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      As the cover suggests, you are reading part of an overarching story that will span anywhere from six to twelve installments depending on where the story takes me as I write it. As you may have already guessed, my writing style is pantsing. This term gets its meaning because writing a story is often like flying on the seat of one’s pants. My writing style has always been like this. I know what I want to accomplish during the story, and I have the ending in mind then write towards it. I only develop outlines when I have to. I create detailed character sheets as I go. 

      My usual style is to keep all the bits of the story to myself, and beta readers until I have enough to fill an entire novel, but I wanted to try something different. Release several installments of a larger story every few weeks. This option gives readers a chance to experience the story sooner than waiting for an entire novel. My last Novel, War With Black Iris, took ten months to write, and an additional three months to refine the story with beta readers, a slew of editors, proofreaders, and my reader group. 
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      New York City, 2071

      
      Alice Parsons hurried down 10th Avenue toward 14th Street. Late for work . . . again, she admonished herself. Turning a corner, she saw that the line at Java Steve’s was longer than normal this morning; it was out the door.

      Jonny can’t start his day without his espresso. And I better never forget it.

      As Alice looked farther down the block, she saw a major national chain called Starstruck; it didn’t appear to have a line.

      Should I? she wondered, before quickly deciding. Jonny wouldn’t approve.

      About twenty minutes later, Alice was finally at the counter of Java Steve’s. The young woman in front of Alice paid for her “double mocha choco-chip with extra tofu, mufu, and bland.”

      “What’s mufu and bland?” Alice asked her.

      The twenty-something gave her a stone-faced look—then, when her face morphed into some silvery diamond-faced object that vaguely resembled a human female, Alice stepped back and almost collided with another patron.

      That’s new. What augment was that?

      Alice despised the trend of biotech implants that had been all the rage for the past twenty or so years; she had stopped dating because of it. All the guys she’d met with online apps such as Minder and Snowball had pure, unmodified human sections. But most of them lied, especially when the date became intimate. One of them hadn’t even been a guy at all, but a cybernetic modified female.

      “The usual?” the man behind the counter asked.

      “Uh-huh,” Alice said.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked.

      “I’m late again, Stevie,” Alice said.

      “Don’t you work for your cousin?”

      “Yeah, but Jonny has threatened to fire me more than once,” Alice said.

      “Well, if he does, you can always work here.”

      Stevie handed the drink to Alice.

      “Wow, that was quick,” Alice said.

      “Yeah, I saw you in line and premade it.”

      “Thanks, Stevie!” Alice said, smiling.

      As soon as Alice left Java Steve’s, she picked up her pace.

      
      Five minutes later, Alice walked into an artist’s studio. A man dressed in a dirty white painter’s apron was examining a piece of metal that resembled a rectangular slab. His beard was unkempt, and he wore small oval sunglasses. Alice couldn’t be sure, because of the sunglasses and the fact that he never turned around, but she suspected that he had worked—or partied—all night.

      “Go ahead and place the coffee on the table, Alice,” the man said without turning around.

      “Sorry I’m late . . . the line was longer than usual this morning,” Alice said.

      “Java Steve’s?”

      “Yeah, I know how much you don’t like Star⁠— ”

      “Don’t utter that name—you’ll ruin my palate,” the man said.

      What the hell is Jonny going on about now?

      “We need to get that commissioned work over to the museum by noon. Can you confirm with Oscar to make sure he is timely?” Jonny asked.

      “Sure thing.”

      When Alice looked back, Jonny was caressing the metal rectangular slab.

      Artists!
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        * * *

      

      Alice entered Jonny’s corner office. The pile of papers she had left on the desk before the weekend had toppled and was sliding onto the floor.

      Why didn’t I file those before I left for the weekend?

      She picked up the phone and dialed Oscar.

      “Heeey-lo,” Oscar said.

      Why does he always answer the phone this way?

      “This is Alice from Jonny’s Studio. What’s your ETA?”

      “Should be there before ten,” Oscar said.

      “Will that give you enough time?”

      “The museum is in the East Village—shouldn’t take long.”

      “Even with the president in town?”

      “He’s downtown. We will be there with plenty of time to spare,” Oscar said.

      A wave of angst washed over Alice as she hung up the phone.

      Why am I so nervous? Jonny wouldn’t fire me for being late. But . . . he might if this delivery doesn’t go as planned, Alice thought.
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        * * *

      

      About an hour later, Alice finished filing the ever-growing stack of papers she’d been avoiding for weeks. A loud buzzing noise interrupted her thoughts. She pressed the button next to an ancient-looking phone.

      “Jonny’s Studio!” she said.

      “Open, señorita,” Oscar said into the intercom.

      Alice pressed the button next to the intercom. A few minutes later, two men entered. She recognized Oscar. Alice looked at her watch as Oscar finished loading the metal monstrosity into the back of the truck. It was 10:48. Yikes!

      “Do you have room in your truck?” Alice asked.

      “Why?” Oscar replied.

      “I’m coming with you. . . . I need to collect a receipt from the curator.”

      “Nah! I will send it over via courier, or digitally, as I always do.”

      “This piece is special. I need to ensure it is delivered,” Alice demanded.

      “Suit yourself, señorita, but won’t Jonny miss you at the office?”

      “When he is in his creation mode, he sort of tunes people out.”

      After a moment of consideration, Oscar said, “Might be a tight fit, but hop inside.”

      Oscar turned on the radio as they drove across town. Some stylized techno music played. Oscar seemed to enjoy it, because he tapped his fingers on the steering wheel in time with the music.

      “Uh,” Alice scoffed, “you like this garbage?”

      “I do—it’s my kind of funk,” Oscar said.

      “You know that this music was created by an AI, right?”

      “An AI?”

      “You know, artificial intelligence?”

      Oscar shrugged.

      “For almost as long as I have been alive, large megacorporations have been pumping out music generated by all sorts of AIs,” Alice said.

      Oscar didn’t seem to be moved by Alice’s revelations.

      “Music has been dying a slow death ever since,” she continued.

      “It all sounds the same to me,” Oscar said.

      “The same?” Alice asked, shocked. “Don’t you hear the artificial tones in the beat, and how the rhythms are all wrong?”

      “Not everyone has a music degree, missy!”

      Neither do I.

      “I dropped out of the music program at Columbia after the second year, when they made us play with robots.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, I drew the line at that. If a freaking Ivy League school can’t attract enough human talent, then why should my parents have to spend all of that money? I got a fine arts degree instead.”

      
      It was well after noon when Oscar arrived at the museum. Alice ran inside to find a short, balding, middle-aged man tapping his foot.

      “You were due here an hour ago,” the curator said.

      “Sorry—we had some unexpected traffic along the way,” Alice said. “I came along to help supervise the delivery.”

      The balding man seemed unimpressed, even less so when Oscar sauntered in.

      “El vato, where can I unload this?” Oscar asked.

      “Use the back entrance,” the man said.

      “Will do, pops!” Oscar said as he headed toward the truck.

      Alice pulled out the manifest and handed it over to the man.

      “What’s this?”

      “A bill of lading. I require your acceptance of delivery.”

      The man seemed to take an extra-long time signing it. Then he shoved it back into her hands.

      Alice looked at the bill of lading. The man had left a note that read:

      
      
        
        Rec’d

        Late deliveries unacceptable!

        Elmer, the Curator . . .

      

      

      
      Alice’s face flushed when she read the note.

      Dammit, Oscar!

      She headed back to the rear of the museum, where she saw Oscar rolling an enormous box onto the museum floor. When she walked inside and glimpsed some of the exhibits, they mesmerized her.

      What’s this a museum of?

      “Excuse me?” Alice said.

      Elmer turned; he had a scowl on his face.

      I don’t think he has removed that scowl in twenty years, Alice thought.

      “Can I help you?” Elmer asked.

      “What’s this a museum of?”

      “Music. This month’s exhibits will showcase the history of the women of rock ’n’ roll,” Elmer said.

      Alice’s jaw went slack.

      I must be a sight to behold—snap out of it.

      Elmer was giving her an impatient gaze.

      Meanwhile, Oscar unboxed something that stunned Alice. It was a metal statue of a woman with a guitar hanging from her shoulder. It gleamed in the museum’s bright lights.

      “Place it over there,” Elmer said as he pointed to a roped-off area.

      Oscar did as Elmer instructed.

      “It’s magnificent, don’t you think?” Elmer said.

      “It’s beautiful,” Alice said.

      “Well, come back to admire it anytime. You can purchase annual passes at the box office,” Elmer said. “Now I need you to leave the premises.”

      Alice and Oscar did as Elmer asked. Just as she was turning to leave, she froze, spotting a banner to another section of the museum which read: Celebrating 150 years of All-Female Bands.
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        * * *

      

      As Alice finished her day at Jonny’s Studio, her mind kept going back to the exhibit; such a concept intrigued Alice because of the lack of real, organic, all-female bands
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