom and dad. No doubt, stories about the hijacking would soon be splashed across the TV and social media. Although her parents were off at a yoga retreat with a strict no-electronics policy, she wanted to let them know she was okay. After three calls to the resort where they were staying went unanswered, she stuffed her phone back into her pocket in frustration, only to pull it out again to call her best friend, Fran. After she assured Fran she was okay and would call her back later, she returned the phone to her pocket.

			As the minutes ticked by without another update from the airline or police, the passengers became increasingly restless. A woman sitting near CeCe pulled out a pack of cigarettes and matches.

			A police officer pounced the second she lit the match. “Smoking is not allowed in the airport.”

			“Then let me the hell outside,” the woman barked back. 

			The officer shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t.”

			The woman threw her pack of cigarettes onto the floor. “This is fucking bullshit.”

			CeCe gave the woman a sympathetic look. She certainly didn’t condone smoking, under any conditions, but even she wouldn’t mind a stiff drink right now.

			Finally, an hour later, one of the female police officers approached the ticket counter and picked up the microphone. “I am Officer Abbott. I appreciate everyone’s patience.”

			“Like we have a choice,” the young man in white sweats muttered.

			CeCe glared at him. “Have a little respect. It’s not like any of us wants to be in this predicament.”

			The young man glared back at her but remained silent when the officer continued to speak.

			“Two motor coaches are parked outside,” Officer Abbott explained. “They will take you to a nearby hotel where each of you will be questioned by police.”

			“And then what?” an older gentleman asked. “My wife is waiting for me in Burlington.”

			“Barring any more unforeseen issues,” the officer said, “Logan Airlines will transport you to Vermont in the morning.”

			Although people grumbled, all the passengers dutifully followed the officers, who escorted them to two buses idling at the curb outside baggage claim.

			The area around the buses was surrounded by police cars, their flashing red lights reflecting off the airport windows. Beyond them, a cluster of vans jockeyed for position near the arrivals area, their roofs topped with satellite dishes and their sides emblazoned with the news station call letters. As she had suspected, news of their passive hijacking—or whatever it was called—had begun to spread.

			CeCe sat beside a petite woman with snow-white hair. The woman clutched a large cell phone in her trembling hand, her eyes glistening with tears. It was no surprise, considering everything they’d all endured. CeCe offered her a gentle smile and gave her knee a reassuring pat.

			The woman held her phone out in front of CeCe. “Can you help me?” she asked softly. “My daughter gave me this ridiculous phone for Mother’s Day. I know how to answer calls, but I can’t for the life of me figure out how to make one.”

			“Of course,” CeCe said. She took the phone and navigated to the list of recent calls. “Let’s find your daughter. What’s her name?”

			“Emily,” the woman replied, her voice shaky.

			CeCe found Emily’s name and tapped it. “There we go. Just press this green button to call her,” she explained, handing the phone back.

			The woman’s face softened as the phone began to ring. “Thank you,” she whispered. 

			Ten minutes later, the bus pulled into the lot of a large Hilton hotel. As it maneuvered toward the front entrance, a piercing scream shattered the uneasy calm. A female passenger jumped to her feet and held her phone up in the air. “The plane crashed,” she cried.

			“What plane?” a man asked.

			CeCe tugged out her phone and tapped on the news app. A red banner at the top read:

			 

			Breaking News. Plane Crashes After Being Hijacked. 

			 

			What the hell? She scrolled down farther. 

			 

			Earlier today, Logan Airlines was targeted in what appears to be a ransomware attack. Instead of demanding a financial payment, the attackers ordered that Flight 4337, originally bound for Burlington, VT, be diverted to Harrisburg, PA. Once the plane landed, passengers and crew were allowed to disembark, although one man is believed to have remained on board. Moments after the passengers were escorted into the terminal, the aircraft, an Embraer-175 regional jet, took off again. Authorities later confirmed that the plane vanished from radar about thirty minutes later. It is suspected to have crashed in a remote area of the Adirondacks in Upstate New York. Rescue teams will be deployed to locate the wreckage. 

			




Chapter Ten

			The following morning, CeCe woke up early and hustled over to the general store. Well, that’s odd, she thought. All the chairs on Hardy’s front porch were empty. As she got closer, she realized why. A Closed sign hung inside the screen door. Next to it was a placard stating Hardy’s hours. The general store was closed on Mondays—a small-town oddity. CeCe pouted. Her mouth watered for a Hardy’s breakfast sandwich, and she was eager to rub elbows with the locals and a few of the other treasure hunters, especially one named Blake Zeller.

			She stomped back across the porch of the general store. With her luck, her foot would probably fall through one of the creaky boards. A flashing neon sign at the far end of Main Street caught her eye. She hadn’t ventured in that direction yet. No time like the present. When she got close enough to read the neon sign, she quickened her pace. It read Polly’s Diner. 

			The moment CeCe stepped inside Polly’s, it was clear she wasn’t alone in her desire for some hash browns and eggs over easy. The place was packed. There was only one empty table, but it was a four-top, and CeCe wasn’t about to claim it for just herself. Instead, she slid onto an empty stool at the counter.

			A waitress appeared out of nowhere. “Morning,” she said, flashing a smile. “What can I get for you?”

			CeCe hadn’t even had a chance to look at the menu, but when she hesitated to answer, the waitress’s smile turned to a scowl. CeCe sensed she didn’t want to get on the woman’s bad side. “May I please have the fried eggs over easy, bacon, and wheat toast. Oh, and a coffee, black. Thanks.”

			After the waitress bustled off, CeCe opened her notebook to scan the notes she’d taken since arriving in town. Nothing stood out yet, but she couldn’t get frustrated. It was still early in the game, and she hadn’t even stepped foot into the wilderness to see what secrets it might hold. Still, time was ticking, and she faced loads of competition. People were crawling all over the area, desperate to find whatever treasure was hidden out there.

			Just as she started to jot down her potential next steps, someone slid onto the empty stool beside her.

			CeCe didn’t have to look up to know who it was. That scent—the outdoorsy, woodsy aroma with a hint of lavender—was unmistakable.

			“Is this seat taken?” Blake asked.

			CeCe resisted the urge to look up, not trusting what she might do or say when her eyes met Blake’s.

			“Depends,” CeCe replied, glancing sideways. “Are you going to steal my breakfast?”

			Blake rested her elbow on the counter and leaned closer. “I don’t know. I might. I’m pretty hungry.” 

			The waitress appeared again. “The usual?” she asked. 

			Blake flashed the waitress a grin. “Yes, please, Patty.”

			“Come here often?” CeCe asked once the waitress had retreated. 

			“Only on Mondays,” Blake said. “But the first time I came in here, Patty asked where the rest of my family was seated. She didn’t believe I could possibly eat everything I’d ordered.”

			“And let me guess, you did?”

			“Sure did.” Blake waved in Patty’s general direction. “I guess I made quite an impression.”

			“My hunch is that you do that most places you go. Make an impression, I mean.”

			Blake didn’t respond. Instead, she asked, “So, Math Girl, have you zeroed in on the treasure yet?”

			“Not yet.” CeCe winked. “But I’m getting really close.”

			“Yikes, I’d better up my game.”

			“I’m actually surprised to see you.”

			“Oh, why is that?” Blake asked.

			“I thought you’d be back out in the mountains by now.”

			Blake shrugged and crossed her arms over her chest. “Before I ran into you yesterday, I was out there for ten days. I came back for supplies, a shower, and…” She paused, glancing at CeCe with a slight smirk. “Well, to see what everyone’s talking about. Find out if there’s any new information. I like to keep my ear to the ground and get a sense of what the competition is up to. Being out in the wilderness is great, but it can be a detriment if you get too isolated and lost in your own head.”

			Not that she’d admit it, but CeCe was well aware that Blake had just returned from a ten-day trek. It had all been well documented on Blake’s Instagram feed when she’d returned to civilization, if you could call the town of Panther that. 

			“Do you consider me competition?” CeCe asked.

			“Sure do.” Blake’s grin widened. “Can’t let my guard down, even when it comes to a newbie math nerd.”

			“I said I was a math whiz, not a math nerd.”

			Blake laughed. “Aren’t they one and the same?”

			“No, they absolutely are not. A math whiz is someone who can solve a complex equation and make it look like child’s play. They’re smooth operators who can outwit a person without them even knowing it. A math nerd, on the other hand, wears a pocket protector and will happily explain the beauty of the Pythagorean Theorem to you at three a.m.”

			“I see,” Blake said. “I stand corrected.”

			Blake’s eyes lingered on CeCe a second too long. The chatter in the room fell away, and a tingle ran through CeCe’s body. Thankfully, the waitress returned with her coffee, providing a much-needed distraction.  

			Blake nodded toward CeCe’s notebook. “What are you writing down in there?”

			CeCe slapped her notebook shut. “What makes you think I’ll tell you?”

			Blake frowned. “And here I thought we were friends.”

			God, she is so damn cute. CeCe turned on her stool, bringing their faces a few inches apart. “I’m trying to figure out my next move.”

			“Just make sure you don’t get too caught up in your plans,” Blake whispered. “You might miss something right under your nose.”

			CeCe spun back toward the counter. She couldn’t tell if Blake was trying to warn her, flirt with her, or just get under her skin. Maybe it was a little of all three. It was maddening. “Trust me,” CeCe replied. “I’m paying attention. I won’t get caught up with making plans. I’m a woman of action.”

			“I’m sure you are,” Blake said, the teasing tone still in her voice. Then she sat back and glanced around the diner before returning her gaze to CeCe. “I wonder which one of us will find the treasure first.”

			CeCe felt a thrill at the challenge in Blake’s voice. She lifted her coffee mug. “May the best treasure hunter win.”

			* * *

			After breakfast, CeCe walked back to her cabin. There was a chill in the air, and the clouds overhead were heavy and black. The sky opened up just as her front foot hit the steps up to her front porch. Rain pounded the cabin’s metal roof, drowning out the sound of the chirping birds.

			CeCe shrugged off her coat and hung it on the peg by the front door. She lit a fire in the hearth, then crossed the well-worn rug to the large desk tucked into the corner of the living room. With a quick tug on the desk lamp’s chain, a warm yellow glow spilled across the leather-topped surface. Outside, rain lashed against the wide picture window, and the wind bent the trees nearly sideways. Inside, the only sound was the soft, steady crackle of the fire. 

			She pulled out a stack of maps she’d picked up from the outdoor store, flipped open a fresh page in her notebook, and powered on her laptop. From the pile of maps, she selected the top one and spread it out across the desk. The day before, she’d marked the crash site with a bold red X, encircled by a ring denoting the police perimeter, drawn to match the boundary she’d identified through her research.

			Leaning in with a magnifying glass, CeCe studied the terrain surrounding the crash site. The plane had gone down in the rugged stretch between Mount Emmons and the Cold River. The map’s tightly packed contour lines under her red X confirmed what she’d seen in crash site photos—steep, unforgiving terrain littered with jagged gray boulders.

			She nudged her glasses up the bridge of her nose and tapped a pen against her temple, eyes fixed on the topographic map spread out in front of her. Her first goal when she ventured into the mountains was clear: Figure out how the hijacker had slipped through that perimeter without leaving a trace.

			The police had acted quickly. They’d established a wide perimeter around the site within hours of the crash. That meant it would have been impossible for the hijacker to move beyond the perimeter area before it was even set up. Hundreds of officers had combed the area, but they’d come up empty. The site of the crash also hadn’t yielded any clues. No footprints. No broken branches. No drag marks in the dirt. It was as if the hijacker had vanished into thin air. Until days later, of course, when they found his body, well outside the perimeter. 

			The police had already ruled out the possibility that the hijacker had parachuted from the plane while it was still in the air. The only logical conclusion was that he’d been on board when it hit the ground. 

			CeCe returned to the Excel spreadsheet open on her laptop. In it, she’d compiled every detail she could—coordinates of the crash site, wind speeds the night the plane went down, the location of each police checkpoint. She’d charted the only plausible paths the hijacker could have taken to reach the spot near the Cold River where his body had been discovered. Some of the possible routes were more unforgiving than others. There were no established trails near the crash site, only dense forest and jagged rocks. Bushwhacking would’ve been the only option. 

			She’d run some calculations. Even if the hijacker had been in peak physical condition—no broken bones, no burns, nothing to slow him down—it would’ve taken him at least eight hours to reach the edge of the perimeter. And that was being generous. It also assumed he’d had the necessary gear.

			Unless… Maybe she hadn’t fully considered every route the hijacker may have taken. Her eyes darted back to the map. The contour lines grew even tighter as you moved north, away from the crash site. For that reason, most people, including CeCe and the search and rescue crews, believed the only feasible option was for the hijacker to have moved south, toward the Cold River. It made logical sense. The terrain leveled out, and the river offered a source of water. Following it would have also guided the hijacker out of the High Peaks and toward civilization.

			But what if he had gone north instead? It would have required technical climbing, but he could have eventually wound his way back toward the Cold River to the spot where his body was found.  

			CeCe’s heart kicked up a beat as she pulled up a satellite image of the area. There, just beyond where the plane had crashed, was a steep ravine with jagged rock outcroppings. It wasn’t an obvious escape route. It was dangerous, practically vertical in some places. No one in their right mind would attempt it. Which is exactly why he might have.  

			She exhaled sharply and tapped the map with her finger. If he had climbed up instead of making his way down, he could have used the natural ridgeline to stay hidden from aerial searches. And, as far as she knew, the teams on the ground, both professional and amateur, had not focused on the ravine. 

			If CeCe’s new theory—that he’d gone north from the crash rather than south—was true, it still didn’t answer the central question. How had the hijacker slipped past the police perimeter? Even if he had taken shelter in the ravine, he’d eventually left its refuge, wandered through more exposed territory, and slipped through the police perimeter undetected.

			




Chapter Eleven

			The neon sign above the Rusty Nail cast a dull red glow over the gravel parking lot. CeCe tugged open the heavy wooden door and was immediately hit by the aroma of peanuts, burgers, and beer. Every stool at the leather-trimmed horseshoe bar was occupied, and the hum of conversation nearly drowned out Johnny Cash playing from the jukebox in the corner.

			As she stepped inside, peanut shells crunched beneath her feet. She scanned the room for an empty table but found none. Just then, a man slapped some bills on the bar and got up from his stool. CeCe pounced, hovering over him until he left.

			After ordering a pint of Heineken and a cheeseburger, CeCe heard a cheer erupt from the back of the bar. Curious, she craned her neck to see what the fuss was about.   

			Blake stood beside a pool table, sporting a triumphant grin. The lamp above her head highlighted the bleach-blond streaks in her hair. She high-fived several people in the crowd around the table before leaning down to line up her next shot. Her red-and-black flannel shirt was rolled up to her elbows, and her tanned forearms flexed as she positioned her cue over the green felt tabletop.

			CeCe tore her gaze away only when the bartender slid a pint in front of her. She picked up the frosted glass and took a refreshing gulp of lager. The cold beer tasted wonderful.

			“Quite a rowdy crowd,” the man next to her said. From the looks of him, he was a local. “The Rusty Nail is usually pretty sleepy on a Wednesday night, but ever since the darn plane crash, it’s been a zoo every night. First, we had all them law enforcement and rescue crews hanging around. Then the treasure hunters started pouring in, all of ’em hoping to strike it rich.”

			CeCe rested her elbow on the bar and turned toward him. “What about you? What do you think? Was the hijacker after something that’s still out there, waiting to be found?”

			The man shook his head. “Me? What do I think?” He gestured to the crowd. “They’re all out of their minds. Chasing their tails, that’s what they’re doing. A bunch of fools.”

			“So, not even a small part of you believes there’s a missing treasure out there in the mountains?”

			“Nope, not for a second.”

			CeCe lowered her voice. “If there wasn’t a treasure on board the plane, why hijack it?”

			The man shrugged. “Heck if I know. Maybe the hijacker was running from something. You know, like a big gambling debt, that sort of thing. Stealing a plane was his getaway plan.”

			“Hmm,” CeCe said. “Interesting theory.”

			“What about you?” the man asked. “You one of them treasure hunters too?”

			CeCe swiveled on her stool. “I guess so, although I’m a total newbie at this. I worked in finance in my past life. I did a scavenger hunt in college—that’s about as close as I’ve ever gotten to a real-life treasure hunt.” She paused before admitting that she’d never even been camping. “But I won’t let my lack of experience deter me. Unlike you, I’m certain the plane was hijacked because there was valuable cargo aboard.” She sat up tall and tapped her chest. “And I’m going to be the one to find it.”

			The man smiled. “I like your determination.”

			“Uh, thanks,” CeCe said.

			The man nodded back toward the pool table. “Always a gang of them gathered around that darn pool table. It’s a revolving group as people come and go from their treks into the High Peaks.”

			“Have you met any of them?” CeCe asked. 

			“A few. The woman dominating the table right now is Blake. I don’t know much about her, but from what I can tell, she’s a wild one.”

			CeCe laughed. “I can agree with you on that. I met her the other day, and she’s definitely a character.” And not bad looking, either. “What about the others? Do you know anything about them?”

			“Well, the tall guy next to Blake is Mitch. He’s a deep-sea diver from Florida. He claims he once found sunken treasure—Spanish gold—off the coast of the peninsula. I don’t believe it for a second.” He pointed to a petite woman busy chalking her pool cue. “Next to Mitch is Riley. She’s always dressed in leather. You’d never guess it, but she recently retired from the rare book library at Yale.”

			CeCe laughed. “You’re right, I wouldn’t have pegged her as the librarian type.” She nodded toward the pool table. “Who’s the guy trying to coach Blake on her next shot?” 

			The man chuckled. “That’s Eddy. He’s more talk than action, but he’s not a bad guy. He’s in here almost every night. Makes me think he doesn’t venture out into the mountains much, if ever.”

			The bartender set a plate in front of CeCe. “One cheeseburger, medium rare.”

			CeCe picked up her fork and knife to cut into her cheeseburger. This earned her a raised eyebrow from the man she’d been talking to. 

			“What?” CeCe asked. “You’ve never seen someone eat a burger with a fork and knife before?” 

			The man smiled. “Different strokes for different folks.”

			CeCe lifted her beer. “Cheers to that.”

			As soon as CeCe finished her burger, she turned her attention back to the scene at the pool table.   

			A moment later, Blake looked up and locked eyes with her, as if noticing CeCe for the first time that night. She exchanged a few words with Mitch and began to move toward the bar. 

			“Whatcha doing in a place like this?” Blake asked as she sidled up next to CeCe.

			CeCe gestured to her empty plate. “I was craving a burger.”

			“Up for a little pool?”

			“I’m not very good,” CeCe lied. She was, in fact, a very good pool player.  

			After paying her tab and saying goodbye to the man next to her, CeCe joined Blake and the others at the pool table.

			Less than ten minutes later, she stifled a smile as she sank the eight ball to win the first game.

			“You totally hustled me, Math Girl,” Blake said with a laugh. “Funny, I didn’t picture you as a pool shark.”

			“Pool is ultimately a game of angles. Being a math whiz has its advantages.”

			After CeCe dominated the table in another game, she and Blake set down their cues and sat together at the bar. The crowd had begun to thin. Anyone heading into the mountains in the morning would likely be up before dawn. 

			“So,” Blake said, taking a sip of her beer, “speaking of math skills, do you really think they’ll help you find the treasure, assuming there’s actually one to find?”

			CeCe smirked. “Yes, I do. Many old-time treasure hunters—people like Mitch—attribute their success to instinct and brawn. But every case is so different. Experience doesn’t always translate. I believe finding this treasure will come down to recognizing patterns and applying probability and logic.” She nudged Blake with her elbow. “While you’ll depend on your survival skills and instinct, my tactic will be to rely on data.”

			Blake leaned in and whispered, “How’s that data going to help you ride out a nasty storm while you’re out in the wilderness?”

			CeCe took a sip of her beer before responding. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little anxious. But I have all the right gear, and I’ve taken several online wilderness survival classes.”

			Blake choked on her beer. “An online wilderness survival class? Is that even a real thing?”

			“Yes, it is! And it was excellent. The instructor was a Navy SEAL, or maybe a Marine…”

			“Maybe you’d feel safer if I were out there in the wilderness with you?” Blake asked.

			“What are you suggesting?”

			Blake grinned. “That you and I team up.” She took another swig of beer and set the bottle down with a soft thunk. “I’ve had a few beers, so this might sound crazy, but hear me out. We each have unique skills. I’m a wilderness expert, and you’re a math whiz. I’m strong, you’re smart.”

			CeCe stared at Blake. “Are you serious about teaming up?”

			“I don’t play games, CeCe. I would not have suggested it if I weren’t sincere.” Blake leaned in. “Listen, a lot of the hardcore treasure hunters are lone wolves. At times, I can be one too, but I’m always open to collaboration. I know that surrounding myself with the right people, those who bring different skills to the table, can be the crucial difference between success and failure.”

			CeCe considered the offer, weighing the pros and cons in her mind. Did she trust Blake? Not completely. Would her chances of finding the treasure increase with Blake by her side? Probably. She finished the last of her beer and set the bottle down deliberately. “Okay! Let’s do it.”

			“Really?” Blake asked.

			CeCe echoed Blake’s words. “I don’t play games. I wouldn’t have agreed to it if I wasn’t sincere.”

			“Touché.” Blake extended her hand. “To being partners.”

			CeCe shook Blake’s outstretched hand. It was strong and callused, yet softer than CeCe had anticipated. “To being partners.” 

			“I’ve got a good feeling about this,” Blake said. “About teaming up, I mean. Your knack for math presumably means you excel at solving complex problems—exactly the skill set we’ll need to outsmart the competition. I can’t explain why, but I’ve got a feeling that this treasure hunt will involve a riddle. That should be right up your alley.”

			“It’s definitely up my alley.” CeCe rubbed her hands together. “We should start developing our joint strategy right away.” She paused briefly before adding, “What do you say we meet at my cabin tomorrow morning, eight a.m. sharp?”

			Blake nodded. “I’ll be there.” She waved a hand in the general direction of the mountains. “There’s a treasure out there waiting to be found, I’m sure of it. And you and I are going to find it.”

			CeCe stood. “Okay, it’s a date.” She winced internally. Why had she said that? It wasn’t a date. It was a serious planning session. To regain some credibility, she added, “And bring breakfast.”

			Blake let out a low laugh. “You drive a hard bargain, Math Girl.”

			“I know.” CeCe jotted her address on a cocktail napkin, waved goodbye to Blake, and headed for the door. As she stepped into the cool night air, she exhaled and shook her head at herself.

			Had she really just invited Blake Zeller to her place in the morning? With breakfast?

			Bold move, CeCe. Bold move.
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