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​PART ONE - EARTH
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​Chapter 1 - The Morning Ritual
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The alarm sounded at 6:43 precisely, two minutes before it was needed, because James had learned long ago that God did not appreciate scrambling. He was on his feet before the second tone, moving through the darkness of his small quarters with the efficiency of a man who had performed the same actions every morning for eleven years. Clothes laid out the night before. Always. The trousers, the plain white shirt, the simple rope belt. No adornment. Adornment was vanity and vanity was an offense that carried consequences nobody wanted to invite.

He dressed in under a minute and stepped out into the corridor.

The compound was already moving. It always was. Two minutes before 6:45 and the walkways between the low concrete buildings were filled with the quiet purposeful movement of men and women making their way to the eastern courtyard. Nobody spoke. Morning prayer was not preceded by conversation. Conversation before prayer implied that human words mattered more than the silence in which God could be heard, and that particular implication had cost more than one member of the Rising Radiant Sun a very bad afternoon in the town square.

James fell into step beside David, who nodded without looking at him. David was a big man, heavyset, with hands that had been made for physical work and were put to exactly that use every day in the compound's maintenance division. They had been assigned as morning prayer partners three years ago, which meant they knelt beside each other every day and had exchanged perhaps four hundred words in total across all that time. This was considered a healthy spiritual relationship within the Rising Radiant Sun. Attachment to other people was a distraction from attachment to God.

The eastern courtyard was large enough to hold the entire congregation and had been designed with that specific purpose in mind. The compound itself sat on forty acres of land in a remote stretch of territory that had once been farmland, purchased outright twelve years ago through a series of corporate entities that would have taken a determined financial investigator considerable time to untangle. The courtyard faced east with mathematical precision. Thalen had seen to that personally before a single foundation had been poured. God lived in the direction of the rising sun and the Rising Radiant Sun did not approximate sacred geometry.

By 6:44 the congregation was assembled. Two hundred and fifty one people arranged in precise rows, eleven rows of twenty two with nine in the final row, a number that had been the source of considerable theological interpretation when the congregation's size had first settled at that count. Thalen had declared it significant. He had not elaborated on why and nobody had asked.

At 6:45 the bell rang.

As one body the congregation dropped to their knees on the stone courtyard. The eastern sky was beginning to show the first gray suggestion of dawn, a pale cold light that fell across two hundred and fifty one bowed heads and two hundred and fifty one pairs of hands pressed flat against thighs in the prescribed position. Not clasped. Clasped hands implied supplication and the Rising Radiant Sun did not supplicate. They communed. There was a theological distinction that had been explained at length in the Writings and that James could have recited from memory if asked, though he had never been asked and did not expect to be.

The prayer began.

It was not spoken aloud. Individual voices raised in prayer implied individual relationships with God and individual relationships with God implied that the four Voices of God ,  Thalen, Corric, Vaelor and Sorev ,  were not necessary as intermediaries, which they absolutely were, which was not a matter open to interpretation or discussion. Prayer was therefore internal, directed upward through the crown of the head according to doctrine, received by God and processed in ways that the Writings described in considerable and occasionally contradictory detail.

James prayed.

He prayed for the strength to complete his assigned tasks. He prayed for the Rising Radiant Sun to continue in God's grace. He prayed for the eradication of false gods and the people who followed them, which was most of the planet's remaining population and therefore an ambitious prayer but God appreciated ambition in the service of righteousness. He prayed, briefly and with genuine feeling, for his morning drink to settle well, because last Thursday's had sat badly in his stomach for most of the day and he had fallen slightly behind on his work allocation as a result, a fact he had not reported because falling behind was a reportable infraction and he had managed to make up the deficit by working through the midday rest period.

He did not pray about the midday rest period deficit. Some things you kept between yourself and God directly.

Around him the courtyard breathed in the particular unified rhythm that always developed after the first few minutes of morning prayer, two hundred and fifty one respiratory systems unconsciously synchronizing in the silence, a phenomenon that had been described in the Writings as evidence of God's presence moving through the congregation like wind through a field of wheat. James had always found it peaceful. Whatever else could be said about the Rising Radiant Sun, and James was not the kind of man who said things about the Rising Radiant Sun except in the most careful and prescribed terms, the morning prayer was peaceful. Twenty two minutes of required stillness in which nobody could assign him a task or report him for anything.

He focused on the pale light growing in the east and let his mind settle into the familiar grooves of doctrine.

From the elevated platform at the courtyard's western edge, Thalen watched.

He stood rather than knelt, which was his right as a Voice of God, and he watched the congregation with the particular quality of attention that a man gives to machinery he has designed and maintained and is quietly checking for signs of wear. The rows were straight. The postures were correct. He could see from here that Patricia in the third row had her hands turned slightly inward rather than flat, which was technically an infraction, and he noted it with the portion of his mind that maintained such ledgers and moved on.

Thalen was sixty one years old and looked perhaps fifty, a discrepancy he attributed to clean living and God's favor and that was actually attributable to exceptional genetics, a carefully managed personal diet that bore no resemblance to the restricted menu he prescribed for his congregation, and a medical regimen that cost more per year than most of his congregation members had earned in their previous lives combined. He was a tall man, spare and precise, with gray eyes that processed information the way a camera processes light ,  without judgment, without sentiment, simply recording.

He did not pray during morning prayer. He had not prayed in any sincere sense for approximately thirty years, which was how long it had been since he had believed in anything supernatural. What he did during the twenty two minutes was think, which was considerably more productive.

This morning he was thinking about the financial investigators.

They had been careful. He had been careful for three decades, building the Rising Radiant Sun from a small and unremarkable prayer group into what it had become, layering the financial structures, moving the assets, keeping the pharmaceutical supply chains obscured behind enough corporate distance that tracing them required the kind of institutional persistence that most law enforcement agencies could not sustain indefinitely. He had been careful and he was still being careful and it was becoming apparent that careful was no longer going to be sufficient.

The blue eyes business had been sloppy. That was Sorev's domain and Sorev was effective but he was not subtle and subtlety was what the current situation required. The incident three weeks ago had been witnessed and witnesses talked and talking led to investigations and investigations, if they went far enough, led to places Thalen had spent thirty years ensuring nobody could reach.

It was, he thought, watching James and David and one hundred and ninety nine other bowed heads in the growing morning light, probably time.

He had always known it might come to this. The planet had always been there in his planning, a contingency, an exit, the kind of option that only a certain quality of mind thinks to arrange before it becomes necessary. Waldollao, as the navigation AI had taken to designating it in the simplified form ,  the actual catalog number was nineteen digits ,  sat in a system that was unreachable by any vessel currently in operation except their own, and their own was registered under a corporate name that would take years to trace back to anything connected to the Rising Radiant Sun.

He had purchased it six years ago. The ship and the planet both, in the sense that a planet could be purchased, which legally it could not but practically it could if you knew the right people and had sufficient untraceable funds and Thalen had always had both.

The bell rang.

Twenty two minutes precisely, measured by an atomic clock mounted inside the bell housing, accurate to within one second per million years, because God's time was exact time and Thalen did not do approximations.

The congregation rose as one. The sound of two hundred and fifty one people getting to their feet on stone was a particular sound that Thalen had heard thousands of times and still found satisfying in a way he could not have explained and would not have tried to. It was the sound of a mechanism functioning correctly.

The morning drink would be distributed in the dining hall in eleven minutes. Thalen watched the congregation file out of the courtyard in their prescribed order, row by row, no pushing, no conversation, the silence holding until they crossed the courtyard threshold where quiet speech was permitted.

The drink was a proprietary formulation that had taken his pharmaceutical contacts four years to perfect. It was tasteless in the herbal tea that carried it, metabolized cleanly, left no obvious markers in standard blood panels, and produced in the consumer a state of relaxed compliance and reduced critical thinking that was, from a purely technical standpoint, quite elegant. Combined with the sleep supplement administered in the evening meal and the mild perceptual enhancer added to the midday water ration, it created a population that was cooperative, content, hardworking, and almost entirely incapable of questioning anything they were told by a Voice of God.

He had told them it was a sacred blessing. Distilled devotion. God's grace made physical.

They drank it every morning with genuine gratitude.

Patricia crossed in front of him as her row filed past and he made eye contact with her for exactly long enough that she understood she had been seen. Her hands went immediately to her sides and she looked straight ahead and moved on. She would correct her hand position tomorrow morning. She would not need to be told twice. Patricia was one of his better members ,  diligent, skilled in the food preparation work she had been assigned, and possessed of a fear response that calibrated well to mild social pressure. She would not require anything formal.

The courtyard emptied. Thalen remained on the platform.

To the east the sun had fully cleared the horizon now, orange and enormous in the flat morning sky, and it struck him as it occasionally did that there was something genuinely remarkable about a star rising, about the sheer mechanical indifference of it, the absolute regularity of a physics that required no faith and rewarded none and continued regardless of what any human being chose to believe about it.

He had built an entire religion around that sunrise. Twenty two minutes of kneeling toward it every morning, multiple times through the day, a sacred number attached to its rhythms, a God invented to live inside it. And it rose every morning exactly as it would have risen if he had never existed, if the Rising Radiant Sun had never existed, if every one of the two hundred and fifty one people who had just filed past him had never been born.

He found this thought not troubling but clarifying. It confirmed what he had always known. The universe did not care. Which meant the only sensible approach was to arrange things so that it did not need to.

He stepped down from the platform and walked toward the dining hall where his morning coffee waited, prepared separately from the congregation's tea, by a small and trusted staff who understood their continued comfort depended on their continued discretion.

In the dining hall two hundred and forty eight members of the Rising Radiant Sun sat in their assigned seats and drank deeply from their morning cups and felt, as they always did, the warm settling sensation of God's grace moving through them, and were grateful, and did not question it, and would not have known how.

James wrapped both hands around his cup and felt the familiar warmth spread through his chest and thought that whatever yesterday's batch had contained that had unsettled him, today's was considerably better. He felt clear. Purposeful. Ready for the day's assigned tasks.

Beside him David drank in silence.

Outside the courtyard faced east and the sun continued its ancient indifferent climb and the Rising Radiant Sun prepared for another day in God's service, which was to say another day in Thalen's service, which had always been exactly the same thing.
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The meeting room that the four Voices of God used for their private gatherings bore no resemblance to anything the congregation was permitted to see.

The rest of the compound ran to concrete and plain wood and the kind of institutional austerity that Thalen had determined God preferred, based on nothing except his accurate assessment that people who lived in comfortable surroundings developed opinions about their comfort and people who lived in bare ones were too busy being grateful for warmth and adequate food to develop opinions about much of anything. The congregation's quarters were clean, functional, and aggressively without character. The dining hall had long tables and benches bolted to the floor. The temple, which was the only space in the compound that received any architectural consideration at all, was impressive in the way that a set piece is impressive ,  designed to produce a specific emotional response in the people standing inside it and succeeding at that function without apology.

The meeting room was different.

It occupied the entire top floor of the only two story building in the compound, accessible by a staircase that required a keycard that exactly four people possessed. The floors were reclaimed hardwood, dark and warm, covered in the center by a carpet that had cost more than most of the congregation members had earned in the last year of their previous lives. The table was solid mahogany, eight feet long, surrounded by four chairs that had been made by hand in a workshop in another country and shipped under a corporate name that had since been dissolved. Along the western wall a sideboard held crystal decanters of whiskey, bourbon and brandy, and a small climate controlled cabinet beneath it maintained a selection of wines that Thalen rotated quarterly based on recommendations from a sommelier in the city who knew him under a different name entirely.

There were no windows facing the courtyard. Thalen had been specific about that during construction. What the congregation could not see they could not think about and what they could not think about did not exist for practical purposes.

Sorev was already there when Thalen arrived, which was unusual. Sorev was many things but early was rarely one of them. He was sitting at the far end of the table with a glass of bourbon that was not his first, which Thalen registered without comment and filed in the same internal ledger where he kept Patricia's hand position. Sorev was a large man, broad through the chest and shoulders, with a face that had been designed by genetics for a kind of blunt handsomeness that had curdled over the years into something harder and less readable. He had the hands of a man who had used them for purposes beyond manual labor and was comfortable with that fact.

He looked up when Thalen entered and said nothing, which was also typical. Sorev communicated in a kind of compressed economy of expression that most people found unsettling and that Thalen had always found efficient.

Corric arrived two minutes later, slightly out of breath, which meant he had been in the lower records room again going over the financial structures. Corric was the only one of the four who genuinely enjoyed the administrative architecture of what they had built, who found pleasure in the layering of corporate entities and the management of asset flows in a way that Thalen respected without sharing. Corric was fifty four, lean and angular, with the permanent slight squint of a man who spent too much time reading small print. He had come to the Rising Radiant Sun from a background in corporate finance that had ended badly enough that his options had narrowed considerably, and Thalen had found him at exactly the right moment, which was something Thalen had always been good at. Finding people at exactly the right moment.

He poured himself a glass of water from the sideboard, which was also typical. Corric did not drink during working meetings, a discipline Thalen noted approvingly.

They waited for Vaelor.

Vaelor was four minutes late, which meant he was either coming from his quarters in the compound's north wing where he sometimes spent mornings in a way he thought was private and was not, or he was coming from somewhere else entirely and had a reason for the delay that he would not volunteer and they would not ask for. Vaelor was fifty eight, the second oldest of the four, and had the look of a man who had once been striking and was now simply tired. He was tall enough that he moved through doorways with a slight habitual duck that was unnecessary in most of the compound's construction but had become reflexive. His eyes were a pale brown that in certain lights looked almost amber and that in other lights looked like nothing so much as a man watching for something he expected to be unpleasant.

He sat down without pouring anything and looked at Thalen and said, "How bad."

It was not entirely a question.

"Sit down and I'll tell you," Thalen said, and then realized Vaelor was already sitting, which was the kind of small miscalculation that happened when you were tired, and Thalen was tired, though he would not have admitted it to the three men in this room or to anyone else on the planet. He moved to his chair at the head of the table and sat and placed his hands flat on the mahogany in front of him, a gesture the other three recognized as the meeting beginning in earnest.

"The Harwick investigation has expanded," he said. "They've brought in federal financial forensics. That changes the timeline considerably."

Corric's squint deepened. "How did you find out."

"The same way I find out everything. That's not relevant to this conversation."

"It is if the source is compromised."

"The source is not compromised." Thalen said it with the particular flatness that ended lines of inquiry and Corric let it go, because Corric was intelligent enough to know which hills were worth occupying. "What's relevant is that federal financial forensics means they have resources and they have patience and they will follow the structures further than a regional investigation would have. How far can they follow them, Corric."

Corric turned his water glass slowly on the table, a thinking gesture. "The first three layers are clean. Fourth layer starts getting complicated. If they're genuinely good and they have enough time , " He paused. "Six months. Maybe eight if we're lucky with the jurisdictional issues on the offshore components."

"We are not going to rely on luck with jurisdictional issues."

"No," Corric agreed. "I didn't think so."

Sorev put his bourbon glass down. It made a sound on the mahogany that was slightly too loud, slightly too deliberate. "So we're going," he said.

"We're going," Thalen confirmed.

The room absorbed this. Outside, distantly, they could hear the sounds of the congregation moving through the compound's morning routines ,  the dining hall, the work assignments, the particular quality of communal sound that two hundred and fifty people in close proximity produced when they were all oriented toward the same purpose. It was a sound Thalen had spent thirty years constructing and he heard it now as a man hears a clock he has wound himself ,  with satisfaction at its regularity and without sentiment.

"The blue eyes situation accelerated this," Vaelor said. He was not accusatory about it. He was simply stating a fact in the way that a man states facts when he has given up expecting the facts to be welcomed.

Sorev looked at him with an expression that was not quite contempt and not quite patience and occupied an uncomfortable territory between the two. "The blue eyes situation was handled according to doctrine."

"The blue eyes situation was witnessed by three people who were not members of this congregation and one of whom has already spoken to investigators," Vaelor said. "That is not a doctrinal issue. That is an operational one."

"Vaelor." Thalen's voice was not raised. It never was. Thalen had long ago determined that a raised voice was an admission that you had lost control of a situation and he had not lost control of a situation in thirty years and did not intend to start now. "The cause of the accelerated timeline is not productive to discuss at this point. The timeline is what it is. What we need to discuss is the execution."

Vaelor was quiet. He had the look of a man swallowing something that did not go down easily.

"The departure happens within sixty days," Thalen continued. "That gives Corric sufficient time to collapse the remaining financial structures in the right sequence, which ensures that what the investigators find when they eventually get deep enough is a series of empty shells pointing at each other in a circle. It gives us time to complete the loading of the ship. And it gives us time to make the selection."

"Two hundred and fifty," Corric said.

"Two hundred and fifty. We have two thousand, three hundred and twelve members currently in the compound and associated facilities. We are taking two hundred and fifty. Those two hundred and fifty have been identified." He reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and placed a folded document on the table. "I've had this list for two years. It has been updated quarterly. The selection criteria are practical ,  physical health, skill sets we require, age brackets that give us the best long term productivity. The list is final."

Sorev picked up the document and opened it with the unhurried confidence of a man who expects to approve of what he finds. He read for a moment, turned a page, read further. "Michael is on here," he said.

"We need a physician."

"He's also soft."

"He's also the best trained medical professional in the congregation and the only one with surgical experience. His softness is a separate matter and one that the planet's conditions will address without any intervention from us." Thalen looked at Sorev steadily. "The list is final, I said."

Sorev folded the document and set it down and picked up his bourbon.

"The two thousand and so who are not on the list," Vaelor said carefully. "What do they get told."

"Nothing," Thalen said.

The word sat on the mahogany table between them.

"They arrive one morning and the compound is empty," Vaelor said.

"They arrive one morning and the compound is empty," Thalen agreed. "They have their faith. They have the Writings. They have the prayer schedule and the dietary guidelines and everything else we have given them. They are not children. They will manage."

"Some of them have been with us for fifteen years."

"Some of them have been with us for fifteen years and in that time they have donated the entirety of their material assets to the work of God and received in return a community, a purpose, and a daily pharmaceutical regimen that keeps them cooperative and content." Thalen's voice remained exactly level. "I don't consider that a poor exchange from their perspective."

Vaelor said nothing. He had the look now of a man who has made a calculation and determined that the answer is one he does not like and that his disliking it changes nothing.

"The drug supply," Corric said, moving the conversation forward with the efficiency that made him useful. "For the voyage and the colony."

"Calculated for three years beyond arrival at current population dosage levels. Loaded in the ship's medical storage under the dietary supplement manifest." Thalen allowed himself a small satisfaction at this. It had taken six months to acquire and transport that quantity without generating a purchasing pattern that would have been visible to anyone paying attention, and he had managed it without incident. "The formulation is stable at the storage temperatures the ship maintains. We will have no supply issues for the first several years of the colony's operation, and by that point the conditioning will be sufficiently deep that dosage levels can be reduced without behavioral impact."

"And our own supplies," Sorev said.

"Separate manifest. Separate storage. Access restricted to this room's keycard holders." Thalen looked around the table. "We are not the congregation. We have never been the congregation. That does not change on the planet."

This required no discussion. It was simply the architecture of the thing stated plainly, as it occasionally needed to be stated plainly among the four of them to ensure everyone remained oriented correctly.

"The ship's AI," Corric said. "It's been tested for the full journey parameters."

"Twice. The navigation system has Waldollao's coordinates locked and the routing is calculated for the gravity assists that bring the journey time to approximately twenty two months." He had arranged that number deliberately and with some private amusement. "Life support is fully automated. Stasis management is automated. The AI will manage the congregation rotation schedule according to the parameters we set before departure. We set the parameters. The AI executes them. We do not need to understand how it does so."

"And if something goes wrong with it," Vaelor said.

"If something goes wrong with a fully automated AI controlled vessel in deep space," Thalen said, "then something goes wrong and we address it with the resources available to us at that point. I cannot engineer against every possible failure. What I can do and have done is select a vessel with redundant systems and a maintenance AI that has been independently certified to a standard that I am satisfied with." He paused. "Is there a specific failure mode you're concerned about, Vaelor, or is this a general inquiry into the nature of risk."

Vaelor looked at him for a moment. "General," he said.

"Then I suggest we move on."

Corric had produced a small notebook, physical paper, because Corric did not trust anything digital for certain kinds of record keeping, and was making notes in the tight angular handwriting that matched everything else about him. "The congregation announcement," he said. "God's revelation. When."

"Three weeks. That gives people time to emotionally process the significance of what's being asked of them and arrive at the departure date in a state of elevated spiritual fervor rather than anxiety. Fervor is more useful than anxiety for the boarding process." Thalen considered. "I'll deliver it in the temple. Evening service, full congregation. The framing will emphasize the chosen nature of this group, the historic significance, God's particular favor in selecting the Rising Radiant Sun for this mission above all other peoples on earth."

"They'll receive that well," Corric said.

"They'll receive it ecstatically," Thalen said. "That's the point."

Sorev had finished his bourbon and was looking at the decanter on the sideboard with the expression of a man conducting an internal debate. He resolved it by staying in his seat, which Thalen noted as a small positive data point. Sorev's drinking was a variable
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