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      “Hurry up,” Piper Patten said, bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet, setting down her cherry-red duffel bag on the cheap dresser.

      Fenway Stevenson rolled her basic black suitcase next to the second queen bed as the hotel room door shut behind her. How had she let Piper convince her to stop in the middle of the Nevada desert? A bead of sweat started at the nape of her neck and skittered down her back, between her shoulder blades, and she involuntarily shuddered despite the heat.

      “You okay?” Piper’s green eyes focused on Fenway.

      “Glad to be out of the truck,” Fenway muttered. “It’s roasting in here.” She stepped over to the thermostat on the wall. 83°F—yuck.

      Piper stopped bouncing for a moment. “The museum is air-conditioned, you know.”

      Fenway turned the thermostat down to seventy-four. “Everything here is air-conditioned.”

      Piper pulled her phone out of the pocket of her denim shorts. “I know you think the museum is ridiculous, but you’ll see.”

      “If you tell me that NN0V8 is a ‘unique immersive experience’ one more time…” Fenway rolled her eyes.

      “I’ve only said it twice in the last eight hours.”

      The museum’s name was pronounced “innovate,” but Fenway was sure the founders of the museum had purposely made the overly hip spelling to attract investors who were too busy staring at the bright, shiny NFTs the museum was supposedly based on to care about things like financial viability. Seriously—who puts a high-tech Vegas-style “immersive experience” an hour northeast of Sin City?

      She sat down heavily on the bed. The room might have had cheap furniture, but the bed seemed comfortable enough, and the room was rapidly cooling in the blazing June afternoon. “Give me a minute.”

      “The museum closes at seven.”

      “That’s two hours from now.”

      “And it’s a ten-minute walk from here. And I want to make sure we have enough time to see all the exhibits.” Piper narrowed her eyes. “Unless you want to park the moving truck in their lot. That’ll save us a good six minutes.”

      Fenway shook her head. “All right, all right. I’m almost ready.”

      “Awesome.” Piper tapped her phone, a grin spreading across her face. “They’ve got this room you go into, and these beams of light turn on as you walk through, and then it activates these visualizations of the art the founders commissioned using these e-ink projections. It’s a different art experience every time.”

      “It still sounds like they’re trying to ride this whole crypto wave. And they’re a little late.”

      “Well—they could have incorporated technology in other ways or with other types of artwork, I guess, but my understanding is that the NFTs allow those commissioned works to be seen, felt—fully experienced.”

      “Where did you hear that?”

      “That’s from the website.”

      Fenway sniffed. “Do you need some water before we go?”

      “No. Sunblock?”

      Fenway considered for a moment, then nodded.

      Piper dug in her purse. “Ten minutes out in this and I’ll get burned to a crisp with my complexion.” She pulled out her wallet, a large ring of keys, and⁠—

      Fenway blinked. “Is that a tactical knife?” The folding knife was almost six inches long, the blade tucked into the handle.

      Piper pulled the tube of sunblock out. “What, that? My dad insisted on getting it for me when I went to college. Said it was for self-defense.” She laughed. “But I use it for cutting zip ties when I’m untangling cables in the office. Plus, it’s got a can opener on the end.” She uncapped the tube and squirted a pool of sunblock directly on each shoulder next to the spaghetti strap of her floral top.

      Fenway leaned over the stainless-steel folding knife, examining it. An etched message just under the release button: You’ll always make us proud.

      Like a punch to the gut. Yes, Fenway and her father had smoothed things over—but he’d said nothing like that when Fenway was growing up. She knew why, now—her mother had pretty much cut off all contact and redirected his financial assistance—but the pain was still there. Maybe not fresh, but envy pinged around the inside of her skull.

      Piper held out the sunblock. “Your turn.”

      Fenway nodded, taking the tube.

      After a few minutes of glorious silence—except for sunblock application—Fenway sighed and pulled herself to her feet. “Mission accomplished. We can go now.” Her stomach rumbled. “But dinner right afterward.”

      Piper nodded, opening the door and letting a blast of heat into the room. “You got it. Now let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Halfway across the parking lot, Piper elbowed Fenway gently in the ribs. “You didn’t call McVie when we got in.”

      Fenway tilted her head at Piper. “You looked like you were going to shoot off into space if we didn’t immediately leave for the museum.”

      “You didn’t even try to call him, though.”

      Fenway shrugged. “He’s probably still at work. I don’t want to bother him his first week.”

      Before inviting Piper along, she’d planned on taking Interstate 15 all the way to the Interstate 70 turnoff in central Utah, finding a hotel there for the night. The junction was more than halfway to McVie’s apartment in Colorado, just south of Denver, and with the brutal drive through the Rockies ahead of her, she’d wanted to speed through the desert and the salt flats on day one.

      But Fenway didn’t want to make the trip alone, and Piper had some of McVie’s work files he’d left in the office. She figured with the two of them driving, they could cover more ground per day. At least they could give each other a break every few hours, especially when the highway started winding through the mountains in eastern Utah.

      And McVie was effusive in his thanks. He tried to insist on giving Fenway his credit card for gas. He’d paid for the room at the Cartwheel, even though money was a little tight for him. He promised he’d treat Fenway to a fancy dinner when she arrived. And a big raise for Piper, now that she was taking care of McVie Investigations for the next year or so. The drive so far had been long and exhausting, and Fenway wanted to rest.

      But she hadn’t counted on Piper’s exuberance about the technology museum. She’d had Dez explain NFTs to her before—though the acronym’s full name of “non-fungible tokens” shed no light in her mind about what they actually were. She read an article comparing NFTs to the tulip market of Amsterdam in 1614. According to the author, the NFT market was built on sand and inflated expectations, just like the tulip bulb market, and many investors would lose everything.

      Fenway stopped and dug a rock out of her sneaker.

      “Come on,” Piper said.

      “It’s ninety-five degrees,” Fenway said.

      Piper nodded. “I was just thinking that you and Craig haven’t been talking much since he proposed⁠—”

      “We’ve talked plenty.”

      “Is he mad that you said no?”

      “I—look, I think he’s fine. He’s okay with me being in charge of all his stuff while driving across three states, right?”

      Piper scoffed. “I guess so.”

      Fenway paused. “It just came out of left field, you know?”

      Piper shook her head. “Left field? The two of you have been dating almost a year. More, if you count the months you were hiding it while you were running for office.”

      “Wait—you and Migs have been dating for as long as Craig and me. Don’t tell me you talk about marriage?”

      “I mean, maybe in vague, general terms, but we’re both too young. Like, ‘if we ever got more serious.’ If we wind up working in the same city. Stuff like that. But I mean, come on. Migs just passed the bar. He’s applying to law firms all around the state. He doesn’t even know where he’ll be in three months.”

      Fenway nodded vehemently. “Exactly. If you don’t know what’s going to happen in three months, why would you even talk about it?”

      They arrived at the parking lot beneath a black sign with white lettering: NN0V8. Piper had been right: the lot was narrow and the spaces tiny, and the lot was about half-full. No way they’d have fit the moving truck in any of these spaces. The building itself was low-slung and squared off, a near-cube in the middle of the vista of sand dunes, with no windows except for a set of glass doors to the right of the parking lot, inset and within the confines of the shadows. Keeping the windows at a minimum probably made the place cool, but the futuristic black building looked out of place among the dunes and scrub brush.

      Piper picked up the pace as they got closer to the double doors.

      “You’re bouncing again, Piper.”

      “And you’re not bouncing, Fenway. Come on—this is the coolest thing to happen to the art industry in a long time.”

      “Do you actually own any NFTs?”

      Piper paused. “Well—no. I think the market for them is in a hyperinflated realm of expectations right now. When it bottoms out, that’s when I’ll buy some.”

      That was exactly what the article about the tulip market had said. “When do you think it will bottom out?”

      “Maybe in six or eight months. And a little later—maybe six weeks, maybe a year—you’ll see an explosion of practical applications for NFTs that we can’t even conceive of right now. Remember how everyone thought touch-screen phones wouldn’t be popular? Or handheld tablets? I even read an article from the nineties saying the internet was just a fad.”

      Fenway screwed her mouth up as they crossed the NN0V8 parking lot. Right near the door, a red Alfa Romeo convertible, its canvas roof up, in a sea of silver sedans and white SUVs. “So you think this museum’s going to make it?”

      Piper shrugged and stepped up on the sidewalk next to the museum. “I wouldn’t have put my money in otherwise.”

      “You invested in this place?”

      Piper pulled open the right-hand door, ignoring the question; they entered a hallway, the floor cool gray tiles and the walls painted black. Three sets of double doors on the right bore the numbers “01,” “02,” and “03.” To their left, a low counter and a tablet-based point of sale system stood, next to a young man—probably no more than twenty—standing with a smile plastered on his face, a name tag reading Roberto pinned to his chest.

      “Are you ready to innovate?” he asked.

      “Uh,” Fenway said, “we want two tickets, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Sure.”

      Piper held her credit card out before Fenway even opened her purse.

      “My treat,” Piper said. “I know it was a pain for you to stop here. I appreciate you humoring me.”

      “One hundred eight dollars,” the man said.

      “For two tickets?” Fenway asked.

      Piper’s smile faltered as the man took her credit card.

      “I’ll get dinner tonight,” Fenway said.

      They walked through the double doors marked “01,” and immediately darkness enveloped them. Lights on the far wall lit up as they took a few more steps, growing closer as they walked through the corridor, passing by them, then going behind them. Fenway took a few steps back; the lights came closer again. The lights were turning on in the opposite direction of Fenway’s location in the room, like a funhouse mirror.

      Piper stared at the bulbs on the corridor wall and blinked a few times.

      They both made their way down the dark hallway. The lightbulbs activated farther and farther behind them as they approached a thick black velvet curtain.

      Pulling it aside, Fenway revealed a thirty-inch monitor mounted to the wall that read:

      
        
        Galápagos

        By Benjamin Bartok

        Mixed Media, NFTs

        Bartok captures the mystique of the magical Ecuadorian islands in this immersive installation. Non-fungible tokens of artwork depicting the native flora and fauna interact in real-time with the viewer, instantly programming the hundreds of light bulbs with a unique “fingerprint” of electricity. The NFTs are owned by the original investors of NN0V8, imbuing the viewer with the curated choices, the unique artwork, and the light of literally dozens of creators.

      

      

      “Oh no,” Piper whispered.

      Fenway tilted her head. “Why do they need NFTs to⁠—”

      “I thought the NFTs were going to—actually be part of the experience.”

      Fenway motioned to the sign. “It looks like they are.”

      “But not like this. You can’t even see the art that the NFTs represent. It’s all under the hood.”

      “Kind of like those paintings that are just blocks of color. Uh—Maximilian Renfro, right? Those sell for millions. Some people don’t think that’s art, either.”

      “Not really,” Piper said. “You can see what Renfro painted. It’s not a sign saying ‘red rectangle.’”

      “Yeah.”

      “Let’s go to the next room.” Piper sounded slightly nauseated. “Maybe the other installations will be better.”

      Next to the mounted monitor hung a second dark velvet curtain. Piper pulled it aside to reveal a door. She pushed it open.

      Another dark room. What did Fenway and Piper have to do here? Piper took a step forward. Then a spotlight from above shown down upon her.

      “A motion sensor?” Fenway murmured. “Is this the room from that article you were talking about?”

      “There must be more to it than that,” Piper said.

      Then, as if the room were listening to her, the far wall lightened to a medium gray. And darker gray dots appeared. Then more dots. They had numbers and characters. Fenway blinked; a large black-and-white screen, like an etch-a-sketch or an e-reader, covered the wall. No color, just shapes, and only the faintest light by which to see. The e-ink screen Piper had talked about.

      The dots continued to propagate. Oh, maybe they were NFTs. Or represented NFTs. Or whatever. They began to swirl, taking shape. A star? A dreamcatcher? Or just random shapes? Fenway couldn’t determine anything, but then she saw it.

      “That’s you and me,” Fenway said. Representations of their bodies, shapes made by the flying NFTs.

      Piper folded her arms.

      “What’s wrong? I thought this was right up your alley.”

      “This is a travesty of how NFTs should be used in art. Don’t you see what they’re doing?”

      Fenway grunted. “I don’t really get NFTs.”

      “They’re files,” Piper said. “And they’re stored in blockchains.”

      Fenway nodded. “Another word I’ve heard. Cryptocurrency, distributed systems of trust, right?”

      “There’s a little more to it than that.”

      “You can’t just enjoy the art for its own sake?”

      “This isn’t art,” Piper seethed.

      Fenway looked through the glaring waterfall of light over at Piper and took a few steps forward. “I didn’t think you—” Then her foot caught, and she almost fell. Piper grabbed her elbow and steadied her.

      “What was that?” Fenway asked.

      “Can’t even pick up after themselves,” Piper muttered. “One of those black velvet curtains that separate the rooms—it’s on the floor. Right where everyone’s walking.” She pushed it with her foot against the wall. “At least there it’ll be out of the way.”

      “A lot of artists leave their stuff lying around.” Fenway grinned, trying to add levity, but Piper was having none of it.

      “I won’t deny there are problems with NFTs,” Piper said, standing in her ray of light. “Everyone knows that. I know the validation of NFTs doesn’t necessarily prove anything. Can’t be trusted as a signature. Easy to create an NFT of an artwork you don’t own. I think sometimes the people who come back to this technology want us to go back to the Dark Ages.” She bit her lip. “But I thought NN0V8 was different. I thought this museum would show the value that NFTs could bring to the art world. Not just the art world—to humanity.”

      Fenway nodded and opened her mouth to change the subject, but Piper was on a roll.

      “Art connects us with who we are as humans,” Piper continued, her words gathering steam as if she were giving a seminar. “Just because I can’t draw or paint doesn’t mean I can’t be an artist. I can reconfigure technology in ways that make people think differently. Put things into perspective. Make a political statement. But this?”

      Piper was one of Fenway’s closest friends, but she was still young. Only a few years younger than Fenway, but obviously had a more sheltered upbringing. Piper was more idealistic in a lot of ways. Piper took a step away, fuming.

      After a moment, Piper turned to Fenway. “I read a profile of Vaughn Trask in Emerging.”

      “Sorry—who? In what?”

      “Emerging. It’s an online news site about new technology and new ways to use existing technology. Some fascinating stuff.”

      “Okay—and who’s Von Trapp?”

      Piper rolled her eyes. “Vaughn Trask, not Von Trapp.” She spelled the name. “Anyway, he was talking about how art was under attack since the advent of artificial intelligence and pirating. ‘The loudest voices for advocacy have prioritized democratization over privacy.’ That was one quote in the article. He talked about how art will go away if artists can no longer support themselves.”

      “Sounds reasonable.”

      Piper looked around, the spotlights from the ceiling flicking on and turning off with every step she took. “Sounds like he was giving lip service to people like me who actually believe that technology and art go hand-in-hand.” Piper extended her hand, another light coming on. “Canvases, paint, the discovery of bronze—all technological advances.” She scowled. “You think Michelangelo could have painted the Sistine Chapel ceiling if he hadn’t studied corpses? If he hadn’t been a driving force to advance Western society’s medical technology—” Piper stopped herself. “Sorry. It’s just—I expected so much more. I expected something new.”

      “Something ‘innovative,’” Fenway offered.

      Piper smiled, though her eyes still looked sad.

      They walked into the next exhibit—and this was a small room, barely large enough for two people. And a surprise: hanging on the wall was a painting, about three feet square. An image of a man sitting at a table, back to the viewer, staring at a purple-and-blue desertscape through the window. Interesting—a southwest theme without the strict red-and-dusky-gold color palette that often came with the subject matter. Powerful use of line, too, a little reminiscent of early twentieth-century artists from France and Spain. A large placard, almost as big as the painting itself, was on the wall next to it.

      
        
        Desolation

        O. Lockberry

        Oil on canvas

        What is an NFT? NFT stands for “non-fungible token,” a one-of-a-kind digital asset that asserts ownership of a piece of digital, or increasingly, in-real-life artwork. Blockchain technology is at the heart of the NFT process; a digital ledger stores each NFT’s information and ID code. The NN0V8 museum takes artwork like Desolation, converts it to an NFT, and uses those assets to create the experience you see in these exhibits.

      

      

      “How about that?” Fenway said. “Real art.”

      Piper studied the painting. “Yes. I like the use of color. Unexpected.” She shot a glance at Fenway. “Not exactly using technology in a new way, though.”

      They trudged through six more exhibits, Piper’s tutting and grumbling becoming more pronounced as they walked, especially as they encountered a stray cardboard box or a piece of packing foam.

      “We sure paid a lot of money for a museum that looks so unfinished,” Piper muttered.

      “Probably need it for all the slip-and-fall lawsuits,” Fenway said, moving another box out of the way with her foot.

      The last room was huge, like a warehouse. A long bench stood on one side of the warehouse room. Beanbags and floor pillows filled the vast room. Must be a nightmare for a germaphobe.

      An enormous screen took up the wall opposite the bench, at least fifty feet high, filled with swirling, whirling shapes. Fenway stared, blinked, and stared again. What were those shapes? Floating books, open with the spines cracked? Thousands of them, appearing to flap wings and float in and out from the sky. At first, the flapping units looked like a flock of birds, but quickly turned into two distinct groups that lengthened vertically.

      But the shapes moved too quickly, and the resolution of the film wasn’t good enough for Fenway to figure out what the shapes were. Piper, her scowl now deeply etched on her face, stood next to Fenway, her arms crossed.

      “More NFTs.” Disdain dripped from Piper’s whisper.

      “The birds?” Fenway whispered back.

      Piper nodded. “They’re all NFTs. All loaded onto a cloud-based server and displayed on this large screen.”

      “Who’s the artist?”

      Piper pursed her lips. “It’s listed as Vaughn Trask, if you can believe it. Not only is he the founder of this museum, he sells most of the NFTs here and he’s the artist behind this steaming pile of⁠—”

      The door behind them opened. A white couple, the man in his late fifties and the woman in her early forties—entered the space. They dressed like tourists: the man in an aloha shirt, khaki shorts, and sandals; the woman in faded jeans and a tank top with the famous neon Las Vegas welcome sign at the top and “If You Win It, I’ll Spend It” in a bold font underneath. The man’s sunburned face wore a scowl that almost rivaled Piper’s. The woman’s eyes were wide, staring at the large screen.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this,” the woman said, her voice full of wonder.

      The man grunted. “Me neither.”

      The woman frowned and hooked her arm around the man’s elbow. “Now, Stan, don’t be like that. You can see the work Vaughn put into this.”

      “Can you?” Stan said. “There’s a lot of darkness and some big screens and a lot of words on the wall I don’t understand. You might see art in those weird lights. I see my money going up in smoke.”

      “Keep your voice down.”

      “Sorry.” Stan continued speaking, but Fenway could no longer make out his words, although his tone was rushed, urgent, angry.

      Piper leaned to the side and whispered in Fenway’s ear. “I think that’s Dr. Stanley Schup.”

      Fenway grunted. “You’re making me feel old. I don’t know who that is, either.”

      “President of Brush & Charcoal Venture Partners. A private equity firm specializing in art-related startups.” A smile touched the corner of Piper’s mouth. “He won an auction at La Vincenza for one of those Renfros you were talking about.”

      “So he knows art.”

      “He knows what makes money.” Piper stifled a giggle. “Schup posted to Photoxio—he’d donated the Renfro to his rich friend’s foundation. His rich friend hung it upside down. Lots of people made fun of it online.”

      Fenway glanced over at the couple, the man becoming more animated. “Come on,” she said, “let’s get out of here.”

      “I wanted to be inspired,” Piper mumbled, walking toward the exit and ducking behind the blackout curtain.

      Fenway followed a few feet behind Piper, then paused. “I don’t care if he...” Schup said, then lowered his voice.

      Fenway listened closely, standing a few feet behind the curtain. She looked out of the corner of her eye at Schup, whose voice had increased in volume again.

      “…thinks he’s going to get any more money out of me, he’s sorely mistaken.”

      Oof. Fenway turned away before the couple caught her eavesdropping, ducked under the blackout curtain, and pushed the door open into the bright light of the foyer.

      “…don’t know how you think you can get away with it!” Piper shouted to Fenway’s left.

      Fenway blinked, disoriented, her eyes not used to the bright light. She was blinded for a moment as Piper continued to yell.

      “You’ve taken work by real artists and you’ve reduced their work to a label flying around on a screen!”

      “Miss,” another voice said, “please lower your voice.”

      “Nonsense, Roberto,” a third voice said, this one deep and rumbling. “This is exactly what the NN0V8 museum is here for. Discussion. Transformation.”

      Fenway’s eyes started adjusting to the brightness. To her left, Piper stood in front of two men, one the person who took their ticket money, and the other a tall white man in a tailored suit with a pink-and-blue dress shirt with an oversized collar, open at the neck, no tie. The ticket-taker looked horrified; the man in the suit looked amused.

      “Transformation? You’ve transformed art into nothing!” Piper’s left hand was at her side, clenched in a fist, and her right hand gripped the purse strap around her shoulder so tightly, her knuckles were white.

      “And perhaps that’s what makes NN0V8 such a unique experience,” the man in the suit responded coolly.

      “I’m not just a visitor,” Piper said. “I’m an investor. And you’re not just transforming art into nothing—you’re transforming my investment into nothing.” She stamped her foot like a toddler who wasn’t getting her way. “This is theft, Mr. Trask. It might be legal, but make no mistake. This is theft.”

      Fenway’s eyes focused on a group of five people gathered inside the front entrance, gaping at Piper’s outburst. A woman in front of the group had her phone out.

      Pointed straight at Piper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Oh no.

      Whatever Piper thought she was doing, she was losing this battle. Fenway stepped forward and took Piper by the elbow.

      “Fenway,” Piper snapped, “what are you⁠—”

      “You’ll end up getting doxxed if you don’t shut your mouth and leave,” Fenway murmured into Piper’s ear. “You’re being recorded, and you’ll end up as one of those crazy-lady-yells-at-employees videos on Photoxio.”

      “But that’s Vaughn Trask, and he can’t get away with⁠—”

      “I don’t care,” Fenway hissed, pulling Piper into the gift shop, out of range of the phone camera. “You might be right, and you might have an excellent point, but if that woman posts that video without context, you’ll look like an entitled white woman yelling at employees. It won’t end well for you.”

      “I—”

      Fenway kept maneuvering Piper through the gift shop, toward the exit, and finally out the door. The heat of the desert smacked Fenway in the face, but she pushed forward with Piper at her side, past the red Alfa Romeo and into the parking lot.

      “I had something to say, Fenway.”

      Fenway continued walking, almost pushing Piper forward. “And you have every right to say it, but it doesn’t mean it’s a good idea. I dealt with Barry Klein and the stupid politics of small towns and the internet way too much over the last year. Viewers won’t give you the benefit of the doubt in that video. You scared the bejeezus out of the guy who took our tickets.”

      Piper shook Fenway’s arm off, though she kept walking forward. “I’m sick and tired of shutting my mouth to make other people comfortable.” She turned to glare at Fenway. “And you should be too. Vaughn Trask is ripping people off, and someone needs to say something about it.”

      “I don’t care about anybody’s comfort level,” Fenway said, more firmly now that they were almost halfway through the NN0V8 parking lot. “I care about optics. It looked like you were lecturing an employee on your opinion of what the museum would be.”

      Piper stopped. “Well, so what?”

      “Because I don’t want a video to go viral.” Fenway kept eye contact with Piper. “And I don’t want you to be the poster child for yelling at employees.”

      “I didn’t⁠—”

      “That’s what it looks like, Piper.”

      Piper frowned. “Agree to disagree, I guess.”

      “You spent a hundred bucks on something that disappointed you. I get it.” A bead of sweat, this time at Fenway’s temple, dripped down the side of her face. “But the recording won’t show what you spent. The guy in the suit⁠—”

      “That was Vaughn Trask.”

      “The guy in the suit wasn’t facing the camera,” Fenway continued. “No one will see the smug look on his face. They’ll see you shouting at two employees telling you to lower your voice.”

      Piper exhaled in exasperation.

      “I’ve been there,” Fenway said. “I’ve been right, but I sometimes need to shut the hell up to help my cause.” She gave Piper a small smile. “Even when I was in the right. It’s not about making others comfortable, it’s about survival.”

      Piper kicked the ground with her sneaker.

      “Come on, Piper. When you were working at the sheriff’s office, you were right, but HR forced you to resign anyway.”

      Piper was quiet. “I guess I see your point.”

      They both turned toward the parking lot exit and began walking, threading their way between the cars and SUVs.

      “I still think I’m right, though—” Then the strap on Piper’s purse slipped off her shoulder and she squeaked as she tried but failed to catch it on the way down. A few items spilled out of the top of her purse—the key ring, a small tube of lip balm, and more, glinting in the harsh sunlight.

      Piper cursed loudly.

      “It’s fine.” Fenway bent down and retrieved the lip balm before it could roll underneath a white SUV.

      Piper grabbed her keys and a few other items and dumped them back in her purse, then stuck her lower lip out and exhaled loudly, the red hair above her forehead ruffling.

      “Got everything?” Fenway asked.

      “Let’s just go,” Piper said.

      Fenway nodded.

      They walked in silence for a few minutes before Fenway spoke again. “Did you really invest⁠—”

      “I believed in their approach,” Piper said. “McVie gave me a bonus, and I wanted to do something good with it.”

      “So you invested in an art museum? This art museum?”

      “Better than a hedge fund.” Piper thrust her chin out. “Or so I thought.”

      “Okay, I get it.” Fenway cleared her throat. “Can I ask—what were you expecting to see?”

      “Something immersive. Something new. Maybe to experience myself inside some of the art pieces using technology. Maybe something interactive.”

      “Well, those lights were activated⁠—”

      Piper scoffed. “Please. A five-year-old with a My First Science Project kit could set up a sensor to make lights turn on.” Piper kicked at the ground. “I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t this.”

      Fenway paused. “So—dinner? We can complain about the museum over a good meal.”

      Piper groaned, pulling her purse strap back up onto her shoulder. “After all that, I’m not sure I’m hungry.”

      “Huh. I thought with you getting so angry, you would’ve worked up quite an appetite.”

      Piper shrugged.

      “Maybe you’ll feel differently when we get to the restaurant,” Fenway said. “After that terrible museum, I need something satisfying. I’m thinking the enchilada plate at the Mexican place just past the museum. Can’t replace a bowl of chips and salsa with an NFT.”

      “I guess I could use a cold drink,” Piper muttered.

      “Yes. A margarita. On the rocks.”

      “I meant like an ice water. Because it’s so hot.”

      “Sure,” Fenway said, “you can have one of those too.”
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        * * *

      

      Six empty margarita glasses between the two of them. Fenway signed the credit card receipt and pushed the payment tray to the center of the table.

      “See?” Fenway said. “You were hungry.”

      Piper pushed herself to her feet and tottered slightly. “Oh,” she said. “That was—those drinks were a little stronger than I thought.”

      Fenway stood up. They’d been there almost two hours, and the burrito in her stomach was working overtime to soak up the tequila in the margaritas. She was steady on her feet—plus, she’d had three glasses of water, too, so she knew she wouldn’t have a hangover tomorrow. Driving was out of the question—or she wouldn’t have felt comfortable getting behind the wheel, anyway—but an early alarm and ten hours of driving tomorrow shouldn’t be a problem. She checked her watch—eight fifteen—then grinned at Piper. “I’m just glad you’re feeling better.”

      “Yeah, it’s just the hopes and dreams of my whole life, completely shattered.” Piper’s words were a little slurred, but not bad; she might be tipsy, but not drunk. “The marriage of technology and art, destroyed in an hour of walking through a shitty museum.”

      “Three cheers to late-stage capitalism,” Fenway said, offering Piper her elbow. She might only be tipsy, but Fenway wasn’t taking any chances, especially with the purse-spilling incident in the parking lot. “I say we go back to the hotel room and go to sleep. We have a long drive tomorrow.”

      “I can take the first shift,” Piper mumbled.

      “Sure,” Fenway said. They’d cross that bridge when they got to it.

      Holding onto Fenway but trying desperately to look like she wasn’t, Piper took a few uncertain steps, then steadied herself. They left the Mexican restaurant and turned right on the sidewalk toward the Cartwheel Hotel & Casino.

      “Maybe an hour of blackjack instead of going right to bed?” Piper said.

      “Absolutely not,” Fenway said. “Nevada makes me smell like cigarettes as it is. I set foot in that casino and I’ll have to set myself on fire to get the stink out of my hair.”

      “I’m a superb blackjack player,” Piper said. “Betcha I’ll win us a few hundred bucks. Get our money back from that idiotic museum.”

      “We’re here to move McVie’s stuff,” Fenway said.

      “You’re no fun.” Piper pouted, her lower lip protruding.

      “Oh, well, with that convincing argument, I will for sure go to the blackjack tables now.”

      Piper stuck her tongue out.

      They walked down the side of the road in silence for a few minutes. The sign for the Cartwheel Hotel & Casino, bright neon, loomed larger and larger in front of them.

      “Thank you,” Piper said.

      “For what?”

      “After I got fired,” Piper said. “Forced to resign. Whatever. You got me on my feet working for your father. You never doubted me. Not for a second.”

      “Neither did Craig,” Fenway said. “He wanted to hire you. I mean, I would have recommended you, but I didn’t need to. This was all you, Piper. You’re the one who proved how valuable you were. You don’t need to thank me.”

      “But I do. You’re a good friend, Fenway. You stick your neck out for people you believe in. Not many people do that, and I appreciate it.”

      “I didn’t do anything special.”

      Piper giggled and shook her head. “You’re terrible at taking compliments.”

      “Sorry.” Fenway paused and took a deep breath. “You’re welcome, Piper.”

      They entered the parking lot to the Cartwheel and walked around the right side of the casino building to get to their room. Piper was steadier on her feet and walked up the single flight of outdoor stairs with no problem. Fenway held her key card and opened the door.

      Piper walked in and collapsed on one of the queen beds. “It’s not even nine o’clock and I feel like it’s midnight. Maybe you’re right. Blackjack would be a bad idea.”

      “Welcome to adulthood.” Fenway stretched her arms above her head and caught a whiff of her underarms—and after drinking three margaritas and three glasses of water, her bladder was screaming. “I think I might take a shower tonight so we can get an earlier start. You need to use the bathroom?”

      “Nope,” Piper said, staring at the ceiling.

      “You okay? Room spinning?”

      “I’m good. A little bit of a buzz, but that walk back took the edge off it.” Piper sat up on the bed. “Maybe I’ll watch something mindless on TV.”

      “Sure,” Fenway said.

      Fenway gathered her pajamas and a hair wrap from her suitcase, then went into the bathroom and closed the door. She took her time, going to the bathroom, wrapping her hair carefully—not too much of a cigarette smell, she hoped. She would have liked to take a long shower to get the feel of the long trip off her, but Piper was waiting for her—and that they had a long drive the next day.

      After showering, she reluctantly turned off the water, used one of the two white, scratchy towels to dry off, then donned her pajamas, brushed her teeth, and opened the door. She could finish the rest of her bedtime routine later.

      The room was empty.

      “Piper?”

      No answer.

      Fenway frowned. Maybe she’d gone to get dessert? Something from the vending machine? Or did she go to the blackjack tables?

      She stood, tapping her finger on the doorframe of the bathroom, then went back in and finished moisturizing her face.

      Fifteen minutes later, Fenway came out of the bathroom, but still saw no sign of Piper. She frowned. Maybe the lure of blackjack had been too much. Fenway shook her head. Just what they needed—Piper gambling while tipsy.

      She reached for the remote on the dresser and tried to come up with a reasonable explanation for Piper’s absence. They each had a room key. But—what if something had happened? Did Piper go out for ice and get assaulted or kidnapped?

      Fenway folded her arms. There wasn’t another option: Fenway would have to go look for her. She took her pajamas off, put on the clothes she’d been wearing that day, and checked her phone. They’d gotten back to the hotel room about eight thirty, and it was almost nine fifteen. Forty-five minutes where Piper was unaccounted for. Fenway felt her blood pressure rise. She slipped on her sandals, then opened the hotel room door⁠—

      —and almost ran into Piper.

      “Where were you?” Fenway said, then noticed Piper’s stricken face.

      “I—I’m sorry,” Piper said. Her lower lip trembled.

      “I was just worried when you weren’t in the room.”

      “I lost my knife.”

      Fenway stepped to the side and Piper walked into the room, shoulders slumped, and sat down on her bed.

      “I don’t know what happened to it,” Piper said, looking distraught. Ah, yes, the knife her father had gotten her.

      Fenway thought back. Had Piper put it back in her purse after they put on sunblock? She thought Piper had. Then it hit her.

      “In the parking lot, when your purse⁠—”

      “That’s where I’ve been,” Piper said. “And I found the exact spot where I dropped my purse, too, because I found something else I didn’t pick up—a little packet of mints I bought when we stopped for gas in Banning. But I couldn’t find the knife.”

      Fenway was quiet. She wanted to tell Piper not to go out by herself—a woman walking through dark parking lots at night by herself was a terrible idea, especially in a remote desert town like Ruby Dunes, but Piper was clearly upset, and Fenway’s admonishments would have been counterproductive.

      Piper shook her head and her voice wavered. “My dad bought me that knife when I went to college. I know it didn’t cost a whole lot, but it was just the idea of it, you know? I was going to school hundreds of miles away—and it’s just like there was always a part of him with me.”

      “Yeah.” Fenway felt her mouth go dry.

      “And someone probably saw it under that SUV or just lying on the ground and took it. I mean, it’s a cool-looking knife.”

      “We can go out and look for it. Two sets of eyes⁠—”

      She shook her head. “It’s not there, Fenway. Someone took it. I went to the restaurant and asked, and I even looked in the booth where we were. I had it when we walked out of the museum, I’m sure of it, and now it’s gone.”

      “I’ll go,” Fenway said.

      “It’s not there,” Piper said. The sides of her mouth turned down at the corners, and her makeup was slightly smeared around her eyes. She looked like she’d shed some tears.

      Fenway couldn’t blame her. “I’m not getting any sleep until I look for it.” She turned to the dresser and grabbed her purse.

      Piper following behind her, Fenway walked out of the hotel room and back to the parking lot of the NN0V8 museum. She was determined to look under every sedan, SUV, and sports car in the parking lot. She and Piper almost ran, and what had taken them ten minutes in the ninety-five degree heat of the day took less than five.

      But when they arrived at the parking lot of the NN0V8 museum, the cars were all gone—all except the red Alfa Romeo parked by the entrance.

      “Oh,” Fenway said. “There aren’t any⁠—”

      “I tried to tell you,” Piper said. “The knife isn’t here. It’d be sitting on the asphalt—I wouldn’t have missed it.”

      “Maybe…” Fenway began, but she couldn’t figure out how to end that sentence. Maybe nothing. Her mind was blank—the knife obviously wasn’t here.

      Even though it was pointless, Fenway shined her phone’s flashlight all over the parking lot.

      Nothing but pebbles and dirt.

      Fenway walked to the red convertible and got down on her hands and knees.

      “I already looked there,” Piper said.

      “Can’t hurt to double check.” Fenway shined her flashlight under the Alfa Romeo. Nothing. She stood back up.

      Beside Fenway, Piper wrapped her arms around herself.

      Dejected, Fenway trudged back to the hotel room, Piper following close behind. It was a little past nine o’clock—plenty of time to get a good night’s sleep. She didn’t know what to say to Piper—she could buy another knife, but it wouldn’t have the etched words of Piper’s father into the handle. Piper went into the bathroom to get ready for bed, and Fenway put her pajamas back on. She thought she could hear Piper softly crying over the loud whir of the modesty fan.

      Fenway’s mind raced. How could she make this okay for Piper? What could she say that would help? Would they be up all night worrying about it?

      But, exhausted from the drive, from the three margaritas, and from the adrenaline leaving her system after the rush of the parking lot search, Fenway fell asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow.
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      Fenway opened her eyes. Light filtered in through a crack in the curtains and Fenway sat bolt upright in bed. Oh no—she hadn’t set her alarm the night before, and they had to get on the road.

      She grabbed the phone off her nightstand.

      Okay, phew. 6:07 A.M. She wanted to wake up at 6:15 or 6:30 anyway, so this was all right. She pushed herself upright. “Hey, Piper, we should⁠—”

      Piper’s bed was empty. The rumpled sheets and squashed pillow showed Piper had been in bed at some point. Fenway lifted her head to see into the bathroom, but the door was open and the lights were off.

      Maybe Piper couldn’t sleep, or woke up early, and went to look for the knife again. She remembered the admonishment she hadn’t given Piper the night before about looking for the knife on her own in a dark parking lot—but it was early summer now, and it had been light for an hour. They could look for Piper’s knife for another hour or two before leaving. And they needed breakfast, even if they just grabbed something quick before they hit the road.

      She got up. The room was chilly. Piper must have blasted the air conditioning last night. Good thing; a cool room meant Fenway was relatively fresh from her shower the night before. Enough that she didn’t need another shower before the drive, anyway. She went to the bathroom, quickly brushed her teeth and put on deodorant, then threw on a fresh change of clothes, pulled her hair back into a low ponytail—her hair was finally long enough for that again, after she’d shaved her head in Los Angeles—and was out the door.

      She walked down the concrete stairs and scanned the parking lot, halfway expecting Piper to be peering under cars. Fenway’s stomach rumbled. Maybe Piper had been hungry—and the twenty-four-hour diner in the Cartwheel Casino would have drawn her in. They’d both need breakfast, anyway.

      She found Piper sitting at a booth in the Cartwheel Diner. Fenway expected Piper to look terrible, but she didn’t. Her hair was tidy, a fresh T-shirt and shorts. Ready to take on the day, not a hungover mess like Fenway might have been in the same situation. A coffee cup sat in front of Piper, whose head was bent over her phone.

      “Hey.”

      Piper looked up. “Oh—hi. I meant to give you another fifteen or twenty minutes. I didn’t wake you when I got up, did I?”

      Fenway shrugged. “I don’t think so.”

      “I was just about to order some breakfast. You want something?”

      “Absolutely.” Fenway scooted into the booth across from Piper, narrowing her eyes. “Are you okay?”

      Piper shrugged. “I’ll get over it. My dad wouldn’t want me to freak out about it.” She reached out and grabbed her coffee. “Besides, we need to get on the road.”

      “Did you look in the parking lots again, now that the sun is out?”

      Piper shook her head. “Maybe we can give the area another once-over before we go, but I don’t think we’ll see anything this morning that we didn’t see last night.”

      “We should see if someone handed it into the museum.”

      Piper nodded, her eyes brightening. “They don’t open until eleven, and we’ll leave long before then, but I can call from the road. Maybe have them ship it to me.”

      “And another once-over of the parking lot before we head out.”

      The server came over, and they both ordered breakfast as the server turned over the mug in front of Fenway and poured her a cup.

      Piper took a deep breath, closing her eyes, then sitting back in her seat. When she opened her eyes, she looked straight at Fenway and a smile appeared on her face. “So, you get to see Craig today.”

      “Yes.”

      “Excited?”

      Fenway paused. “I mean, it’s barely been a week.”

      “But you haven’t been apart for a week since you started officially dating, right?”

      “Uh…” Fenway thought back. “There was my little adventure in Los Angeles.”

      Piper tilted her head. “Two or three days tops, though. Didn’t McVie drive you all around Southern California to prove your innocence?”

      Fenway laughed. “I guess he did. I can’t believe it seems like those were simpler times.”

      Piper leaned forward, her elbows on the table. “Are you two okay?”

      Fenway rubbed her chin. “I think so. I guess I don’t really know—he left right after…” Her voice petered out.

      “Right after he proposed, and you told him no,” Piper said.

      Fenway rolled her eyes. “Okay, but that makes it sound so much worse than it was. Craig was already supposed to be on the road. He was super stressed. And he knew I was worried about our relationship surviving long distance. He⁠—”

      “Did he?” Piper asked.

      Fenway paused. “Did he what?”

      “Did he know you were worried about your relationship surviving long distance?”

      “Of course.”

      Piper raised her eyebrows. “You sure about that?”

      “He knows I haven’t had a relationship last longer than a few months,” Fenway said. “He knows I have commitment issues.”

      “Does he?”

      “Stop it,” Fenway said. “You worked with him for eight hours a day since he and I started dating. What do you know that I don’t?”

      “Maybe,” Piper said, “he thinks that you’ve been waiting for the right guy. That you haven’t had a long relationship before because you’ve never had someone care for you the way he does.”

      Fenway scoffed.

      “Don’t be like that,” Piper said.

      “You know about my father. About how he and I barely talked for twenty years. You think I have modeling for what a healthy romantic relationship should look like?”

      “I don’t know,” Piper said. “You don’t really talk about it. Do you talk about it with
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