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Chapter 1- The Prophecy
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Coming to Ezra’s cell gives him too much honor. Yet, Kriger Ratnik needed to consult him for the assembly he was having. It’s too bad I can’t have a simple meeting when I talk to Ezra. I have to treat it like I’m speaking to an oracle. He’d been forced to bring his top advisors and warriors to this event. Either he’d get what he needed or his audience would witness the public execution of the heretic.

The cell had enough room to fit him and his guests. It was spare, but had everything the heretic needed to live, and supplies for his craft.

The Tegus’ War-chief brought an offering for Ezra. The Tegus can see Ezra as an oracle. They are too backward to know better.

Kriger Ratnik may be the Dominus of the Praedatio, but his power wasn’t absolute. Ezra’s continued existence proved that. Which was why the Dominus hated him. Not even the Head Priest Qassis’s edict that he was free to execute Ezra if he ever got a prediction wrong was a solace. Is there nothing that can free me from this so-called prophet?

This was his latest attempt to discredit Ezra. “I want you to project when we will reach a habitable galaxy. And I want a galaxy, not a minor habitable zone full of a species that we have to collect on our way to your promised land.”

He was sick and tired of collecting species from the habitable zones. The zones that weren’t big enough for settlement for the Praedatio. So far, the zones were useful for replenishing their stores. Granted, other pathfinders couldn’t do this. But he didn’t want the prophet’s influence to grow. All the new peoples that Ezra added to the fleet became his followers, or at least his patrons.

Though Kriger had learned not to dismiss Ezra’s recommendations. Specifically regarding who to bring on their journey. Sometimes, they needed more warriors than they had in their army. He made sure to add new warriors as needed. Ezra predicted when habitable zones had hostiles they had to fight. Of course, the warriors desired the chance to earn glory in their campaigns. They even welcomed the prospect of having a warrior’s death. However, the Dominus didn’t enjoy seeing their numbers whittled down.

This meant that he had to accept Ezra’s recommendations to leave certain zones in peace. They’d only gather the necessary materials from the system as quickly as possible. His warriors ached to earn glory and resented having a skulk about like cowards. Yet, Kriger had to decide on which battles were worth fighting. His people had to save their energies for battles they couldn’t avoid.

When he was younger, and newer in his position, he had hoped to dismiss Ezra rather than to have to keep him on as an advisor. However, he learned he couldn’t afford to ignore Ezra’s recommendations. His single attempt to do so had been a disaster. It had led to him having to accept the lizard-like Tegus into the orbises to recover their military force.

I wish I could decide on where we should direct the fleet without having to refer to Ezra. Kriger refused to call him the “Prophet Ezra.” Most of Ezra’s followers and supporters were the non-Praedatio members of the fleet. Many of whom came from species that he talked Kriger’s father, Old Ratnik, into joining their fleet.

Kriger’s father had been lenient with Ezra when he was the Dominus. So much so Kriger challenged his father to ensure it wouldn't happen again. They were estranged now. Though he had not killed his father in combat and allowed him to retire with dignity. His father was still loyal to the House Ratnik. Old Ratnik turned himself into the best teacher of warriors in the fleet. Most of Old Ratnik’s top students were given positions among Kriger’s staff. It did not assure them of top positions. However, they were given priority when new openings needed to be filled.

He had replaced his father’s staff with his own, so he could get fresh blood in the ranks. Unfortunately, there was no pathfinder that could match Ezra. It gave that heretic an inflated sense of importance.

Technically, the position of Head Pathfinder should have gone to a physicus. One who was skilled at mathematics. Ezra was of the priest class. He should’ve been more concerned about metaphysics than physics. However, he got a vision of a promised land. This inspired him to learn the formulas he needed to reach that destination.

He had to admit that Ezra had a skill for finding habitable zones. Even if he had not yet found any place that was worth settling down in. These zones had intelligent species at times. Often the zones were limited and doomed to extinction. Ezra had told his father that they needed these people for their skills. “We need them to reach our final destination.” Kriger didn’t mind soldier slaves. They provided the shock troops needed for their campaigns.

What he couldn’t stand was when Ezra talked his father into expanding their worker class. Most of them were peaceful people who cringed at the least prospect of pain. Ezra claimed they needed to work without distractions. So they could work without the Praedatio’s customary goads.

“It’s one thing for the warriors to embrace pain. That’s their lot in life, and they get a lot of battlescars and damage in combat. It’s another thing to make the workers and the slaves toil with constant distractions.”

The Dominus saw it as plain crazy talk. However, he was bound to allow the workers to organize themselves however they wanted. They were free citizens of the Praedatio. The workers allowed the tributary species to work without harassment. The tributaries were required to complete their assigned duties or face discipline from the warriors.

“Where is our next stop?” Kriger's manner demanded a direct response to avoid any dramatics that could work up the crowd.

Ezra wore a mask and monk’s robes. There were rumors he lacked the marks earned by the priests as they advanced into their hierarchy. It may just be a ploy to enhance his mystique for his followers. He unfolded a scroll of calculations that he had made. In Kriger's eyes, it appeared as a fractal artwork. He had brought other pathfinders skilled in decoding and using the scroll. Indeed, that was how they organized their work. Ezra did the heavy calculations, and they worked it into their engineering solutions.

Not all engineers were Praedatio. This gave their Non-Praedatio engineers bargaining power among the elite. They were part of the classes that were not put under duress or coercion. The engineers needed clear thinking for their calculations. Though they couldn’t match Ezra.

Their presence among the engineering faction meant that Ezra’s calculations were respected. He had spoken for their species’ inclusion into the fleet. Some of them foresaw the slow destruction of their species before they joined the fleet. Their habitable zones were becoming less habitable. They had no way to escape before the Praedatio arrived. They respected his expertise because it got results. Even if they thought he was odd to speak of the promised land that his deity YH guided him to.

“We should reach a habitable galaxy within the next eight years,” Ezra pronounced.

Sulla spoke up. “You say a habitable galaxy, not just a habitable zone?”

“Yes, the Promised Land is within this galaxy,” Ezra said.

Kriger Ratnik grinned. “Instead of a promised land, let's claim the entire galaxy.”

His comment captured the crowd’s imagination. The warriors babbled in excitement at the prospect.

"The galaxy is inhabited, but there's space for all of us," Ezra stated.

“The Praedatio won't come as beggars or refugees; they'll come as conquerors..” Kriger Ratnik’s pronouncement brought up cheers.

“I dare not go against YH’s edicts. The Promised Land is open to us, but the other land is reserved for the galaxy’s dwellers,” Ezra said.

“You can have your promised land, Ezra, but the rest of the fleet wants lands of their own. Is the galaxy hostile?”

“It will become so if you attack its planets and systems,” Ezra said.

Kriger Ratnik grinned. “Then we will strike hard, we will strike fast, and we will strike first.”

The warriors cheered at this.

“Do this, and you do it without YH’s blessing,” Ezra said.

The Dominus waved his hand. “The Praedatio have their own gods. We’ve lived without your YH before, and we can do so again.”

Qassis, the Head Priest, grinned at this. Knowing that the Dominus would call on his auguries for predictions instead of Ezra.

“You shall earn your keep and supply all the navigational data the engineers need, Ezra. You will do this or else you won’t see your promised land.” Kriger said.

He dared not threaten Ezra’s life outright. Yet, not even Ezra’s supporters thought it remiss to discipline Ezra for non-compliance. He meant his words to be a vow to keep Ezra in bonds if he didn’t cooperate.

Of course, Ezra got the last word. “YH has the final say on whether or not I reach the Promised Land. He's led me to this point, and he'll lead me to the end.”
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Chapter 2 -Scout


[image: ]




The Dominus had summoned Demagog to his private rooms for a conference. Demagog hoped for an assignment that he could use to bring himself glory. Since he wasn’t a warrior, any chance to do a service for the Dominus was worth taking.

“Ezra predicted we’d reach a habitable galaxy within eight years. I want to send scouts out to it before the fleet arrives,” Kriger said at their debriefing.

Fortunately, Ezra had a record of high performance. Which meant Demagog trusted his calculations. Otherwise, he’d have passed on this opportunity. He wasn’t the only advance scout that the Dominus had ever sent. People from his class advanced in the ranks by such scouting missions.

“Will I need to go by stealth? Or can I use a pseudo-skin to make me appear like one of the system’s inhabitants?” Demagog’s father told him to ask that before he went on this mission. His father had gone on a mission before and had told him of this opportunity. “It’s possible to advance yourself without having to be a warrior.”

Father told him, “You’ll still need to learn self-defense and how to kill by stealth. However, you’ll not need to be a martial artist to please the Dominus. Indeed, the best skill you can have is guile. Such a quality is useful when you collect information and spread misinformation.”

He and his father were more like coworkers. Mentoring him was the closest his father acted like a father to him.. And his father did that for the sake of their house’s reputation. Demagog bore him no will for this, since he wasn’t obligated to feel or act sentimental about his sire. They had a working relationship, and that’s all he needed from his father.

“The other pathfinders use Ezra’s calculations to orient our communications array. It helps us to capture broadcasts from the system. We’re using it to learn their language. There is a species called humans in the galaxy. They are two-legged bipeds, smaller than the average Praedatio, but so are you. You’ll be able to pass when you have the pseudo-skin on. You’ll gather the intel we need. You’ll also sabotage any equipment they have that can sense our upcoming arrival in their galaxy.”

Demagog nodded he understood what the Dominus was saying. He was already good at political intrigue. Practicing it among the inhabitants of the galaxy should be easy enough. So far, he hadn’t done anything that challenged Kriger’s rule over their people. All his political maneuvers had been to win the Dominus’s favor. If he had backed anyone else, he wouldn’t have been chosen for this job.

Though Kriger Ratnik may not be the Dominus when he got back. He knew Eroc was ruthless. Not to mention Commander Argam Shea may decide to challenge Kriger Ratnik to combat. Demagog could survive no matter who led the Praedatio. However, he had his preferences. He wouldn’t allow it to get in the way of cultivating favor if someone else became the new Dominus. Though he hoped Kriger still retained his position. He just hoped he never had to curry favor with Eroc.

“Provide us regular updates on the current events happening in the galaxy. Refer me to anything that may affect our invasion. I prefer to listen to proper intel rather than Ezra’s visions.” He frowned at the mention of the visions. So far, Ezra was uncannily accurate. But Kriger would rather deal with solid facts than a vague vision. This meant that an operative using more regular methods had a position among his staff.

As it was, the High Priest Qassis was one of the top advisors to the Dominus. Ezra could’ve had this position if he kept his talk of YH to himself. Kriger was itching to execute Ezra. An edict said he could if Ezra proved to be a false prophet. His visions would’ve been accepted if he wasn’t trying to get them to come to more peaceful solutions.

Worse yet, Ezra was impinging on the Pathfinders’ territory. He performed their work but wasn’t in their class. So Ezra had two classes and one Dominus, who wanted to see him fail. Perhaps Ezra would no longer be a concern once he returned to the fleet? The Dominus may find some means to get rid of Ezra when his predictions weren’t needed anymore.

Was Kriger Ratnik serious about letting Ezra see his promised land? Of course, there were planets they could take over rather than just one land. If he felt generous, maybe he’d let Ezra settle down on one planet and leave him there for the rest of his days. He doubted anyone else would want to stay there with him. He heard Ezra had supporters among the species that they’d taken with them on their journey to a new home. They were indebted to Ezra for convincing past Dominuses to take them into the fleet.

“I thought Ezra didn’t approve of your plans to invade the galaxy.”

There was a possibility the heretic may refuse or subtlely sabotage efforts to map out a safe route. He could impair their efforts to conquer the galaxy. If that was the case, he hoped Kriger Ratnik would assign the job to a lesser but still competent pathfinder.

“I make Ezra give all his notes to the pathfinders. The final copies of his calculations are meant for the orbises in our fleet. However, he maps out lanes that are too small for the orbises. Yet advance scouts can get through them. Other pathfinders decode the calculations from the smaller paths for the advance scouts.”

“Advance scouts?” Should he work with a team? That would mean he’d have to share the glory. Though Kriger Ratnik may want to up the chances of success by increasing his operatives.

“This is a habitable galaxy and not a mere habitable zone. We need more than one operative to prepare for our arrival. You all have assignments for the Praedatio’s Glory,” the Dominus said.

Good, that makes this an opportunity, not a suicide mission. Though he knew this opportunity had risks. The only non-risk way to research the galaxy was to monitor its transmissions. Kriger already had physicuses assigned to the task. He wanted other classes to scout it in-person.

“It’ll take a while for the physicuses to calibrate the ear bugs. Once that’s done, they’ll recognize the galaxy’s most common languages. Then I’ll send you out with the rest of the scouts. You’ll go last. My plans require you to have a more developed knowledge of the galaxy’s native language. I want you to spread chaos and disinformation in the galaxy to soften them up for the invasion.”

“The first scouts I send out will abduct citizens of the galaxy, so we can study them. We need to create convincing pseudo-skins our agents can use. It’ll also help our ear bugs to document their languages.”

Of course, the earbugs learned languages faster than other beings could. However, they needed time to map an alien being’s mind to learn its language.

“We can prepare for an invasion within eight years if we don’t waste the time.”

Kriger smirked. “I’ve assigned the abductions to Commander Argam Shea’s unit. It won’t satisfy his ambition, but he knows we can’t afford a change in leadership at this moment in time. He won’t use his right of combat any time soon against me when we need to prepare for the invasion.”

Demagog couldn’t help but ask, “What about Eroc?”

“I’ve allowed the pitfights as a means for the warriors to channel their aggression. I want them to work out their differences in refereed matches. We don’t want the Praedatio fighting force whittled away by infighting. It will also keep Eroc distracted. He won’t be able to resist the chance to dominate younger warriors in these pitfights.”
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Chapter 3-A Visit to the Prophet
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Ezra’s rooms were spare but clean. He was content with a thick mat on the floor, a begging bowl for his meals, and a gourd of water for his drinks.

The Dominus gave him meager rations that were supplemented by his supplicants. Which meant Ezra was well nourished. As far as the guards knew, none of the heretic’s supplicants were Praedatio. However, the slave races were allowed free entry to his cell, and they came with food and other amenities.

Some slave races were better called tributaries. They were under the protection of the Dominus and Praedatio army. They had skills that made them too valuable for the warriors to abuse capriciously. All slaves had to earn their keep in the fleet. Some were even such high producers they were worth the investment of proper care.

As far as Kriger was concerned, Ezra kept them in check by attending to their spiritual needs. The ones that worked with the physicuses didn’t seem to have spiritual needs. Yet, they wanted the Praedatio’s only diplomat kept in good health. Ezra often advocated for the fleet to add new species that would be useful on their journey. Most of these peoples would’ve died in their own systems.

That’s why the guards didn’t object to the Tegu near the cell door. They accepted the package of food he gave them to pay for a private audience with the Prophet Ezra. The bribe appeared to be nothing more than a part of the care package they gave Ezra. The Temu didn’t want it to appear a bribe.

They chuckled over the smokeweed. Ezra abstained from such substances, but it was a common vice among the Praedatio. The Prophet preferred simple and clean foods. Kriger Ratnik sent him the leftover offerings from the priest’s table. Ezra refused to eat anything forbidden by his God YH. Nor would he eat anything offered to the other Gods. Even though they were the best foodstuffs and meats the Fleet had.They were made available to the Elite after they were offered. When Kriger Ratnik wasn’t tempting him with such delicacies, he fed Ezra dry bread and stale water. Though regular offerings from the tributaries kept his larder well supplied.

The guards viewed the Tegu as fools for their pilgrimages to see the heretic. However, if they paid to see the heretic, then so be it. The toll they exacted for audiences with the Prophet Ezra supplemented their wages.

The pilgrim paid the toll without reservation. The guards kept Ezra alive as long as he was profitable for them. They knew that the extra supplies that they received for audiences with Ezra would end if he died. Though they didn’t check to see if the supplicant wore a pseudo-skin. Otherwise, they would’ve known he wasn’t actually a member of the Tegu species.

The supplicant chosen for this task had a muscular, barrel chested physique. This was common to the Tegus. Most Praedatio were long and lean. However, there were other body types among the Praedatio. Especially among members who came from humble houses. These houses were less selective in their breeding.

When the supplicant entered the cell, he waited until they were alone. Then he drew back the hood of his cloak, letting down the pseudo-skin. Ezra had never seen him before but wasn’t alarmed to see a fellow Praedatio in his cell. He still kept the hood of his monk’s robes up and his face mask on, though.

“News of our eminent arrival in the Promised Land has reached the network?” He asked the man.

“Yes, I’ve come to confirm your calculations.”

Ezra gave him a scroll that he took out of the chest of parchment and writing supplies. “These are the calculations I made before I gave the Dominus the ETA of our arrival to a habitable galaxy.”

The supplicant unfurled the scroll of an ornate illuminated fractal artwork. It had mathematical equations that he knew the physicuses in the network could use.

“Ashla should be able to use this,” he said.

“I’ve got the sections done year by year. New lanes will appear when we get closer to the galaxy. The network will be able to use the lanes when they procure transportation of their own.”

“We’ll have to work on it,” the supplicant grunted. Now he had what he wanted. Leaving him with nothing to say.

Ezra took the care package and some food from his larder. “I know you got what you wanted, Lash, but it’ll look odd if you leave my cell too soon, so we might as well break bread together.”

Lash started at the sound of his name.

The heretic cooked the meat on a fire and made fresh flatbread. He set out a gourd of water, putting a pinch of salt in it. He made a motion of intersecting crossing lines over the water and food. “I thank you for your bounty, YH.”

The food was simple, but far fresher than Lash expected it to be. Especially the water, which was cool and refreshing. A simple but impressive feat since it wasn’t chilled as it would be among the elite.

Lash ended up eating and drinking all that Ezra prepared for him. “The Dominus provides for you better than I expect him to.”

“He gives me quantity and YH gives me quality. I have to say grace over my sustenance. That’s how I get YH to remove any and all impurities and toxins in the food and drink I’m given to eat,” Ezra informed him.

Lash gulped when he heard this and refrained from eating and drinking anything else. He was relieved when it was time to go. He’d visited other prisoners before and seen worse, but Ezra disquieted him the most. No wonder why they keep him away from others. Ashla is convinced that Ezra is so learned his utterances sound mad to people less learned than him. I think he may actually be mad.
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I CAN’T BELIEVE I GUARD the most spoiled prisoner in the fleet, the guard mused as the supplicant left.

Perhaps keeping Ezra isolated from others was a cruelty. But he wasn’t in a filthy crowded pen like the other prisoners. Indeed, he heard that some of Ezra’s visitors saw his cell as a spiritual retreat.

Ezra’s guards kept him imprisoned but protected. They were given orders not to interfere with his computational work. Meaning they dared not toy with him as other prisoners were toyed with. The fleet needed his computational abilities working at their full capacity without distractions.

No nodes were implanted on him to compel obedience. Word had it’d been tried once by the first Dominus he worked for, and they fell out. Ezra had petitioned YH for leave to smite his tormentor. The Dominus had died with a loathsome disease. He’d fallen even lower than an outcast. The physicuses hadn’t known what the disease was. Ezra claimed the Dominus’s implants were turned into leprosy scabs, whatever that was.

The heretic spent most of his time in his thoughts. The Dominus decreed that he be given a continuous supply of parchment and ink to write with. Half his output was fractal drawings and equations. They came to him when they entered certain sections of space. The fact the pathfinders could use them in their work elevated them from the ravings of a madman.

He often knew when a new wrinkle in space would form within the next 24 hours. He’d write out the equations the pathfinders needed to avoid the wrinkles. Not only that, he noted which equations the individual orbises needed. Such work was how he earned his keep and was why he was tolerated.

Half his output consisted of illustrated stories. He didn’t go into trances, but his work induced a flow in him.

There’d be times he’d drawn pictures of fantastical creatures. The guards had orders to collect and collate them for later reference. Past Dominuses learned to do that. Ezra got results, and they often came across these creatures in their travels.

Lately, he drew pictures of soft and small bipeds with smooth flesh. The guards viewed the pictures with distaste. One even drew scars and scabs on the pictures. “There now. It looks passable,” he muttered.

“This is the appearance of the galazy’s humanoids,” Ezra said as he redrew the picture. “To avoid offending them, pseudo-skins should be like this.”

The guard sniffed. “Well, they offend me. Such puling weakness belongs to children in the crèche, not on adult creatures. It’s like their entire species is full of outcasts.”

The other guards shuddered at the thought.

Other times, the guards saw Ezra binding the paper to form a book about the “Shameless One.” It was the life-story of a Praedatio child exiled to the outcasts’ quarter.

A curious guard once asked, “What are you working on?”

Ezra revealed a picture of a smooth skinned man-child. “He should’ve been blooded by now.”

“Feral gets blooded, but he heals so fast that none of his wounds stays around to linger.”

The guard snorted. “No wonder he got abandoned.” He lost all interest in the Mad One’s picture drawing after that.
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Chapter 4-The Network
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After the visit, Lash went to Ashla’s midwife clinic to drop off the scroll. This time he went without using a pseudo-skin. People assumed he was paying an outstanding bill even if he wasn’t a pregnant female himself. His lack of breeding, evidenced by a stocky build, meant he was the type who’d use her services for his offspring. Indeed, there were all body types in the workers’ quarter. They didn’t just have the sleek lines favored by the elite.

Ashla grinned at the heft of the scroll. Weighing it with her hands as if it were a whelp. “It’s a big one this time.”

“This time?” He asked her.

“He sends us scrolls of coordinates when we jump to a habitable system. That way, we can replenish our supplies. Just like the elite does,” she told him as she unrolled the scroll.

“Oh good, there’s a habitable zone we can use to collect supplies to create our own transports,” she’s smiled.

“Habitable zone? I thought we were going to a habitable galaxy?”

She read a note that Ezra had written on it. “There’ll be more habitable zones as we come closer to the galaxy. Until it finally becomes a galaxy wide region of space where an entire galaxy is habitable. There won’t be just occasional patches.”

“I’d find Ezra’s predictions hard to believe if we didn’t depend on them. Thanks to him, we reach habitable zones to replenish our orbises. I’ve seen it with my own eyes in my own lifetime. He’s very useful.”
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