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Chapter 1


Terminal. It was a word that had been spoken with weight and concern in so many medical dramas and soap operas, she’d come to think it was more of a plot contrivance than something a doctor really said. But sure enough, when the results came back, her oncologist didn’t mince words.
“Your tumor has grown by 5% since our last MRI. It is not reacting to the chemo. As you know, the position of the tumor makes surgery extremely risky. Whether we operate or not, the prognosis is bad. In 97% of cases like yours, the disease is terminal.”
It’s curious how busy your life gets once you’re informed there’s not much of it left. So many decisions to make. So much business to get in order. There’s no more room for procrastination. No more putting things off to do another day. There won’t be another day. They gave her three months. It was time enough to get the next-of-kin stuff sorted out, flesh out her last will and testament, and make a decision about if, and how, she would try to beat this disease in the time she had left. Never one to go out without a fight, she’d made plans for not one but two experimental procedures. One was an aggressive drug and radiation routine which would begin the following morning. The other was just about to begin.
She took a breath. The air in the room had a strangely astringent quality. Though she’d worked in this building for years, she’d avoided this set of labs specifically because they perpetually smelled like they’d been doused in Lysol.
“You sure about this, Jazz?” remarked the tech as the banks of LED lighting flicked on to properly illuminate the room.
“How long have we been developing this project, Bill?” she asked, easing down into the spindly chair in the center of the otherwise empty room.
“Six years.”
“And how long has it been in human trials?”
“Two years.”
“And how many human test subjects have we actually had?”
“Two.”
“And how many survived?”
“One.”
“And I read the case report. The flaw that led to the synapse collapse has been fixed. Even if it wasn’t, that’s a fifty percent survival rate. This beats the tumor by 47%. What’s not to be sure about?”
“Hey, you don’t know. Maybe you’ll be in the lucky 3%. I’ve heard good things about that radiology center. Good people there.”
“I’ve made up my mind, Bill,” Jazz said, kicking her feet up onto the flimsy stirrups. “My brain may not be ideal for this, what with the big malignant lump right in the center, but so long as the projected shelf-life of my gray matter is shorter than the case of iced tea I just bought, I might as well see if I can get it to do some good.”
“I just don’t want you to do something hasty.”
“I don’t have enough time left to be anything but hasty. In the best case, this will push the horizons of scientific understanding. In the worst case, I get to skip getting my brain microwaved for a couple weeks. Win-win.”
“You’re awfully matter-of-fact about some pretty morbid stuff, Jazz.”
“I’ve been through the first four stages of grief, Bill. This is called acceptance. Now what do I need to do? I’ve only ever been on the software side before.”
“Just relax. I’ll handle everything.”
She leaned back. Bill caught the back of her head and held it in place long enough to position the adjustable headrest to hold her in the proper position. He smeared a cold gel on her temples. It was clearly the source of the chemical scent in the room. A cart rattled across the uneven raised flooring. It was behind her, but she didn’t need to look. She knew what she would see. A repurposed airline food service cart with two articulated mounting arms. Lots of exposed wires, liberally applied zip ties, and two large paddles that looked like shower heads. She wrote the drivers that made the thing run, and the transmission routines that loaded up the data it would gather. 
“I’ve got this whole spiel I wrote to set people’s minds at ease, but I suppose I don’t need to waste my breath on that stuff for you, huh?”
“Not unless you want the practice.”
She felt the two paddles pressed to the smeared gel, then shuddered as a padded vice came down on her forehead to immobilize it. Bill leaned over her.
“See you on the other side,” he said.
“I better. You still owe me lunch.”
“Tell you what. Once we’re through and you wipe off the goop, we’ll hit up that Venezuelan joint,” Bill said in a failed attempt to match her levity in the face of the gamble she’d chosen to take.
“Open,” he said.
She opened her mouth. He placed a tooth guard in place.
“Hands.”
She placed her hands on the arms. Velcro straps immobilized them. Her legs got a similar treatment.
Like an x-ray operator, he left the room and locked the door.
“Paddles energize in fifteen seconds,” he said, now over the room’s PA system.
She tried to nod. The vice prevented it.
“Fourteen… 13… 12…”
Jazz tried to look at things clinically, procedurally. The paddles would energize. Proprietary emitters would sculpt electrical and magnetic fields into beams that would pass through her cortex.
“Eight...seven...six…”
The electromagnetism would excite each and every neuron, imaging its electrochemical state in a three-dimensional data matrix. Functionally, it would create a one-to-one data backup of her brain. Medically, there was a different name for that.
“Three...two...one…”
A massive seizure.
“Activate.”
She shut her eyes. Relays engaged. It was impossible to know precisely what happened after that. There was simply too much going on in her head for something as petty as consciousness to grapple with it all. She felt everything. Pain, pleasure. Joy, fear. Despite being shut tight, her eyes delivered a rainbow clown-barf of swirling sparks and blobs. Everything that a mind could experience vied for space in a besieged intellect.
The hiss in her ears faded first, momentarily screeching like a 56k modem. The confetti filling her eyes broke down into blocky artifacts. Then, silence and darkness. It took close to fifteen seconds for her to realize that the darkness was due to her eyes still being shut. She opened them and gazed around.
“Hello? Bill?”
Her words were thick and slurred. There was no answer. She tried to move, and nearly smacked herself in the face when her arms were revealed to be unrestrained. Likewise for her legs and her head.
“How long have I been loose?” she said.
She rubbed her head, mostly out of the assumption that her head should be aching, but she found that it was completely painless.
“I gotta say, Bill. Could’ve been worse.”
A three-note chord rang out, startling her. It was too clear to be over the tinny PA system Bill had been speaking over. What followed it was an equally clear voice, a man with a gameshow host delivery.
“Please stand by. Your thrilling new adventure is about to begin.”
“What?” She wiggled a pinky in her ear. “Quit fooling around, Bill. What’s going on?”
Blazing bright light traced out the shape of a doorway in front of her, in the center of a wall that until now had been nothing but gray drywall. The inexplicable doorway swung open and a form precisely suited to the dazzling announcer voice marched through. He was a square-chinned, impeccably dressed man. His hair was glossy and black, sculpted into a ruthlessly precise swirl. He smiled with straight white teeth and tweaked a crisp bowtie.
“Congratulations, your time has come. My name is Mr. Exposition, and I have just a few questions before I send you off to enjoy your well-earned and limitless future.”
“Who the hell are you and what the hell is going on?” Jazz barked.
The stranger’s expression remained rigidly unchanged.
“Some minor confusion is common. Permit me to explain. Exposition is the name and exposition is the game.”
He reached into his suit and withdrew a small black booklet. With a flick of his wrist, he flipped the book open and perused the contents.
“Ah! In your case, your confusion is particularly warranted. Thanks to a generous grant from After-Image International, you have been given access to The After-Image. This…” He gestured vaguely to the room around him “... is your last waking memory. Quite an old piece of equipment they scanned you in with, eh?”
“The After-Image?”
“Founded in 2017, a company called BNC Medical Imaging was making considerable progress in a novel brain-imaging technique. Funding was severed in 2022. Neurological experts of the day determined that consistent accuracy was unachievable. The project was resurrected by venture capitalists in 2025 with the revised aim of not simply imaging the brain, but recreating its functionality. The resurrection of the company gave birth to an infinitude of other resurrections through… The After-Image,” he proclaimed with a far more suitable flourish. “The grandest achievement in mankind’s endless pursuit for immortality, a comprehensive simulated reality wherein your consciousness is able to live on according to your desires and whims. The After-Image, nothing less than a digital afterlife.”
“So... I didn’t make it.”
“No one does. Not forever. But that is no longer your concern, because while the first death is permanent, all subsequent deaths are temporary.”
“Subsequent deaths?”
“All in due time. You are no doubt eager to explore this hand-crafted eternity, courtesy of After-Image International. In order to prepare you, I need to ask just a few questions. First, by what name would you prefer to be known?”
“Wait, wait. I didn’t sign up for anything like this. I was supposed to be testing the imaging gear.”
“That’s fascinating. It should at this point be established that I am not a human being, but an onboarding routine with limited responses available. If you have questions, please address them to the nearest After-Image International Customer support office or Field Office.”
“I see.”
“Excellent, I’m glad you understand. Now, in order to prepare you, I need to ask just a few questions. First, by what name would you prefer to be known?”
“My name is Jasmine Welker.”
“That was your name in life. The After-Image is a chance to start off fresh. Newcomers are encouraged to utilize a handle or pseudonym, both to create a separation from the pre-death existence and to express yourself as the individual you became rather than the infant your parents assigned a name to.”
“I mean… I guess everyone I know just called me Jazz.”
“Checking Availability!” he said brightly. “There are presently 734,365 individuals with the username Jazz. Selecting starting region based on the lowest density of similar names.”
“I mean, I can pick a different—”
“Region selected. Please select your personal digital assistant.”
“PDA? Since when do we still use PDAs?”
“It should at this point be established that—”
“Fine, fine. Can you tell me what a personal digital assistant does?”
“A personal digital assistant is an artificially intelligent companion that will serve as tutor for the finer aspects of The After-Image, as well as an aide in performing data-based operations and, depending on purchased or earned upgrades, perform any number of other helpful tasks.”
“You get a lot more computery when you’re talking about this stuff.”
“Usually people have been prepared for this by the living techs. After-Image International takes its customer experience very seriously. Please include any shortcomings in your interactions with living techs in your communications at The After-Image Field Office. Now, do you understand what a Personal Digital Assistant is?”
“It’s sort of like Navi from Ocarina of Time?”
“Ah, the Navi template. Distinctive choice!”
“No, no, I didn’t.”
A blue green ball of light with fluttering wings appeared before her.
“Hey!” it said in an androgynous voice. “Thanks for the opportunity!”
“Do you have a gender preference for your assistant? Male, female, non-binary…”
“Look, cute as it would be to have a fairy girl interrupting me with helpful tips...”
“Ah, female. A lovely choice.”
“Wait! You can’t just keep taking my idle musings as menu options. If I say I want her to be periwinkle with bells on her shoes…”
The ball of light resolved into a more Tinkerbell-like fairy form, with periwinkle skin, jingling shoes, and a delighted expression.
“Okay, fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me,” she said.
“Thank you for selecting me. Only one in four-hundred thousand new players select the humanoid, Navi-like archetype. I’ve been ready and raring to go since my template was created! I’ll be of ever so much help to you.”
“Uh-huh…”
Mr. Exposition marked some things down rather theatrically in his black book.
“Next, appearance. You don’t need to be too concerned about the specifics. This in particular is quite easily adjustable once you begin your journey in earnest.”
Mr. Exposition walked to the back of the room. She turned to watch him, and found that instead of the austere white room with its doorway and cobbled-together piece of electronics, there was a full-length mirror and a set of icons floating in midair beside it. The physics-defying icons should have been the most remarkable thing, but Jazz was more taken aback by the image in the mirror.
It was her, at least insomuch as it wasn't anyone else. But it wasn't really how she'd ever actually looked. It was like something assembled out of her fondest memories of herself. Just a bit more fit. Just a bit stronger. A shade taller. A more vivid shade of chestnut in her hair. The only thing drab about her was her outfit, which was a plain gray set of scrubs.
"Wow…" she said, leaning closer to the mirror.
"This is the default base. It is called 'The self-image'. May I congratulate you on what seems to be a healthy view of yourself. You may, of course, adjust anything you like at this stage. Assorted physical attributes, gender, species…"
"Species?"
The PDA darted up to her.
"Selecting a non-human avatar is a great way to make a bold statement of expression and identity! Werewolf, for instance—"
"Right, yes. I'll stick with human, thanks," Jazz said, quick to skip the unwanted tutorial.
The PDA darted to the other side.
"This will let you select your starting outfit. New outfits can be purchased at in-world retailers, with—"
"Thank you! I think I can figure it out."
The PDA fidgeted for a moment.
"With plot tokens!" she blurted. "Sorry, it is my job."
Jazz poked at the icons and was presented with a dazzling array of choices in outfits, from the casual T-shirt and jeans look to things uncomfortably far into dominatrix territory for her tastes. She picked out something that looked comfortable but functional. The PDA buzzed around her.
"Kind of plain."
"I'm not interested in showing off," Jazz said.
The PDA bopped into one of the icons and then another, conjuring a long white coat.
"It suits you!" she said.
Jazz surveyed herself. 
“Not quite,” Jazz said.
She adjusted some settings until the coat became something of a cross between a trench coat and a lab coat, trimmed and accented with gold. It gave a dash of mad scientist to the ensemble that she rather enjoyed. So much so that she decided to throw in some boots and a pair of rubber gloves to complete the ensemble.
“Glorious!” the PDA said.
“Now that you have selected all appearance options, it is time for you to name your PDA and finalize.”
Jazz glanced at the PDA.
“I am going to have ever so much fun teaching you about The After-Image,” she said gleefully.
Jazz winced slightly. She leaned closer to Mr. Exposition.
“Can I… is it possible to change out the PDA if I decide it’s a bit much?” she whispered.
“Of course!” Mr. Exposition bellowed without regard for tact. “The PDA and the broad basis of appearance can be altered at Re-Spec Shacks for a nominal fee, once you’ve completed the tutorial lobby.”
Jazz flinched and looked to her PDA. The little fairy narrowed her eyes and pouted.
“I see how it is. No one ever wants the humanoid Navi type… You didn’t even give me a chance!” she crossed her arms and turned her back on Jazz. “I probably wouldn’t want to work with a person who’s so judgmental and biased anyway.”
The little critter sniffed pathetically. Jazz’s conscience, which evidently survived the transition to the simulation fully intact, jabbed her.
“No, no. It’s fine. I’m sure we’ll work together just fine. I’m going to call you… Laurel?” Jazz offered.
The little ball of digital enthusiasm turned and practically crackled with glee. 
“Laurel is a lovely name and I’ll work ever so hard to please you!” she assured.
“Excellent,” Mr. Exposition said.
He pulled a clipboard from his suit jacket and presented it to her. All of her choices and descriptions were written out in precise longhand. There was a blank line marked with an X.
“If everything is in order, sign here and you can enter Tutorial Lobby.”
“And there will be answers waiting for me there?”
“Jazz,” he said, flashing his sparkling smile, “everything is waiting for you there.”
She signed her name. The clipboard vanished.
“Follow me to your new forever in… The After-Image!”
He stepped through the doorway, which was little more than a rectangle of white. She paused briefly, staring at the glowing portal to an uncertain future. There was an awful lot about this mess that was very shady. But whether there was a nefarious scheme, a misunderstanding, or hypoxia-induced hallucination to blame, there was very little to be gained by standing in an inaccurate digital simulation of the equipment test room.
She stepped through the doorway. Laurel buzzed along with her. The plane of light slid across her skin with an oddly invigorating, licking a nine-volt sort of tingle. A narrow balcony was waiting for her on the other side. What it overlooked was a scene straight out of the opening of Futurama.
An impossibly complex city sprawled out before her. It was a candy-colored, neon-lined tangle of clashing art direction. Dotted lines of airborne vehicles zipped by in barely organized chaos. A chunky blue and chrome hoverbike jockeyed for position with a man in motocross gear riding what appeared to be a rocket board with a robot dog’s head on the leading end. Massive flashing billboards covered whole sides of skyscrapers, advertising live streams from spikey-haired ravers, services promising “complete history wipes,” and guild registration drives.
The spectacle before her was so distracting, she’d not realized the “balcony” had started moving until she and Mr. Exposition were accelerating to a blistering speed through the sky over the city.
“As a courtesy, we have started you with one thousand Plot Tokens. Spend them wisely. Most entry-level positions only pay one hundred tokens per objective.”
“Wait. Why do I need money in the afterlife?”
“Haha! An excellent question, and one that is best answered by an age-appropriate analogy! I just need to check your date of death.” He fetched his black book again and glanced at it. “Two thousand twenty-one… That would be either a data-entry error or an underflow error. But nothing I can’t recover from. You would be familiar with the Matrix films, correct?”
“Yes.”
“Like the Matrix, it was quickly determined that a human consciousness requires structure. Given limitless abilities and unconstrained resources, nihilism became a genuine problem. Thus, After-Image is designed with everything a functioning society requires: A social hierarchy, a thriving economy, and superficial resource scarcity.”
“That’s… awful. You put all of the worst parts of the living world into the afterlife.”
“Haha! You should have seen what it was like before the gamification of The After-Image.”
“Would you like to see? For the low price of ten tokens, you can purchase The Complete Prehistory of After-Image,” Laurel helpfully advertised. “Archived simulations are a great way to learn more about the world, and are available for constrained two-dimensional viewing or full-immersion reality replays! You’ll find—”
“Laurel, I’ve just learned that day jobs are still a thing in the afterlife. I really don’t need you hammering home that spam is too.”
“If you don’t want me offering helpful tips on educational resources, you can just ask,” Laurel said.
“No advertisements,” she said.
Laurel turned, a small, luminescent menu popped up beside her. Several thousand checked boxes whisked by her, coming to rest on “Personalized Advertising.” She grabbed the check and tossed it aside then dismissed the menu.
“Preferences updated,” she said.
“In a moment, we will touch down in Respawn Square. Until then, allow me to explain some of the more unusual aspects of your new reality. After-Image is one of the greatest technological achievements in the history of humanity. The very universe you now call home exists as a simulation running on distributed servers spanning the globe, with real time backup and redundancy. Even with approximately 45% of the planet’s processing power devoted to running the simulation, The After-Image could not exist, let alone continue to expand, without some of the revolutionary efficiencies patented by After-Image International. Chief among these is The Trope System™.”
Jazz blinked as Mr. Exposition somehow perfectly pronounced a trademark symbol.
“Processing power is shared between the neural nets of the many residents of After-Image and the simulation itself. This allows parallel utilization of resources and, as an added feature, allows aspects of human nature to have subtle influence over reality itself. Things previously only plausible, or even possible, in a narrative occur here as a matter of course.”
“What do you mean?”
“It means the law of conservation of energy and the law of conservation of ninjutsu are equally valid,” Laurel helpfully explained. “Longshots are a sure thing, provided you’re legitimately the underdog. Your car travels 40% faster when your theme song is playing. Good poker players get better cards…”
“Precisely,” Mr. Exposition said. “By adapting to the expectations of the simulated residents, the overhead of global simulation is reduced, providing people with what they expect to happen rather than attempting to simulate a physically accurate result.”
“That’s… Brilliant, in a way.”
A large, open courtyard drifted into view below them. They started to descend toward it. Flashes of light and scatters of oddly rectangular sparks signaled the appearance of a varied selection of people, all of whom seemed terribly frustrated from the very moment they arrived. Three or four other balconies were descending as well.
“A few final points that may be useful to you before I send you on your way,” Mr. Exposition said. “In Tutorial Lobby, prior to the completion of your tutorial, Player Death is disabled. Thus, you are in no danger of any major setbacks immediately.”
“Player death?” Jazz said.
“I’d be happy to explain!” Laurel said.
“In a minute.”
“I’ll remind you!” she said in a singsong tone.
“And finally, if you find your Plot Token account exhausted, remember that the most valuable resource available to you is your privacy. You can earn a considerable amount by selling time slices of it, particularly if what you get up to during those time slices is worth watching.”
“It’s the best way to earn money!” Laurel agreed.
The balcony struck the cobblestones of the courtyard.
“Enjoy your eternity!” Mr. Exposition said.
Rather than ascending back into the sky, her host and the balcony simply vanished. Jazz looked around her. The world had been a baffling, dizzying mass of bright colors and half-remembered references when she was soaring above it. Now that she was standing in the midst of the chaos, it was almost too much for her to process. Buildings towered over her on all sides. Their designs were similar enough to have been dreamed up by the same architect, but they had the patchwork “decoration” that suggested large swaths of each one had been customized by people who had no concept of consistent visual design. The people milling about in the courtyard around her made the diversity of her old city seem utterly flavorless in comparison. She saw women and men of every color, and in this case those colors weren’t limited to what she would have typically expected as flesh tones. About a third of the people in the courtyard were broadly androgenous, either because they didn’t neatly fit into her—evidently far too narrow—view of gender or because they had chosen avatars with real need for gender. A big-eyed, angular mech thumped by her, chased by a stony figure who seemed a bit too comic book inspired to get by the average copyright attorney.
Her heart was starting to race and a terrible dizziness was swirling in the back of her head. It was all too much.
“Hey! You seem to be suffering a status effect!” Laurel said. “Many newcomers to The After-Image find the sensory experience to be overwhelming. I have very valuable information about low-cost quiet rooms to aid in recovery from this status effect, but you’ve disabled personalized advertising so I won’t tell you about them.”
“You just did, Laurel.”
“I didn’t tell you how to buy them or how much they cost,” she defended.
Jazz shut her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. She took a few deep breaths.
“Okay. Okay, I need to contact customer service.” She patted her pockets. “Do they give me a phone?”
“I’m afraid not, Jazz. I’d tell you where you could buy one and how much it would cost, but—”
“Right, yes. Fine. So how do I contact customer service?”
Laurel cleared her throat.
“Our friendly After-Image Customer Service technicians will be happy to help you with any of your problems. You can speak to us in person at our conveniently located Field Offices.”
She pirouetted in place. A spherical sparkle flickered in the air and a map flickered into view within it. Or at least, something vaguely map-like. All it showed was a white arrow with a gold outline and a small island of color speckled with smaller, shifting red arrows.”
“The gamification of the afterlife…” Jazz grumbled. “Let me guess. I have to fill this in.”
“Correct! Map completion is one of your tutorial tasks! Completion of the Tutorial Lobby will earn you 100 Plot Tokens.”
“How far away and what in what direction?”
“Ding ding!” Laurel sang, a genuine bell-tone tinkling behind it. “It’s time to set another preference! What unit of measure would you prefer? Imperial, Metric, or Generic Units?”
“Imperial.”
She snapped her fingers and darted up a bit, to hang just above eye level. A periwinkle arrow formed beneath her along with a brilliant bit of glowing text.
“Seven point two miles in this direction,” she said. “See how helpful I am? Aren’t you glad you kept me around? So many people just chose something boring like a smartphone as their starting PDA so they can avoid the cost of purchasing one in-world.”
Jazz looked at her flatly. “That was an option?”
“Sure! And then you could have called customer service directly. But you would have been denied companionship and personality.”
“Yeah. Great.” She sighed. “I’m going to need a ride.”
“I’ll get one for you!” Laurel trilled.
“You can do th—”
“Hey! A newbie needs a ride!” Laurel bellowed with an astonishingly potent voice.
“Newbie?” she said.
“Yep! That’s your class! Don’t worry, once you finish Tutorial Lobby, you’ll advance to Level 1.”
A throaty rumble of an engine split the courtyard. Something that looked like an olive drab dune buggy on steroids streaked through Respawn Square. Laurel dropped down and perched on Jazz’s shoulder, helpfully keeping the arrow in her peripheral vision. The vehicle drifted to a stop inches away from Jazz’s toes. She shuddered and looked up. The driver was a broad-shouldered fellow in a bomber jacket and aviator goggles. He smiled at her. A strange, teddy bear-sized creature bundled up in and hidden beneath the brim of a broad brimmed rain-hat straddled the console between the seats.
“Somebody call for a speed run?” the driver said.




Chapter 2


Laurel gripped tightly to Jazz’s shoulder. The arrow she’d summoned to indicate their intended destination was slowly turning to point directly behind them. Her helpful driver seemed either unaware, unconcerned, or unable to spare the concentration necessary to observe that fact. Given the raw chaos of his driving, Jazz was beginning to think the latter reason was the primary one.
“Sir!” she shouted, holding tight to the seat of the strangely military dune buggy and frantically reaching for a seatbelt that didn’t exist. “Sir, we’re going the wrong way!”
“What?” the man shouted.
A blue blur flashed past them. The driver clipped it with a fender and a spray of gold rings clattered around them.
“The Field Office is that way!” Jazz said.
She hiked a thumb over her shoulder at the precise moment that he took a left turn. The momentum tore her from her seat, but his hand snapped out and grabbed her by the arm and hauled her back into place.
“Whoa, whoa. Don’t fall out now. This thing’s got lousy traction and it takes forever to pick up ejected passengers once we get moving. Now hold on, let me get clear of Respawn Square so there won’t be so many people trying to snipe my fare.”
He hit a curb and the whole angular vehicle lurched into the air, neatly jumping a row of benches and a fountain where some frazzled recent arrivals were trying to get their bearings.
“This guy is a very good driver,” Laurel said pleasantly, squinting through wind-blasted eyes. “He hasn’t had to get out and flip his car back onto its wheels once!”
“Thanks,” the driver said. “Pride myself on that. Now hold on. These idiots are back.”
Jazz locked her fingers in a death grip, one on the mostly superficial roll cage and the other on a strap securing cargo between the seats. A boxy black van with a dashing red stripe and a questionably functional spoiler side-swiped them. The buggy tipped up onto two wheels for a few hundred yards but managed to stay roughly upright.
The side door of the van slid open and a man wearing an outfit very heavy on spikes and leather leaned out, bullhorn in hand.
“Hey! Newb! Don’t waste your time with this idiot. We’ll get you through the whole tutorial for just two thousand plot tokens!”
“Get your own newbie! This one’s mine!” the driver barked.
“What the heck is going on!?” Jazz shouted.
“He’s trying to gouge you and up-sell you on the whole tutorial packaged. And he’s doing it from the A-Team van. Sacrilege.”
The van tried to smash them again. Jazz’s driver swerved out of the way and Mr. Bullhorn, not prepared for the offensive maneuver, launched from the open door.
“That’s what you get for sullying the memory of Mr. T!” the buggy driver shouted.
The buggy driver and the van driver swerved in opposite directions to avoid a low wall. For the moment, the two vehicles were separated. The weird little bundled up critter riding happily on the buggy’s console rummaged around under the cargo net between the seats. It came up with a picture-perfect banana peel. The only things marring the skin were two black dots. Only after they blinked at her did Jazz realize that they were, in fact, eyes.
“Attaboy, Doodad,” the driver said.
He snatched the fruit rind with a hand that probably shouldn’t have been removed from the steering wheel and held it at the ready. Both vehicles streaked past the wall and the van prepared to deliver yet another sideswipe. The driver heaved the banana, planting it neatly in front of the rival driver. When the bright yellow hazard disappeared under the front bumper. The van heaved into the air as though it had been launched from a springboard. It spun in place and bounced on its tires. The formerly speeding vehicle’s velocity dropped to zero and, by the time it started to correct itself, the buggy punched through a shimmering wall in front of them. The wall splashed into a cloud of glimmers that reassembled into words floating before Jazz’s face.
Leaving Respawn Square
“Congratulations! You’ve completed the objective Discover A New Area,” Laurel said in a gleeful, sing-song tone, even as the rough ride threatened to dislodge her. “An objective is a task or goal which has been assigned to you in order to guide you toward progression or encourage you experience more of the world around you. The reward for this objective is ten plot tokens!”
“Yeesh. You know you can turn off audio notifications in the preferences, right?” the driver said. “All you have to do is—”
“No one asked you!” Laurel shouted.
“Can we please slow down and start heading toward the field office?” Jazz said.
“Oh! Right, right,” the driver said. “Let me park and we’ll talk about my rates and services. Introductions and stuff. I just have to find a parking spot.”
The insane bit of driving had taken them clear of the courtyard. They were now driving through the four-lane streets between the towering buildings she’d witnessed during her arrival. It was a bit of a relief to have exchanged the clusters of startled people or public park-style decorations for much more conventional road hazards like other cars. Though even here ‘conventional’ seemed to be an inaccurate term. The car ahead was a squat, super-stylized sports car that looked more like a trio of torpedoes strapped together than anything that belonged on a road. At least two different goth, bat-themed roadsters belched jet fumes in their faces before being overtaken.
“Here we go,” he said.
He draped an arm over the back of his seat and looked over his shoulder, despite the fact he was still moving forward, and spun the wheel. The buggy pulled a tire-squealing 180 and neatly tucked itself into a gap between a blue and white monster truck and a Volkswagen beetle with racing stripes.
“There we go. Let’s talk shop,” he said, shutting off the engine.
It took some convincing before Jazz’s fingers were willing to release. She took a shaky breath and ran her fingers through her frizzed-out hair.
“Is this how things are going to be? Is this how life is here?” she said.
“Ooooh. You’re suffering from a status effect. ‘Summoning Sickness.’ That passes in a few hours. But, to answer your question, no, this isn’t how things are going to be. Remember the brochure? The After-Image is huge and has something for everyone. You’ve just got to finish the tutorial and then you can head out and find your spot. No time like the present to get started! First off, I’m LP.”
The driver pushed his goggles to his forehead and held out a hand. Jazz stared at it for a few beats before her thoughts cleared enough to remind her that handshakes were a thing.
“Jazz,” she said.
“And I’m Laurel!” the fairy piped.
“Welcome to forever, Jazz! I’m LP, and this here’s Doodad. You wanted to complete your map, right?”
“No. I just need to get to the field office to talk to customer support.”
“No, no, no. Take it from me. You want to complete the map. Let me give you the tutorial rundown. You see—”
Laurel buzzed up to him and jabbed a finger in his face.
“Hey! Listen! I’m her helper so I will ‘give her the tutorial rundown.’ We just haven’t gotten to that part yet.” Laurel spun in place and cleared her throat. “As a new arrival, you’re expected to complete the tutorial! The tutorial will familiarize you with the skills necessary to thrive in The After-Image! As this is your first arrival here in Tutorial Lobby, the exits will unlock for you when you have completed five of the twenty-five objectives currently in your list. Those objectives are—”
“Doesn’t matter!” LP said. “What matters is, one of them is ‘Complete the Map of Tutorial Lobby.’ That involves hitting all fast-travel points, and awards you one hundred Plot Tokens in total. On foot, that’ll take you the better part of a day. Hire me and I’ll get you done with it in five minutes, at which point you’ll get paid one hundred tokens, they’ll replace the ones you paid me, and it’ll be like you got the ride for free.”
He snapped his fingers.
“Speed run strats,” he said.
“Okay. And fast-travel is…?” Jazz said.
“Fast-travel is—” LP began.
Laurel flitted up between him and Jazz and shouted quickly: “Fast-travel is a way to move quickly between places you’ve already visited. fast-travel allows you to move instantaneously to any of the local fast-travel points on your map and with minimal delay to non-local ones. Currently unlocked fast-travel points: Respawn Square.”
The fairy turned and gave LP a self-satisfied nod.
“The point is, once they’re unlocked, things are way more convenient for you.”
“Sounds like it. And you’re sure you can get me there safely?”
“It is literally impossible for me to get you there unsafely, since death is disabled in Tutorial Lobby. What’s important is I can get you there quick and in style.”
She mulled over her options. Her instincts told her it was a terrible idea to trust this man. She honestly doubted it had been wise to even get into his vehicle in the first place, and the offer seemed like an excellent opportunity for a scam or worse. Having experienced all of five minutes of this place, she was already reasonably certain her instincts would not be of much use here. She was going to need new instincts, and that would mean trying new things.
“Deal,” she paused. “How do I pay you?”
“Making a purchase is easy!” Laurel blurted before LP could steal her thunder. “All you have to do is reach into your ‘small item’ inventory—which, in this case, is the pockets of your lab coat—and withdraw the desired number of plot tokens! Alternately, I can automatically exchange tokens on your behalf.”
She raised an eyebrow and reached into her pocket. Laurel helpfully reached behind her back and unfurled a bit of parchment far too large enough to have been concealed there. As Jazz felt her fingers slide across assorted shapes, Laurel gave Vanna White-style sweep of her hand to indicate individual entries on a list of items that evidently could be found in her pocket. She had a pair of goggles that would have been useful if she’d known about them before the ride. When her fingers slid across what felt like a stack of ceramic tiles, Laurel nodded and presented “Plot Tokens: 1010.” She grabbed just one of the tiles and Laurel helpfully split the entry into “Plot Tokens: 910” and “Plot Tokens: 100 (Held Item).”
Jazz pulled the token from her pocket. It was a neat rectangle, smooth with comfortably rounded edges that illuminated like cut acrylic. A pixelated font labeled it “100 PT.” She held it over LP’s waiting hand, but a thought occurred.
“Wait. How do I know you’re not just going to dump me on the curb and drive away without taking me on the trip?”
“Doodad, show her the task screen.”
The weird little bundled up critter tottered over to a small display in the dash of the dune buggy and pawed at it.
“Is that a mummified Baby Yoda?” Jazz asked. “I don’t watch a lot of new stuff but it sure has the overall shape of one.”
“It’s not a Baby Yoda,” LP said.
The sharpness of his tone suggested this was not the first time he’d been asked such a question. Doodad finished his prodding and the screen showed a much more personalized version of the same menus Laurel had been presenting via parchment. Assorted star ratings and customer satisfaction metrics were scattered about the screen, but the main entry said “Give Jazz the Grand Tour (Pending Payment)”
“See that? Once you pay up, you’re my next objective. I fail to deliver and I get dinged. That’s financial poison for a gigger like me.”
Jazz looked to Laurel.
“Is that true?” she asked.
“Oh, yes! Customer satisfaction is a key aspect of the Algorithm as it pertains to people participating in the thriving ‘gig economy’ in The After-Image.” She clapped her hands and squealed. “Do you want to hear more about the gig economy?”
“Not right now,” Jazz said.
“I’ll remind you!” Laurel sang.
Jazz dropped the token in his hand. LP flipped it into the air and Doodad caught and stowed it.
“Here we go!” LP said.
He revved the engine screeched out of the parking spot.
“Doodad, gimme the gear.”
The dune buggy spent as much time drifting diagonally as it did moving forward while LP teased it through the streets. Doodad rummaged under the cargo net and revealed two pairs of headphones. He helpfully provided one for Jazz.
“What’s this for?” she said.
“Put them on! The Warthog’s pretty loud and I’ve got a whole tour guide schtick.”
Jazz fished out her goggles and fitted them in place, then donned the headphones. LP finagled them onto his head with one hand and flipped down a microphone. They were roaring their way up what seemed to be an on-ramp to a massive highway.
“We’re already pulling up on our first stop. If you look to your left, you’ll see McDarbucks. We’ve got all sorts of restaurants, but McDarbucks is sort of the lowest common denominator. Every hub’s got a couple dozen of them scattered about. For some reason they made this particular one a fast-travel point.”
“People still need to eat in the afterlife?”
“Not really. It’s more of a social activity nowadays. Also a good way to get hit points back or handle your status effects. And it’s not the afterlife, it’s The After-Image.”
“And they have a restaurant on the highway?”
“No. It’s down there in Cozy Corner, the restoration station.”
“Then why are we on the highway?”
“Cuts down on the number of intersections I have to navigate. You’d never believe how bad some of these newbies are at driving. Are you afraid of heights?”
“Not particularly. Why do you—”
He hammered his foot on the accelerator. The buggy bucked like a bronco, rearing its front tires into the air. The highway on-ramp continued to turn, but LP did not. His front wheels grazed the guardrail. The rest of the buggy tore through it like tissue paper and they went arcing off the on-ramp. A few seconds of hang-time ended with the buggy slamming down onto what turned out to be a rooftop garden on one of the shorter buildings. Shrubs and trellises burst into fragments and he lurched off the far side of the roof, vaulting across the street and smashing through the windows of an office building across the way.
Three or four more destructive stepping stones like that brought them back to street level just as they reached the parking lot of the restaurant.
“Fast-travel Point Found: Tutorial McDarbucks,” Laurel said, conjuring a quill to mark it down on her map.”
They slammed between two cars waiting at the drive-thru and started rumbling across the concrete parking spot markers. Despite the excellent suspension of the vehicle, LP’s next line had the telltale tremor of their tooth-rattling journey.
“Up ahead is the primary shopping district. That’s where you’ll get clothing and stuff. You can order out of catalogs and via the internet, but unless you spring for the insta-sampler add-on, you’ll need to go to actual stores to try things on.”
Jazz raised a trembling hand and brushed some broken glass from her hair. It dissolved into digital pixie dust a moment or two later.
“Did we just smash through a bunch of houses,” she said, disbelief the only thing keeping her from having a full-scale meltdown.
“Yeah. It was faster. Try to keep up, okay, I’ve got a rhythm to this thing. The fast-travel point up here is the Re-Spec Shop. If you want to rearrange your physical appearance, move some attributes around, swap out your PDA, that’s where you go.”
“We’re not stopping there, are we?” Laurel said, her voice small and lost among the chaos of whipping wind and growling engine.
The Warthog screeched past. Laurel breathed a sigh of relief.
“Fast-travel Point Found: Tutorial Re-Spec Shack,” the fairy noted before dispelling the map and quill again.
“Up ahead is the entertainment complex. If you want to go see a movie or a concert or whatever, you’ll be able to do it there. Most of the bigger acts don’t come to the Tutorial Lobbies, but the movies are still good. There’s usually something worth watching playing. Retro or current. In this complex there’s just the one fast-travel point, and that’s the Wire Feed HQ.”
“What’s that?” Jazz asked.
“I’m the one who is supposed to be telling her all of this, you know,” Laurel said.
LP ignored the PDA. “You really don’t know this stuff? It’s super basic, all in the brochure.”
“I never got a brochure,” Jazz said.
“Huh… Well, if you’re really hurting for cash, The WireFeed’s where you’ll make ends meet. I forget exactly how it started—”
“I know!” Laurel said.
“—but I know it’s a Google thing. All of their abandoned projects sort of accumulated. Wave, Buzz, Hangouts. And then eventually the whole thing collapsed on itself like a neutron star and WireFeed was born. It was a huge dud in real life at first, but it was the first social media to offer real-time sync to The After-Image and once that happened it exploded. Nowadays it’s the biggest industry we’ve got down here. You turn off private mode and just let folks stream your life. Some people do it full time, some people do stunts and stuff. But you get paid per hit, with a bonus for each living person watching. I’m not a fan, hence all the gig work. But sooner or later, everybody does a stint.”
Laurel marked off the fast-travel point on the map, not even bothering to announce it.
“The one person to come through here and not know all this stuff and you had to steal my thunder,” the fairy grumbled.
“Okay. Brace yourself, there’s a ramp coming up, and then we’ll head to the scenic district…”
[image: image-placeholder]Five heart-stopping minutes later, Jazz’s mind was buzzing the rapid-fire info dump about what was apparently her new home. The healthy dose of adrenaline (or whatever sequence of zeroes and ones passed for it in this simulation) made it a little hard to internalize it.
LP rumbled to a stop. A mangled stop sign and a pulverized piece of statuary dropped off his front bumper. The building, and indeed the surrounding area, looked like no one had been through it for ages. None of the telltale property damage of intense roadside shenanigans like LP’s. No litter was scattered about on the ground. No foot traffic. It was a deserted section of an otherwise very active place. The building was unassuming enough. A bland storefront with a small placard labeling the place “After-Image Field Office.”
“And that takes us to our final stop. The Field Office. Where customer service complaints go to die.”
The driver hopped down and paced around to the passenger side. He reached up to help her down in a disarmingly gentlemanly way. One wouldn’t picture someone who would take a shortcut through a museum lobby as being chivalrous.
Laurel conjured her parchment and quill again.
“Fast-travel Point Found: Tutorial Field Office,” she said, marking it down. “I’m just going to mark this down as a shadow achievement, ‘Ruin your PDA’s day by taking the fun part of her job.’ Congratulations…”
“This is the field office for the people that run this place? I would have expected something a little more… impressive.”
“Probably it was in the beginning, when it was buggy, but nowadays a combination of bad service and good program stability means no one comes here, so they downgraded.”
Laurel finished jotting down her notes. She let the props drop from her hands and flutter away to nothingness, then held one hand out, palm up.
“Incoming reward. Objective Complete: Fill Out the Map. Reward: 100 PT.”
She held the hand up over her head and an envelope conjured into being, along with a four-note fanfare.
“Well? Take it. Unless you want me to open it,” Laurel said.
Jazz blinked a bit, finally pulling her wits out of the psychological rosebush they’d gotten tangled in. She grabbed the envelope and tore it open. One hundred PTs were inside, in the form of a single token.
“Mission accomplished, Doodad,” LP said, climbing into the driver’s seat again. “Put it in the books.”
The bundled-up buddy reached into his raincoat and produced a small paper card.
“Oh, right! I almost forgot.” LP took the card and handed it down. “If you ever need another ride, here’s my contact info.”
“I’ll take that!” Laurel said, buzzing up to intercept the card. “I am responsible for maintaining her contact list, after all.”
The fairy held up the card and jabbed it upward into thin air. It stuck there precisely as though she’d slipped it into a clip, freeing her hands to produce the quill and parchment again.
“LP. Driver and overall killjoy…”
Laurel finished marking it down and delivered the card to Jazz’s pocket.
“You have completed the objective: Add a new contact! Reward: 10 PT,” Laurel said quickly, presenting another envelope.
“How do I get in contact with you? I don’t have a phone.”
“Your PDA will know what to do.” LP revved the engine again. “Good luck getting anything out of the Customer Service folks with only 1000 PTs.”
“One thousand and twenty,” Laurel corrected.
He peeled out, streaking off. Jazz turned to Laurel. The motion sent another cascade of broken glass and shredded shrubbery to flutter from her hair and vanish.
“First, is that typical of how things are going to go?” she asked.
“There was nothing about that interaction that was substantially different from how things are expected to go here,” Laurel said. “Except for his rigid insistence on doing the fun part of my job.”
“You enjoy just telling me random things about how the world works?”
“The whole reason I’m here is to do minor tasks and provide simple instructions. Telling you stuff you need to know is called job satisfaction for me.”
She scratched her head. “I’ll try to be more mindful of that.”
“Thank you!” she sang. “By the way, you wanted me to remind you about your interest in the gig economy.”
“Um… Not just this minute. I’d like to get this sorted out.”
“I’ll remind you,” Laurel said happily, drifting along beside Jazz as she stepped through the door.
“What was that jab about how I’d have a hard time getting help without money?” Jazz asked, scoping out the interior of the office.
“It is a mean-spirited myth that After-Image International gouges their customers for customer service tasks. You can receive world-class service for free, and only certain very minor tasks, as well as some optionally accelerated timelines, require nominal fee.”
“Uh-huh. I thought I turned off advertising.”
“That wasn’t advertising, it was an entry from the corporate frequently asked questions.”
“It sounded like PR wank.”
“That’s mostly what you get out of frequently asked questions,” Laurel conceded.
“Can we turn that off?”
Laurel sighed and summoned her menu. She scrolled to the line labeled Proactive euphemistic language regarding matters likely to result in formal complaints.
“If you keep turning off useful features such as these you’ll be missing the lion’s share of my very valuable service.” She plucked the check mark and tossed it away. “Though I’ll say that the knee-jerk corporate toadying wasn’t my favorite part of my programming.”
Jazz smirked. “You know, Laurel, I think with enough personalization you might turn out to be a pretty entertaining sidekick.”
Laurel waggled a finger. “Uh, uh, uh! A pretty entertaining personal digital assistant.”
Jazz returned her attention to the office. The bland, unimpressive exterior was perfectly representative of the interior. It looked like the reception area of a dentist’s office or an accountant. For the life of her—which she realized was a phrase she’d have to excise from her vocabulary, given recent events—she couldn’t figure out why a simulated environment would make a place that looked like it had been shoehorned into an existing corporate park.
The office was empty, but the desk had a silver bell with a sign. Ring for service.
“Allow me!” Laurel said. “Context sensitive actions are another specialty.”
She flitted down and tapped the bell. The instant her little hand touched the plunger, a door on the far side of the desk opened and in walked a familiar individual. Though the outfit was a bit less “game show host” and a bit more business casual, that impeccable hair and dazzling smile were unmistakable.
“Mr. Exposition? What, are you moonlighting as tech support?” Jazz asked.
“A common misunderstanding,” he said, with the same flawless diction. “While my appearance and personality are identical, thanks to using the same NPC template, I am in fact Mr. Helper, not Mr. Exposition. How may I help you?”
“I’d like to know why I’m here,” Jazz said.
“Presumably you paid your entry fee and, sadly, expired.”
“I know for a fact I didn’t sign anything about any After-Image. And shouldn’t you know, if you represent the company?”
His smile did not falter, but the rest of him did. Mr. Helper held perfectly still for three seconds, then snapped out of it and reached into his pocket.
“Sorry about that. I was answering generally. Let’s just take a look at your account.”
He revealed a small black book—also a match for the one Mr. Exposition held.
“Jazz. Ah, yes. Your fee was paid via a grant by After-Image International. Part of their ‘Eternal Charity’ program.” He snapped the book shut. “That’s that.”
“No, that isn’t that. Surely you can’t just dump someone’s consciousness into a simulation without their permission.”
“Ah, but you would have had to give your permission in the form of the charity application question on your brain scan form.”
“There was no such question on my brain scan form.”
“You probably overlooked it. It is a long form and easy to become confused about.”
“Setting aside the fact that there apparently exists a form that could lead to someone accidentally offering up their very existence to some bizarre corporate project by mistake, I didn’t fill that out either. The only form I filled out was a consent form for an experimental brain imaging test.”
Again, Mr. Helper froze.
“You must be asking very difficult questions,” Laurel said, drifting up to investigate the stationary NPC. “They’re not supposed to do that.”
Mr. Helper snapped out of it.
“I’m sorry, I seem to have reached the end of my flow chart. I will have to put you in contact with an IRL representative.”
“You can do that?”
Mr. Helper reached behind the desk and produced a sleek tablet computer with a tasteful black case. He blew a layer of dust from it and deployed it in front of Jazz.
“If you need any help upon the completion of the call, I will be right here,” Mr. Helper said.
With that, he again went still, not even blinking, as the screen lit up with a rotating corporate logo.
“Let me get this straight,” Jazz said. “I’m dead, but I’m about to talk to someone in the real world?”
“You’re a bunch of code running on servers. What’s so odd about technicians being able to interface with the
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