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Preface
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I FEEL COMPELLED TO write some unnecessary beginning notes to the story.  Feel free to skip this section if you don't feel like you want some pre-context to the story and how it relates to the real world.  If you don't care, that's fine, or maybe you think you don't care but something I wrote later left you confused or offended or hurt and perhaps there's context.  I'm not sure, I'm not you.  You are great.  Thanks for picking up the book.  No matter if you love it,  hate it, or forget it instantly – you are still great.  

Let's get into some potential points that may or may not require context.  (I'm doing this bullet point style, but I am not adhering to the standard American Military standard or making each and every bullet point span exactly one line of print.)

––––––––
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●  Tone

○  Everything I write is kind of flippant.  It's a personality flaw.  I strive for a lightly comedic tone all the time, but since I'm not a comedian, I am not (usually) claiming the work is an outright comedy because I can't pull off genuinely funny.  But nothing is super serious.  



●  Offensive Characters

○  I write in either first person or strictly limited third person.  The narrative is from the POV of the character – not me.  I think this is clear in the Mary Sue stories where there are over the top villains.  But it is harder with characters in this series because there is no real “villain”.  Steve is close to a villain, he is meant to be wrong and to have reached conclusions that are wrong.  He is a terrorist.  The character is shown to have reasons for reaching his conclusions but that is not meant to be an endorsement of using violence as means to an end.  He also has some deeply prejudiced opinions.  Those aren't my opinions.  I wanted characters that are very different from each other since this series has such a large cast and I wanted to show a society with pervasive cultural issues and this is how I chose to do it.  I didn't want to constantly stop the narrative to explain why a character's opinion is crappy when applied to the real world and the historical context.  



●  Eugenics

○  I, like most people, am very sensitive about eugenics.  There is a deep underlying bit of this world about eugenics.  The purpose of this series is not to explore that, but it exists.  In this series, it is taken for granted and it is the root of the societal inequality and prejudice.  I chose to not stop the narrative to have a character pause and reflect on the history of eugenics, both real and in the context of the world.  It is just there.  Rest assured, dear reader, I do not like eugenics.  I am aware of how widespread and terrible it is in the real world – both past and present. I am not endorsing eugenics through omission of characters getting righteously indignant, it just doesn't fit the story or the characters in this series.



●  Language 

○  I don't mean offensive language.  Theres a lot of fucking that in the book – I figure we are all adults here (if not, put this trash down immediately).  I mean representative languages chosen.  Some is for fun, some has a modicum of scientific basis.  Steve's culture has two genders in their language, animate and inanimate.  I chose this because I felt like it.  From outside POVs, I chose to represent their language with early Proto Indo European (before animated split into male and female genders) because I thought the average American English speakers would be able to recognize some of the words and I wanted to learn more PIE and it was fun.  Even though the characters do not have a concept of grammatical gender related to sex, I chose to keep the standard pronouns in American English of he, she, they for animate singular third person and it for inanimate singular third person.  American English speakers are just fucked for third person plural as it is the ambiguous they.  I thought it confused the writing, as it is written in American English, to use the gender neutral animate third person singular all the time.  I did choose to muddy the flow of the prose with use of sexually based gender neutral terms, such as spouse for husband/wife.  It made some lines really awkward.  I left in mother, even though Steve would think in terms of parent, because it was confusing to read parent for all the scenes with Steve's mother – it made it feel emotionally distant to me.  So across the series, the use of mother and parent is not entirely consistent.  

Nun is intentionally kept as a sex based gendered term meant to be a remnant of an older dialect in the past that separated sexes.



●  Offensive Settings

○  This is a story about colonizers.  I am aware of the sordid history of colonization.  This isn't an allegory for historical colonization.  This isn't a commentary on historical colonization.  This isn't an imagining of how to do colonization.  The Hittibe people are not Native Americans, nor Aboriginal Australians, nor Palestinians.  They aren't the Fremen.  

I don't have a problem with allegory.  I just didn't write one. 

Colonization, despite being my go to strategy for world domination in Civilization games, is bad in my opinion.  Historically, from Romans to the English to the Israelis, this hasn't gone well for humanity as a whole.  It probably didn't go all that great when the central Asians spread their PIE across a good chunk of Eurasia.  I can't imagine it going well in space.  But that being said, I didn't want to dwell on it in this story because Steve is the main character and Steve doesn't give a shit.  I'm not saying you shouldn't give a shit, just saying Steve doesn't and that's why it's not in the story.  



●  Gender

○  This culture doesn't have a cultural concept of sex based gender.  Maybe you find that unbelievable.  That is fine.  There's also a semi conscious slime based alien that probably isn't biologically feasible.  People in the story live for centuries, I don't think that's believable either.  They don't have a concept of sex based gender because I thought that was culturally interesting and I thought the symbiosis with a slime mold that doesn't have sex at all (because there's just one of them) would facilitate the loss of that concept in their language and culture.  

They have a concept of sexual differences, but it is not tied to gender or gender roles.  

Sexuality also is not tied to a cultural or gender identity.  I sort of based this on the ancient Mediterranean, where people weren't exactly cool with homosexual activity, but they just didnt have a concept that one was a homosexual or heterosexual.  Kind of like people in prison or on submarines – who you sleep with at the time doesn't necessarily reflect your base preferences or identity.  



●  Science

○  I like things to be grounded in science, but it is still fiction.  I enjoy writing out all the equations for the time dilation as much as the next person, but I left it out of the narrative.  I don't want to spend the book trying to prove how smart I think I am.  

Everything is made up, but I think some concepts are here to stay regardless of this being a very technically advanced society – in Steve's story, that is the concept of asymmetric math used to authenticate network nodes.  I kept it vague to a public ledger because I thought that would be funny and it was meant to demonstrate a stupid, top-down decision.  I chose the 51% attack because it is so base and it fit into the whole idea of reducing a math problem to a user problem.  This isn't a commentary on what cyber systems I think will be used in the future.  I have a society that chooses their network security for a myriad of reasons, just like we do today.  They don't always make good decisions for the right reasons.  

If that is unbelievable, that's fair, there's also a slime mold alien. 



●  Religion

○  References to religion are not an allegory to contemporary religion.  This is a story about a deeply dysfunctional theocracy where their literal god is pretty much the root of all their problems.  I actually first conceived of this culture through the lens of a society ruled by what I, a child, thought was absolute evil.  Since then, I have grown up and lost all desire to care about religion anymore.  But the remnants of that thinking still persist I'm sure.  I don't personally have an issue with religion or religious people, this book is not meant to be an insult to them.  Again, it's not allegory.  I wanted to explore concepts like a solipsistic alien actually granting human eternal life not because they loved them but because they couldn't handle not being in control.  In the book, God can only sign off on a colony fleet if the colonists would still be alive when God is able to travel back and forth.  God does humans a solid there, but for all the wrong reasons.
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The Reboot Rebellion
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NO MATTER WHO YOU ARE, civilian, military, or contractor; no matter what your position, rank, or job title – anyone can suck at their job.  

– Trish H.
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This is not hell
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ABSTRACT SUBMITTED by Anwar Michshenko student 42, NOCS 9980:  

A lot of transmissions from God are about how bad the invasion is going.  And everyone says it's because we had the Reboot Rebellion like right when we landed and more than half the army was transferred to heaven.  So my report on a notorious historical figure is Steve Novellum.  My dad and papa lived through the Reboot Rebellion and papa said “the dipshit started the whole thing when he tried to blow up heaven”.  He always said to pick someone you know everyone hates because you don't want to end up in a camp.  

Feedback submitted by Francisco Jarrod, history teacher, NOCS 9980: 

I know you are quoting your papa, but that language isn't appropriate under normal circumstances.  I'll let it slide this time because you're talking about Novellum.

###
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Very Low Orbit around Hittibe

8th December 10-4-367

###
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STEVE GASPED FOR AIR, both from the physical effects of the asphyxiation as well as from the panic.

How are they going to transfer me to heaven if everyone on the ship needs a transfer?

He watched Kandrick's unconscious form float by.  More like Steve, anchored with the straps in the server bay, passed by Kandrick.  Kandrick was in freefall and uncoupled to the ship; his body was staying in relative rest whilst Steve and the ship were rotating wildly. Mahder had given them a quick warning about the ship entering an uncontrolled spin and rerouting the ship's power to send a distress call or something before something had cracked and Steve started to feel light headed.  Fortunately he had remembered more of the Basic Training Sudden Air Loss exercise than Kandrick and despite the panic, was arching his back and holding his shoulders back to take in as much air as possible into his lungs as he gasped. 

The last message sent over the ship's speakers was that the entry heat coolers were powering on to prepare for landing.  It must have blown a fuse or something.  Seemed like a bad design for the air recycler power to be one of the first affected... 

At least he had been at the battery bank bay's control desk. He braced himself with the straps and pushed the ‘open’ button on the compartment with the emergency supplies as hard as he could, like it simply hadn't registered his last five attempts.  The cabinet fit in nicely with the sleek design of the control terminal.  This ship, being the very visible Holy Celestial Imperial Restplace of Heaven, was far from the typical military junkers that comprised the Holy Conquest Fleet.  It was more like the upscale civilian spaces on the colony ships: all aesthetically pleasing minimalism.  Which made sense as the ship was often featured in propaganda. It did not make sense in terms of functionality given some genius had made an emergency supply cabinet without any fucking handles.  

The main lights flicked off and the dimmer backups took over with the emergency red flashers blinking in time with the sirens. 

Steve was running out of air and the emergency air tank was behind a door that required power to open.  And apparently that power supply had been coded as ‘nonessential’ – meaning there was no power to open the emergency cabinet because there was an emergency going on.  

His lungs burned and the gasping felt no different now from simply holding his breath.  He was just breathing in straight CO2.  He had seconds left.  

He pulled up heaven's systems controls.  Heaven had a triple redundant power supply.  He just had to reroute one of heaven's battery back ups to the ship.  

‘Access denied’

He punched in his admin password. 

‘Supervisor Approval Code Requested’

Steve shoved off from the work station, sending himself flying through the server bay for the closest physical battery: Battery Backup A.  His vision was starting to darken around the edges as he stretched himself as long as possible to reach the rack.  He was barely average height, but still had a lanky build with relatively long arms and legs that he used to his advantage. He ripped the physical network cable out of Heaven's server rack outside mount and jammed it in the ship's aux power port.  

He launched himself back at the control desk, landing on the cabinet.  It dutifully popped open at the first touch and Steve snatched up the mask and blasted himself with a gust of sweet, sweet oxygen from the little tank.  

He hooked a leg on the desk foot-straps so he could roll with the ship while he secured the mask over his flat, hooked nose and strapped on the little air tank backpack to his thin frame.  The last thing he needed was to get vertigo from disjointed inertial reference frames.  He hadn't thrown up in an air mask since launch.  Now was not the time to break a centuries old record.  

“Is anyone else still out there?” A voice over the intercom crackled.  

Steve reached for the speaker on the desk. “Mahder?” Steve asked into the intercom.  

It had to be the pilot.  They would have had every safeguard in place to make sure she had the first access to backup air and whatever else she needed to survive.  Not just because the rest of the crew depended on her to dock and land safely, but this ship was carrying the vast majority of Heaven itself.  The four star in charge, with the explicit blessing of God themself, had long fought for and finally won the consolidation of most of Heaven onto one single landing ship.  It was supposedly for security reasons. Steve wanted to trust that there was some reason why that made sense: he didn't want to  imagine the general was dumb enough to not understand the concept of redundancy as a basic safety practice.  Regardless, either there was a reason or someone had really been that dumb – Heaven was consolidated on one ship and that ship was currently crashing.  

“If anyone is there, come up to the command deck,” Mahder's voice crackled through the public address system.  

The ship hit a bad patch of something and the hull shook so violently it sounded like fasteners were getting rattled out of place.  

Steve took off from the desk flying in freefall through the corridor from Battery Bank A and up the ladder shaft to the command center.  

“Bob?” Mahder's muffled voice yelled out as Steve pulled himself through the open doorway.  She was staring straight ahead, presumably focusing on steering the ship.  

“It's Steve,” he told her as he pushed himself into the edge of her line of sight.

“Well at least two ITs made it,” the pilot muttered.  “The server flashed an error, Bob's checking on it, then he said he needed to call his spouse.” 

“Guess he owes her that after fucking his way through half the fleet,” Steve replied, automatically hooking a foot at the comm station to anchor himself in front of the terminal.  A body with an air mask strapped on floated by as the ship accelerated in its roll.  Steve figured there wasn't much point asking what happened to the rest of the small crew.  This was one of the rare military operations that was actually ‘lean’.  The whole thing was supposed to only take a few hours: drive Heaven from the new Eremets Station and land on the outskirts of the even newer city on Hittibe.  

“Did he warn everyone in heaven that we’re going down?” Steve asked, his way of indirectly asking the pilot if they were about to crash.  

“Can't,” Mahder grunted.  

Her hands flew over the controls, even her feet were attached to control shortcuts for more efficient piloting of the ship.  None of it was analog though, so her physical strain was purely the result of the mental load.

“He's Corrupted,” Mahder explained with more grunts as the ship went through another round of violent shaking and switched the direction of the roll to a new axis.  

Steve couldn't suppress his eye roll, but he kept his mouth shut.  Now wasn't the time to call the pilot out on her prejudices.  It didn't matter anyway, it wasn't like they were friends or anything.  He tapped the controls on the all digital ink display, as best he could given the shaking, to open up the interface to Heaven. 

‘Request denied’

The lights went out on cue.  Steve activated his chest lamp and punched a query.

‘Battery error, please clear error’

The chemical lights framed the command center and the flashing red from the emergency alarm gave it an eerie feeling.  A silhouette glided in sideways to the door.

"How's the server?" Mahdar yelled over the blaring of the intermittent sirens, her voice clipped by the electronic amplifiers in the mask. 

It was IT1, Bob.  Probably the only other person on the ship not waiting for a transfer to Heaven.  Assuming Heaven made it through this mess.  

"Fine," Bob called back, "it has triple redundant power.  If you can bring it down smooth enough, it'll last six to eight hours..." he seemed to notice Steve for the first time.  He looked a little surprised, but Bob was one of those stereotypical ITs who seemed perpetually perplexed by human behavior.  "Steve, did you warn them to keep the activity down?"

"No..." Steve yelled back, "I had to reroute power from the back up battery to power the ships subsystems when the entry heat coolers blew the fuse,” he explained.  “I lost the interface to Heaven."  He was pretty sure the interface wasn't lost, but he didn't have time to root through the manual and find out how to clear the error.  

"Fuck!" Mahder yelled.

"Give it four hours," Bob corrected himself.  

"I lost navigation,” Mahder said through gritted teeth, “I can't guarantee a crash within eight hours of the landing site.  Did you call your spouse?"

"Yeah,” Bob answered with a sigh, “need to call yours?"

"She'll be fine, the life mortgage payout will soften the blow," the pilot said with a little ironic laugh.  "Sucks there won't be Heaven for them though."

"Maybe you can skip a bit when we crash... some of the servers might make it," Bob said, making little hand motions.  He had anchored himself to a random station and nearly lost his orientation.  

"Servers might make it physically but I don't think they can do a hard reboot," Mahder said.

Steve shuddered at the thought. 

Bob took off for the command center doorway. 

"I'll do my best..." Mahder was adding, but Bob was already out the door.  

“Where's he going?” Mahder demanded, craving her neck to see.

“Who cares?” Steve quickly answered. “I think you have more important things to care about,” he tried not to press her and add stressors she clearly didn't need.  

“You have more important things to care about,” Mahder snapped back.  The slight electronic adjustment the mask provided to help with speech clarity took out the sting of her emotion.  “Assuming I can land this piece of shit, you need to make sure Heaven stays functioning until someone comes to rescue us.”

“Ok...” Steve tentatively agreed as the ship's shaking and rattling intensified, “but I don't really think that translates to any really actionable action items for me at the moment...” 

“Shut the fuck up and just survive, asshole,” Mahder punctuated each word with a jab at the controls like they were sentient and could feel it.

Survive...

#####
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804 years earlier 

Woikos Deiwis, Argos Noibhos, West Continent, Deiwós

16th October 10-3-564

###
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EVERYTHING ABOUT THE house was like a slap in the face, the flourishes in the carpentry of the wide porch, the shade tarp hung between two massive god-trees, even the nicely maintained front sun garden was filled with stylish geometric statues filled with all sorts of body forms of God.  It was almost like they were cultivating them.  Steve was pretty sure that was blasphemy, but his mom didn't care, she just jabbed the doorbell button again and grabbed his shoulders to force him to stand up straight for the door cam. She wasn't much taller than him, she was probably mostly obscured in the video feed to owners of the mansion.  Making it look like the shady person in poor clothes was hiding from the camera.  

“They aren't going to open the door for us,” Steve mumbled.  

She gave his shoulders a sharp, painful squeeze.  

“They probably holed up in their panic room the second they saw two people from slums at the gate to the neighbourhood,” Steve whispered.  

“He's here to say he's sorry for drawing genitalia on your personal vehicle,” his mother called out to the security camera, pushing Steve another step forward.  

“I'm sorry,” Steve mumbled as he dutifully followed his mom's lead and tried not to roll his eyes as he addressed the camera. 

Nothing happened.  

Steve felt his mother stiffen behind him.  He wasn't sure what she expected to happen.  He still agreed with his friends, if the rich people didn't want genitalia drawn on their personal vehicles, then they shouldn't park them in the slums.  Rich people could go anywhere, why couldn't they just leave the slums alone? 

“He's very sorry,” his mom repeated.

“They don't care,” Steve grumbled.  

There was still no reaction or any sort of indication that there was anyone inside the house.  His mom nudged him slightly as she leaned over past him to set an overly stuffed envelope on the doorstep.

Steve sidestepped and stared wide eyed at his mom. 

“I looked up quotes on a new paint job,” she addressed the camera.  “I took the highest one,” she swallowed and stared ahead, pointedly ignoring Steve. “If it's not enough, my contact info is there and we'll cover it.”

“Why are you giving them money?” Steve demanded.  He forgot to keep his voice down as he waved wildly to indicate the giant fancy house and perfect garden.  “They already have everything, they dont–”

His mom slapped him across the face.

It made a loud sound, but didn’t even sting – clearly more for show than for an actual punishment. She made a point of looking from him to the camera.  

“He is sorry and he will be punished,” she told the camera.  “And we will pay for all damages.”

She grabbed Steve's hand and tugged him away from the door.  He was sure he could've overpowered her and ran away, but he let her drag him off.  He didn't want to stay here anyway.  

“I can't believe we have to give them money,” Steve complained.  

“We either give it to them or they call the police and take it from us,” his mother muttered back, not pausing as she led him back through the fancy neighbourhood.  

No one was out, it was like the place was completely empty: Steve assumed they were all hiding inside like the owners of the vandalized vehicle.  

“Why are you OK with this?” Steve demanded, finally snatching his hand back from her grip, but still dutifully following her.  

“I'm not,” his mom said through gritted teeth. 

Steve paused.  They were at the gate to the neighbourhood and this was an angry as he had ever seen his mom in his entire life.  He was properly cowed into submission.

“They have all the jobs, all the houses, all the rights ... they can't be satisfied with that,” she ranted.  “No, they had to go joyriding in the slums instead of leaving us the fuck alone.”

Steve just stared, even more wide eyed than before.  “You said fuck...” he said quietly.  

She cleared her throat.  “I gave them the money because life is short,” she said, gesturing wide to take in the fancy neighbourhood inside the gate and the slums down the hill in the distance.  “Life sucks.  Just get through it and everything will be better in heaven.”

#####
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~ Over the South Pole of Hittibe

8th December 10-4-367

###
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STEVE STRAPPED HIMSELF into the chair in the command center.  He followed all the instructions that had been drilled into him for the landing operation, pulling the straps tight over his shoulders and around his hips to secure the five point harness and strapped his head into the molded neck and head support.  He squeezed his eyes shut.

Mahder let out a steady stream of profanity that bordered on several blasphemies and heresies as the ship rolled, rattled, and heated up.

Forces begin to tug at him, feeling almost like gravity again.  It was intermittent, almost like she was trying to skip the ship off the atmosphere like a stone on a smooth lake. 

“What??” Mahder yelled.  She then let out a hysterical laugh.  

Steve couldn't tell that anything had changed.  The ship was still shaking itself apart and the intermittent sense of a force was making him feel motion sick and have a vague sensation of falling.  He gripped the straps like if he just had enough force of will, he could make himself survive.  

Mahder's profanity was replaced with maniacal laughter as the intermittent force became more and more common until it was a steady sense of down.  

It was fortunate that no one had been allowed to eat for 24 hours and that the laxatives had cleared them out entirely before boarding the planet bound shuttle. The sense of down was not helping as it just reminded Steve what direction they were going.  

A crackle sounded. 

"If this is working," Mahder called out, her voice echoing as the PA projected it throughout the ship's intercomm, "brace for impact, we are hitting ground in ten..."

Steve silently counted.  On eight, a big bump pushed him against the chair harness, followed by a series of smaller jostles. 

A sideways force joined the downward one.  Both seemed intent on throwing Steve from his chair. Then the sideways force abruptly stopped and Steve felt like he was flung in the opposite direction.  

And then... it was still.  

The air hissed and the public address said something in the distance Steve could barely hear and definitely not parse. He stared straight ahead lost in one simple thought: they made it.

“He did it, I got power back,” Mahder declared as she jumped up from the pilot's seat and ripped off her mask.  She gagged and immediately replaced it.  “Nope,” she gasped, “air circulation is definitely not working yet.” 

She leaned over to her console to punch in some commands.  Then stood up and frowned.  

“Do you know how to turn on the air?” She asked Steve.  “Just in case some of the crew might not need to be transferred?”

Steve reached down to release the latch on his chair and swiveled around to the wall terminal. The ink display flashed various error codes enumerating everything wrong with the ship.  

“Nevermind,” Mahder said from behind him, “we got to focus on Heaven.  Everyone will have a few hours before they need to be uploaded right?”

Steve swiveled the chair to face the pilot but she was already bouncing out the door.  Literally bouncing.  

He stared straight ahead some more.  They had made it.  Mahder had gotten power back and actually landed the ship.  She had saved Heaven.  The sheer relief released a giant knot of tension from the put of his stomach.  Heaven was all that mattered.  That was the whole point, that was why they were here, to bring Heaven to all of humankind.  And they'd come so close to losing it all.  

He didn't realise he was crying until he saw the teardrops land on his thighs. He got immediately distracted by the odd motion, it seemed like the tears were taking too long to fall.  

Mahder got power back...

The mask pressed against his face reminded him of how he had gotten it.

I rerouted the back up battery from Heaven...

Steve popped to his feet: the motion felt off, he went too high and took too long to fall back to the floor. 

I saved the ship.

He ran out the door to find Mahder and Bob.  Each step made him feel like he had super strength. He wasn't sure if it was the sheer relief of surviving the crash, elation at saving Heaven by rerouting the power – or maybe there was just less gravity on this planet.  He was sure that must've been explained in a briefing at some point.  

Now where did they go?

##### 
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"WE MADE IT!" STEVE yelled as he burst into the server bay B. 

He grabbed Mahder up in the hug he was too stunned to offer her when they had first ‘landed’.

"I can't believe rerouting the power worked!" Steve said into her shoulder. 

"I know," Mahder laughed, returning Steve's hug with a quick squeeze before releasing him, "but good thing Bob reconnected it,” she pointed at a bare spot wielding joint that Bob had clearly done on the fly.

“We're pretty much at the opposite end of the planet and might need all the backups...” she continued, still elated but the high was clearly coming down a little.  

Steve pulled out of the hug completely and looked from the pilot to his fellow IT.  Bob was standing by a fallen battery rack, looking lost and confused.  

“What?" Mahder asked slowly as she looked between the two ITs.

Steve frantically tried to remember anything that had happened in the moments before he’d rerouted the power to get the gas mask.  "I left the power connected to the subsystems when none of the emergency hatches would open..." Steve answered.  He looked to Bob.  

"What did you do?" Steve demanded, desperate for the two of them not to question further why he had returned the power after getting the hatch open.  

Bob looked blank. 

"What did you do?" Mahder asked, taking a step back, and then settling on glaring at Bob.  "Hold on..."

"I rerouted battery pack B to the subsystems..." Bob said slowly, he looked at Steve. 

"I rerouted pack A..." Steve answered slowly, returning Bob's look.  

"OK..." Mahder took a breath. "But you ITs keep saying it's triple redundant power... so there's a C..." She asked, looking from Steve to Bob.  "Right?" She demanded. 

Bob shook his head.  

Mahder glared at Steve

"Heaven has power," Steve elaborated on Bob's behalf, "and two back ups, so three power supplies is triple redundant."

"No, it isn't," Mahder stepped away from the fallen battery pack as she nearly screamed, "one backup power is redundant, two backups is double redundant. Triple redundant would mean three fucking backups!"

"Oh shit," Bob said as he counted on his fingers, "we've been saying it wrong." 

Mahder's dark complexion went ashen and she glared at Bob now.  

"It's fine..." Steve reassured himself more than the others.  "So Heaven lost its back ups,” he said, pointing at the hasty welding job, “Bob reconnected one, it's fine." 

Life is short, Heaven is forever.

Steve's mother's words echoed in his mind.  

"The ship's power went out on entry..." Bob muttered.  

Intense awkward silence ensued.  The knot of tension returned to Steve's stomach.  

"Why don't I hear fans..." Mahder mumbled. 

Bob reached over and flicked a switch on the power connections rack.  A low hum of many server fans starting up filled the big bay.  

"Maybe it wasn't off long enough for all the capacitors to discharge ..." Bob said with a shrug.  

"What happens to Heaven if it's hard rebooted?" Mahder asked, her tone was low and ominous.  

Bob looked remarkably unfazed.  He offered a small shrug.  "Maybe a glitch, maybe they can't notice,” he answered.  “They can't have thoughts if there's no power..."

"Or we just introduced the biggest c-word problem in history," Steve couldn't stop himself from blurting out.  

"This Heaven is a copy anyway," Bob said in a sad attempt to console them, "there was already a massive continuity problem ..."

Steve and Mahder both stiffened at the c-word being said out loud. 

"Not for all the people who died enroute," Steve spat back.  He regretted defending Bob from Mahder's prejudices against the Corrupted.  Only a Corrupted person who couldn't go to Heaven anyway would be so flippant about it.  

Bob opened his mouth and closed it, choosing his typical silence.  

"Fuck me," Steve muttered.  "This is the shit that starts heresies."

"No one is starting a heresy," Mahder snapped, "we just landed, we have a mission to do here, we came here to build a causeway not to fight a war nitpicking about the nuances of Heaven."

Heaven is all that matters.

What does Heaven mean if it was turned off? 

Steve felt like he was spiraling down a black hole of logic.  If your consciousness was a result of your brain activity, if your brain activity stops and starts again, does the same consciousness restart?  

The history books were filled with righteous holy wars fought over the issue.  

Given war wasn't the best method of determining absolute answers to philosophical debates, the question was still open.  Which meant it was avoided.  Even mentioning the continuity problem could get you branded a heretic. 

But if you stop, are you the same person when you start again?

What's the point of heaven if they're aren't the same people who lived?

He couldn't help but think of his mother – she hadn't been offered life extension treatments.  Deiwós was 300 something light years away: the only way he was going to see her again was in heaven.  

Or will it just be copies of us reunited?

The knot of tension inside Steve twisted and bound itself into a permanent feature. He looked at both Bob and Mahder, searching their expressions for understanding.  And barring that, solidarity.  

"No one needs to know about this," Mahder said lowly.  She eyed Bob and Steve in turn. 

Steve swallowed, the tension spreading through his whole being.  He knew there was no going back from this.  
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