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“So you just found this behind your aunt’s painting?”

“Mm-hmm. I was putting it in a nice, new frame and it just fell out.”

Karina, my best friend since second grade, passes me the weathered piece of paper. Around the edges are rows of pine trees, sketched in pencil, with several “X”s scattered about. Right smack dab in the middle is a heart with a long string of numbers scribbled next to it.

“Those are coordinates. They have to be,” Karina says.

“Coordinates? You mean like earth coordinates?”

“Yep. Open up maps on your phone and type the numbers in the search bar. I bet it’ll lead you to an address.”

“Yeah. Maybe,” I mutter, letting my gaze flow between the mountainscape my aunt painted years ago and the pencil sketch that’s been trapped in the frame with it.

“I have to leave for my dad’s party or else I’ll be late. Call me tonight and let me know what you find out?”

“I will. Thanks for hanging out with me today.” I hug Karina and immediately shift my attention back to this drawing. I don’t know why I’m so intrigued by it.

But I do know that it goes far beyond just mere curiosity. It’s almost as if I need to know what this sketch means.

My mom’s younger sister, Sarah Tabitha—who always went by Tabby—died before I was born, but everyone says I act just like her. And apparently, I inherited her artistic talent.

I love to draw landscapes, so when I found this work of art in the attic, I just had to make sure it didn’t stay buried forever. I don’t know why Mom kept it up there in the dark all these years, but I don’t think she’ll mind if I breathe new life into it before hanging it up in the den.

Also, my mother wasn't very close to Aunt Tabby. In fact, it always seemed like she harbored some sort of resentment towards her. And I've always felt like I had more in common with her than my mom. Needless to say, my mom and I butt heads.

I should be job hunting since getting laid off at the factory, but once Karina is gone, I open my laptop and do as she suggests, carefully looking at the numbers she says are coordinates and putting them in the search function. The results immediately bring me to a location in the middle of nowhere, or so it would seem.

But upon closer inspection, I can see it’s not actually nowhere. It just appears to be.

There isn’t an address, but when I zoom in on the map and scan the area, I see that it’s on the outskirts of Hawk’s Ridge, about a mile from a massive area of land development that’s been going on for the better part of a year.

It’s also relatively close to a hiking trail, so checking out the area in person looks pretty easy.

Without even hesitating, I roll up the painting, grab my purse, and take off, feeling in my heart of hearts that I’m on a scavenger hunt that will lead me to the greatest riches of my life.

________

I pull my bag up higher on my shoulders and follow the compass app on my phone as I make my way through the woods. I’ve been off the main trail for almost an hour, and my destination, the exact location of the coordinates, is right up ahead.

And as luck would have it, so is a clearing in the distance.

It couldn’t come at a better time because I’m all kinds of exhausted. I haven’t been working out lately and I’m really feeling it on this scavenger hunt. I don’t even know what I was hoping to find. But I feel like my aunt wouldn’t have drawn this for nothing.

Maybe she buried a real, live treasure up here. Some memorabilia in a time capsule or something worth actual money. It occurs to me that I don’t have any way of digging it up if she did. No gardening shovel or anything like that. I guess I can use a stick if I get desperate.

But as I make my way to the clearing at the top of the hill, I realize that may be unnecessary.

There’s a cabin surrounded by tall pine trees, with a chimney jutting from the roof. In front is a huge pickup truck and a four-wheeler. My heart beats a little fast as I get closer, wondering what her connection to this place is, or was.

Before knocking on the door, I scan the area and take in the view. To the east are gorgeous, tree-topped mountains. The same mountains that surround my current home I share with Mom. I turn around and notice how the skyline slopes, clouds passing over the Hawk’s Ridge range as the sun dips behind the highest crest.

“Wait a second,” I mutter, slinging my bag off my shoulder to pull out my aunt’s painting.

I unroll the paper and move my eyes back and forth between that and the view, realizing ... they are exactly the same.

It’s crazy, but it seems my Aunt Tabby was standing in this precise location when she decided to whip out her brushes and paint. I wonder ... what was so special about this area?

It could have been nothing more than the gorgeous view that drew her here. But there are gorgeous views all over town.

“Hey!”

A man’s voice makes me jump. I turn to the side and see that he’s watching me from the side of his home, holding an ax and wearing a scowl. Great. He looks irritated.
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