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by Brian Herbert

This book, like so many others I have written individually and in collaboration, is for my beautiful, intelligent wife, Jan Herbert, who has dedicated her entire life to me. I can think of no one else as deserving of my humble words of praise. I remember well the first time we met as teenagers, and how that initial spark has lasted through fifty-five incredible years of marriage, to the very moment when I am writing this tribute to her. With Jan it is always a grand adventure, and I am eternally grateful to her for everything.

by Kevin J. Anderson

In a book about princesses, how can I not think of my little sister, Laura? So, from me, this book is dedicated to Laura Anderson, who had to grow up with a brother who was always shut in his room pounding on the typewriter or off with his friends doing nerdy things. She wasn’t exactly a princess, and she grew up to be a big reader. I think she turned out pretty well.




10,189 A.G.

Two years before House Atreides arrives on Arrakis




Two women were critical in shaping the pivotal events of our time—Princess Irulan, firstborn daughter of Padishah Emperor Shaddam IV, and the Fremen Chani, daughter of Imperial Planetologist Liet-Kynes. They came from opposite ends of the political and economic spectrum, but their lives hurtled on collision courses with Paul Atreides, the legendary Muad’Dib.

—Imperial Archives on Kaitain






Certain things about Navigators and foldspace mechanics must never be revealed to outsiders.

—NORMA CENVA, genius Rossak scientist and first Navigator, written before her transformation into the Oracle of Time



In a prominent viewing stand, Princess Irulan sat beside her father, Padishah Emperor of the Known Universe, surrounded by opulence but without any Imperial entourage. They were extremely honored guests; historically, spectacles such as this one were for the eyes of the Spacing Guild only.

The funeral of a Navigator was a rare and solemn event.

Amid the exotic lights and sounds, the regal pair gazed across the immensity of the Junction spaceport and its array of enormous landed Heighliners. The Guild held its secrets.

Irulan and her father wore fine but tastefully subdued garb: the Princess in a dark dress and minimal jewelry with her blond hair neatly coiffed, and Shaddam IV in a dark robe of state with little adornment. Guild dignitaries filled the other seats of the viewing area.

It was an overcast day on the central Guild planet, warm but not humid. Breezes whisked away industrial odors from the presentation complex, and a haze of artificial lights filled the air. At the entrances to the restricted viewing area, Imperial Sardaukar stood at attention, and more of the Emperor’s elite soldiers remained back at the luxurious Imperial frigate, awaiting Shaddam’s return to the spaceport.

Irulan’s father had grudgingly agreed to the security restrictions, after Guild reassurances from their high-level representative, Starguide Serello. Now the Starguide sat on the other side of the Emperor in the viewing stand, and he had presented guarantees from his superiors that the Corrino guests would be safe, and a Guild guarantee was not given lightly. In this ultra-security zone, Irulan felt assured that she and her father need not worry.

The Padishah Emperor and his eldest daughter were the only outsiders allowed to see this celebration of a Navigator’s life. To Irulan’s knowledge, such an honor had never been granted in the millennia of cooperation between the Spacing Guild and House Corrino.

The invitation included her, rather than the Empress, because Shaddam was currently without a wife, having recently lost his latest spouse, Firenza Thorvald. Irulan, at twenty-six years old, was the Princess, his most important child. In her position, Irulan had traveled on diplomatic missions and visited many worlds, but she had never been to the Guild’s headquarters. Few outsiders saw any part of Junction, the nexus of all galactic spacefaring routes. Even her father, for all his grand importance, had never been here.

Ahead of her on the presentation field, the vast array of Heighliners filled her with awe. The enormous ships landed on no other planet, and now hundreds of them covered the ground as far as she could see—all to memorialize one of the powerful, mysterious Navigators.

Her father seemed pleased to witness the event. He leaned close to her. “Most impressive, isn’t it? This will be noted in my official biography.” He kept his voice to a whisper out of respect, although even a shout would have been swallowed by the immensity.

The handsome Starguide glanced at the visitors, noting the whispers, but his expression remained stony and unreadable. Serello had a solid jaw and a thick head of dark, wavy hair; his eyes were a startling deep black. A man of illustrious credentials and reputation, he reported directly to a small cadre of Guild leadership; an hour ago, he had met Shaddam and Irulan at the Imperial frigate and escorted them here for the event.

The ceremony unfolded, and the Imperial guests watched with rapt attention. Despite her Bene Gesserit upbringing and long years of practice maintaining a calm demeanor, the Princess felt a rush of excitement just to be here.

Thousands of uniformed Guildsmen gathered in the foreground below, making little noise despite their large numbers. The Guildsmen displayed a variety of body shapes, but they all wore similar gray uniforms. Many looked ordinary to Princess Irulan, but others had physical deformities, which gave them an alien air.

Nearby, shielded and murky tanks held Navigators, altered humans who guided the great Heighliners safely through foldspace. Preparing for this event, Irulan had studied diligently, utilizing secure Imperial and Bene Gesserit documentation, to learn what was known about Navigators, despite the Spacing Guild’s mystique.

Each Navigator had an enormously expanded consciousness and prescience, by which they chose safe pathways through space. Due to lifelong immersion in spice gas, Navigators typically lived for centuries, and thus the death of one was a momentous event. The name of this fallen Navigator had not been revealed. Irulan wondered if the mutated humans even maintained their original names.

In the wide assembly area below, the motley assortment of Guildsmen encircled a clearplaz globe mounted on a towering column. Serello had explained to them in an awed whisper that the hypnotic orb contained the Oracle of Time, an entity said to be thousands of years old. Irulan found the globe compelling, magical.

Within the sphere and pedestal of the Oracle, lights flickered, then fell entirely dark, as black as deep space. Irulan covered a quiet exclamation so as not to call attention to herself.

Serello leaned over and whispered to the Emperor. The two men rose together and walked to a speaking bubble at the head of the viewing area, while Irulan remained in her seat. Her father was tall, but the Starguide loomed half a head over him.

The Guild representative spoke first, his voice carrying out over the vast assemblage, and all faces turned in his direction. “We are honored to be joined by Emperor Shaddam Corrino IV, as well as his daughter Princess Irulan. His Imperial Majesty will address the loss of our Navigator comrade, who served the Guild and the Imperium so well.”

The big Starguide stepped to one side, and Shaddam moved with Imperial grace to the center of the speaking bubble, his head held high to display his aquiline nose and classic facial features. He looked as dignified and somber as Irulan had ever seen him.

“We offer heartfelt condolences to those who knew this fallen Navigator. The Spacing Guild is an essential partner to House Corrino in commerce, military affairs, and so much more. On behalf of the Imperium, we express our deepest gratitude for his long years of service.” He bowed his head enough to show his respect for the Guild, though she knew it went against his proud nature. The Emperor exited the speaking bubble, and both men returned to their seats.

The field erupted with glowing colors, like an aurora awakening within the globe of the Oracle of Time. The sphere rose from its pedestal, as if borne on suspensor engines. The round chamber lit up with a rainbow of spectacular streaks of color, and Irulan smiled in delight.

Now the sturdy support column illuminated a fiery orange to reveal that the pedestal itself was a tank of spice gas holding a floating, misshapen form—motionless except for the natural eddies in the tank’s gas. Above, the Oracle sphere dimmed so that all eyes focused on the Navigator’s tank.

Inside, a hypnotic display of gases swirled and lights flashed. The dead figure—a grossly distorted humanoid body—seemed to move of its own volition, like a last burst of life before the end.

In the air outside the tank, a parade of immense holograms was projected, a record of the dead Navigator’s life. At first, he appeared as a normal child and young man, dressed in clothing that had gone out of fashion centuries ago. This was followed by his metamorphosed form inside a tank, and then a huge Heighliner moving away from Junction orbit and out to open space.

A funeral dirge came from orchestral instruments, a haunting tune with a slow, regular beat.

Hovering in the air above the immense field, the Oracle of Time brightened, while the coffin tank dimmed to conceal the floating figure. Bursts of light from the Oracle’s globe lit the area.

An eerie, all-encompassing genderless voice filled the air, accompanied by the sphere’s pulsing. Then shimmering ephemeral shapes surrounded the globe as the Oracle spoke. “Hear my words. Our blessed Navigator’s body will return to the source of the spice.”

The globe went dark again, still suspended in the air.

Irulan and her father exchanged curious glances.

Now the darkened tank, like an alien sarcophagus, rose from the ground and floated beneath the globe. As if linked by unseen wires, both objects drifted toward the field of Heighliners.

The Emperor looked at Serello, as if to ask a question, but the Starguide announced in a voice that allowed no discussion, “It is time for you and the Princess to return to Kaitain. The Guild is grateful for your attendance.”

Not accustomed to being dismissed, Shaddam persisted, “I would like to ask—”

“Sire, the rest of this sacred ceremony is strictly confidential. Please understand and respect our ways. We are honored that you attended.”

Shaddam was startled by the attitude. Bowing, the Starguide departed quickly after signaling the Sardaukar to come and escort the Corrinos back to the Imperial frigate.




The desert holds many secrets. And the Fremen know only some of them.

—REVEREND MOTHER RAMALLO, Sietch Tabr



The open sky of Arrakis was wide and clean, with high dunes stretching to the horizon. A smudge of blown dust rose into the air like a primitive marking on the sky.

Seeing such vastness made Chani, daughter of Liet and Faroula, think of freedom. She and two companions had traveled far out into the open bled, telling Naib Stilgar that they were on business for the sietch, but the young Fremen were merely wandering the desert. Their desert. These places, still untouched by the Harkonnen overlords, reaffirmed her belief that the Fremen people would never be conquered.

They had been on their own for four days. Chani and her companions would summon a worm, ride all day, then make camp in the rocks before departing with the next sunrise. She traveled with her older half brother, Liet-Chih (known by his Fremen name of Khouro), along with Jamis, the oldest of their band, who had been on more razzia raids than either of them. But Chani was only fourteen, and she had time to gain in experience.

On the morning of the fifth day, after the trio awoke in stilltents tucked among the rocks, they watched the sunrise. Jamis shaded his eyes and stared at the undulating dunes. He sniffed the air and frowned, then removed a pair of oil-lens binoculars. He turned to Chani and Khouro. “Do you smell it? It’s far away, but even here…”

Chani closed her eyes and inhaled a deep breath, concentrating on the subtleties in the dry, dusty air. “Spice chemicals, raw vapors. Harsher than a normal melange field.”

Her brother’s blue-within-blue eyes shone with eagerness. “We should investigate.”

Chani would not be rushed into rash action. “You are always in a hurry, Khouro.” She took her time to consider. The chemicals were faint as they wafted toward them. Yes, she detected the hint of an alkaloid scent. “A pre-spice mass nearby, within a few kilometers.”

Chani’s father, Liet, served as the Imperial Planetologist on Arrakis. He would explain science to his daughter, imagining that someday she would be his successor, just as he had served after his own father was killed in a cave-in at Plaster Basin. Though she had no interest in serving the Padishah Emperor, Chani did want to learn ecology, as it would be useful for the Fremen dream of a green Arrakis.

She took the binoculars from Khouro and adjusted the focus. Far off, she could see a rounded bulge under the open sand unlike the swell of a dune: an expanding bubble of carbon dioxide in the underlayers as organic matter from the Little Makers mixed with a trickle of buried water, as well as the pooled detritus from sandworms. She saw the copper-colored tracery of spice, like burst blood vessels on an old Fremen’s face. Rising fumes addled the air above the swell as chemical reactions churned and changed, molecules interlocking in an ancient mystical puzzle.

As if the decision had already been made, Khouro stuffed his belongings into his Fremkit and was ready to go. He adjusted his stillsuit, and Jamis did the same, as if it were a race. Chani realized they would have little time.

The brooding power of the spice blow fascinated her. Such events were rarely witnessed from this close. She and her companions had come out to scout, possibly to observe illicit Harkonnen spice operations, but any occurrence important to the desert was important to the Fremen.

The pre-spice mass was close enough that they would not summon a worm. “We have to cross open sand,” she said. “But worms won’t go near a brewing spice blow.”

“I will lead like a wisp of dust blown on the wind,” Khouro said as he scrambled down the rocks. He had taken his private name from the Fremen word for a wind that lifted a transient skirl of dust, like a phantom flitting across canyon floors. He had announced the choice after his first successful razzia against a Harkonnen spice factory, and he prided himself on leading his life that way, like a khouro.

When they reached the base of the rocks, the trio set off across the sand, walking with uneven footsteps. Before they had gone twenty paces, Chani heard a distant, out-of-place hum, more a feeling than an actual sound. She raised her hand to signal a halt. Her companions froze, looked for any sign of danger. Pulling out the binoculars, she scanned the sky and tried to track what she heard. High against the dusty yellow sky, she saw a black speck growing larger. “A ship.”

Without a word, the three bolted back to the shelter of rocks. As they retreated, Chani brushed their tracks to erase the abbreviated trail.

Back in the safety of shadows, she watched the strange vessel approach. They could all hear the hum of its engines now. Khouro said, “Not an ornithopter, and not Harkonnen.”

She scanned the sturdy craft, noting that it was not built for sandstorms and abrasion—a vessel designed for space. “It’s a Guild ship!” She tightened the focus, made out no markings on the hull. “It’s going straight for the spice blow.”

“Do they not know the danger?” Jamis said in a mixture of scorn and disbelief. “If they’re caught in the explosion, maybe we can salvage something from the wreckage.”

Her brother stared, intent with anticipation. A kilometer away, the Guild ship hovered above the increasingly obvious bulge of the pre-spice mass. As more gases escaped, Chani could smell the bitter chemicals plainly in the air.

“They’re using suspensor engines,” Khouro said. “They’ll be lucky if they don’t draw a worm and drive it into a frenzy.”

“Strangers do many foolish things.” Chani passed him the binoculars. “But who can explain offworlders, and especially the Guild?” Her father had told her about his few dealings with Guild representatives and claimed they were always unsettling encounters.

The hovering vessel was bigger than a spice factory, with heavy engines and bulbous nodules on its sides, dotted with small windowports. Chani wondered how many strange people were inside looking out.

Jamis shook his head. “I give that spice blow less than an hour.”

Chani considered what her father would do. “Maybe they are performing experiments.” Liet-Kynes and his father before him had studied spice blows in an attempt to understand how melange was linked to the life cycle of sand plankton, sandtrout, and the worms.

But the mysterious ship was not performing experiments. A lower hatch opened, and six uniformed Guildsmen crowded a suspensor platform, which descended toward the trembling sand above the mass.

“Suspensors again,” Khouro muttered with deep scorn. “What are these intruders doing?” He stared through the binoculars before passing them to Jamis, who eventually returned them to Chani.

The suspensor platform hovered just above the swollen sands, and the Guildsmen shifted position to reveal another form that lay motionless on the deck. Chani zoomed in, saw a naked figure with grayish skin, distorted head, angular limbs—a body that did not look quite human.

Her brother nudged her for the binoculars, and she passed them, while shading her eyes to discern the distant figures in the mirage-rippled air. Khouro let out a surprised grunt. “They brought a corpse with them!”

When Chani got the instrument back, she watched the Guildsmen lower the gangly cadaver to the trembling sands near the red cracks of fresh spice. She realized what they were witnessing. “See the reverence in their movements. They are placing that body on top of the spice blow—a funeral.” She remembered what her father had told her. “The Spacing Guild reveres spice. Their Navigators are saturated with it.” The malformed body must be one of the mysterious creatures that guided Heighliners through space.

Leaving the body on the sand bulge, the six Guildsmen returned to their hovering platform, which rose to the looming ship.

“They use our world as a graveyard!” Jamis sounded offended.

Chani frowned. “Many bodies are buried in the sands of Dune.”

Humming, the Guild vessel climbed away from the imminent spice blow, leaving the discarded body. The ship dwindled to a speck in the sky.

Chani’s half brother moved even before she could speak. “Quick! Whatever that body is, the Guild considers it valuable. We must see for ourselves.” Showing no caution, he bounded out onto the sand. “That secret could be vital.”

Jamis ran after him. “Look at the swell of the pre-spice mass.”

Khouro ran, not bothering with the careful sandwalk. There would be no worms, not now. Chani’s wiry legs were strong from the rigors of a life walking the sands. As she followed them, she felt the ground vibrate with energy and thought of the roiling chemistry deep underground, the buildup of heat and pressure.

“Is a dead body worth it, Chih?” she called, preferring to use that name.

Her brother didn’t look back. “A dead Navigator body.”

Raised as a Fremen, she was accustomed to danger. At all times out here, she needed to be alert for wormsign, and she could summon a worm herself if needed. She understood Shai-Hulud, knew his moods and habits.

A pre-spice mass, though, was unpredictable. Chani warily eyed the curvature of the swell, saw that it had doubled in size since they’d first left the rocks. When the chemicals began to mix deep underground, the reaction could take hours, even days, to reach its explosive climax. She didn’t know how long this blow had been building up.

Her brother and Jamis thrived on risk. She’d seen it before, but nothing like this. They crossed the sand and climbed the crumbling slope, which was like the windward side of the steepest dune.

Chani panted through her nose filters as she joined the others on the swell, pawing their way to the misshapen corpse. Sand grains popped and rattled, vibrating from deep below. The pungent cinnamon smell filled the air, stinging her eyes.

The dead Navigator lay sprawled and naked, its long arms bent in the wrong places. The hands were webbed, the head swollen and misshapen. The open, dead eyes stared into infinity—as Navigators were said to do even in life.

Khouro bent to touch the ribs of the body. “This creature was once human, but the Spacing Guild changed it hideously.”

Chani said, “Father says they use melange to alter the adaptable candidates.”

The spice fumes were so thick in the air, she felt she could slice them open with a crysknife. The rumbling of the pre-spice mass made the sand jitter, and the vibrations caused the Navigator corpse to shudder and twitch as if eerily alive. Jamis retreated in superstitious horror, making a warding sign with his fingers. “The spice has brought this monster to life.”

Chani grabbed her brother’s arm. “There, you have seen it! We will all be dead if we don’t leave soon. The mass will blow in minutes.”

Khouro bent down and reached under the dead Navigator’s arms. “Help me!”

Jamis picked up one of the ankles, but as they lifted the body, Chani could see they would never make it. “Leave him, the blow is coming! You know it!”

Her brother grimaced down at his prize specimen, then dropped the corpse. “Our father would probably just dissect it anyway. Run!”

Jamis and Chani did not need to be told twice. They bounded down the swelling surface, slipped and tumbled, rolling as fast as they could. When they reached the bottom of the main swell, they began to run as if pursued by an oncoming worm.

Halfway back to the rocks, Chani heard a deep-throated rumble underground like a growling beast trying to claw its way up to the air. The stability of the rocky ridge still seemed many kilometers away, and the sand pulled at her feet as she ran.

Jamis tripped and sprawled on the ground. Racing past him, Khouro reached down to grab his friend’s hand and pulled him to his feet without pause. The rumble had turned into a roar.

When Chani heard a new buzzing in the air, she wondered if it was static electricity or hissing fumaroles of escaping spice gases. Turning, she was astonished to see another aircraft racing low over the dunes, so close to the ground that its wake picked up a trail of dust. The vessel was sleek and unmarked, built like an insect.

They were completely exposed out on the sands. “Ship!” Chani shouted. By now they might be safe from the spice blow—but they wouldn’t be safe from marauders.

Khouro and Jamis spun about. They were still about two hundred meters from the shelter of the rocks.

“They’ve seen us!” Jamis said.

“They won’t take us alive. We’ll fight.” Khouro touched the crysknife at his side. “We can kill them all.”

“They don’t want us,” Chani said.

The ship burned a hard, braking maneuver above the bulge of the spice blow, hovering over the sprawled Navigator body. The ship reminded her of a cliff wasp, naturally adapted for stealth and speed.

The lower hatch of the marauder vessel opened above the corpse. Suspensor fields thrummed, and the body twitched and drifted up off the jittering sand. With limp arms, the body looked like an ascending spirit as it rose into the strange ship. The hatch closed, and the ship streaked away with a roar of heavy acceleration, tearing up a trail of sand and dust in its wake.

Then the spice blow erupted. The bubble of sand burst open with a fury of released gases, converted spice. The geyser shook the ground and cracked open the dunes like a gaping wound.

Chani sprawled onto the sands and kept scrambling forward, trying to get farther away. Within moments, sand and dust pelted down on them, and they covered their heads as they rushed to the stark ridge.

With her back against solid rock again, Chani turned to see the pillar of dust tinged with rusty melange thrown high into the air. The sand cloud widened, blotting out the sky—and she could see no sign of the mysterious marauder ship through the haze.

The Guild had deposited their revered corpse here, expecting it to be swallowed in the spice blow. They would never imagine that someone might steal the body at the last minute. The marauders believed they had gotten away with their scheme unnoticed—but Chani and her companions had witnessed it.




When does a boy become a man?

—PRINCESS IRULAN as a child, private journals, writing about her father, Emperor Shaddam Corrino IV



Once they had returned to the Imperial Palace on Kaitain, Irulan sat beside her father in the Imperial Audience Chamber. Shaddam would rather have had sons, but she played her role as Princess Royal perfectly. Her seat was smaller than her father’s, a ceremonial chair normally reserved for the Empress, but Irulan considered her companion throne imposing enough, as befitting the firstborn and favorite daughter. She was regal, her blond hair lush and perfectly styled, her gown magnificent.

The Golden Lion Throne was far more impressive, a massive block of green Hagal quartz carved into the Emperor’s seat. Shaddam sat there as he held court, looking across the vast chamber. On both sides of the room, the walls were lined with dozens of dark wooden chairs for daily functions.

Two of her younger sisters, Wensicia and Chalice, sat across from each other on separate sides, flanked by court functionaries. The lesser princesses often attended the Imperial Court, but they observed from the periphery. Chalice was always atwitter with gossip and fashions, but Wensicia—Shaddam’s third daughter—watched with intense concentration and hungry eyes.

Shaddam had explained to Irulan the benefits of observing the day-to-day court as supplicants presented their various reports and requests. Irulan had been trained for all this during her years at the Bene Gesserit Mother School, and here on Kaitain the court instructors drilled her on every aspect of etiquette. Now, after the recent loss of Empress Firenza, whom her father had greatly disliked, Irulan was more frequently invited into the center of court activity. Her own mother, Shaddam’s first wife, Anirul, had been dead thirteen years now.

As the eldest daughter, she had a close relationship with her father, spending much more time with him than did her four younger sisters. Great opportunities were open to Irulan, and she was resolved not to let the Emperor down, or the Imperium.

Shaddam seemed satisfied with her dedication to the role, but he acted as if all aspects were new to her, even after she had been fully instructed. Irulan suspected his mind was so full that he lost track of what she had already learned, and he would repeat himself. She let it pass, not wanting to add to his stress. It was no easy thing to be the Emperor of a Million Worlds.…

Balut crystal glowglobes floated around the chamber, set to simulate the time of day and weather outside—right now, the morning sun of a warm summer morning. Through the towering open windows of the great hall, she could hear the faint, haunting music of the Imperial Entertainment Troupe practicing stringed and wind instruments in the courtyard for their next nightly appearance before the Emperor and his guests.

Chamberlain Beely Ridondo stepped forward, a gaunt, skeletal man with yellowish skin and a high forehead. Head bowed, he climbed the dais steps to hand an oversize message cube to the Emperor. “Today’s agenda, Sire.”

On its glowing face appeared a written summary of business, white lettering against a black background. Irulan glanced over to read the cube display along with her father, flash-memorizing the details. The schedule listed a number of noble representatives who had requested a court appearance. First on the list was a man not allied with any major noble house, however, but rather a military officer named Moko Zenha.

“Who is this?” The Emperor turned the cube and wagged a finger at the name. “What does he want?”

Stepping close, Chamberlain Ridondo spoke in a low voice. “I placed him first on the agenda rolls so you could see him for only a few minutes before moving on to more important matters. Fleet Captain Zenha is a talented and ambitious officer in your Imperial Guard. He asks to speak with you on a matter of utmost personal importance. His record is exemplary, Sire, and he has distinguished himself in numerous fleet exercises. Considering his humble background, he is an impressive individual. It may be worthwhile to indulge him, if only briefly. I suspect he wants to point out some aspect of the guard that can be improved.”

Shaddam frowned. “Likely at additional cost.”

Ridondo acquiesced. “In our rushed schedule, I did not press him for further details, Sire. Would you like me to cancel him today?”

With a glance at Irulan, the Emperor sighed. “No, let’s get it over with, whatever it is. Every subject is important to me, although if this is a military matter, he should observe the chain of command.” He sat back on the Golden Lion Throne and brushed a hand through his red-gray hair.

When Zenha’s name was called, he marched into the audience chamber, his boots clicking on the gleaming floor. Tall, broad-shouldered, and ruggedly handsome, he wore the scarlet-and-gold uniform of Shaddam’s Imperial Guard, with officer’s epaulets on the shoulders and tiny golden lions on the collar. He presented a spotless, impeccable appearance, every medal and button shiny. His gaze was fixed on the Padishah Emperor as he walked at a precise cadence toward the dais, though when he reached the lower step, his gaze flicked over to Irulan. She noted his attention, and found it peculiar.

Zenha removed his brimmed cap and bowed before returning to a ramrod-straight posture, looking at the Emperor. When Shaddam granted him leave to speak, the Fleet Captain said, “Thank you for seeing me so quickly, Majesty.” He turned and focused his hazel-brown eyes on Irulan. “Princess.” His manner was certainly unconventional as he addressed her rather than the Emperor. “I am Fleet Captain Moko Zenha, second-in-command in your father’s Imperial fleet, Kaitain squadron.”

Irulan gave a slight nod to acknowledge him, but Shaddam snapped, “You will address me directly, not my daughter.”

Zenha composed himself and stood at attention. “Yes, Sire. I meant no disrespect.”

Irulan noted that his uniform bore the scroll emblem of his noble family, a Minor House on a world known for producing fine editions of official documents. Though Shaddam did not seem to recognize the family name, Irulan had heard of him, one of the few competent officers in the bloated Imperial military force. Zenha had moved up in the ranks through hard work and dedication. Unlike many higher-ranking commanders, Moko Zenha had received his appointment through skill rather than patronage or nepotism.

She wished the chamberlain had given them more forewarning, so she could have researched Zenha’s record more deeply. She sifted through her memory, things she had heard and filed away, using techniques she had learned on Wallach IX. She recalled that this man was widely admired in the ranks, especially by the secondary officers and the soldiers themselves, though not so much by the noble leaders, with whom he had little in common.

The awkward silence stretched out, then the officer gathered his courage and addressed the Emperor. “Sire, I have carefully considered what I know of the Imperium, its politics, its commerce, and its military. I believe I may have a wider and more important role for the continued stability and greatness of House Corrino.”

Shaddam pursed his lips, pleased by the words, but waited for the man to get to the point.

Zenha straightened even more. “Sire, I humbly request the hand of your daughter Princess Irulan in marriage.”

From the secondary throne, Irulan involuntarily jerked her head back. Shocked mutters rippled through the chamber, followed by titters. She spotted her sisters, looking scandalized in their seats against the wall.

The Fleet Captain pressed on. “I present my full credentials and pedigree.” He offered a dense sheet of ridulian crystal.

Shaddam’s face reddened, and Irulan could see that he was about to say something in anger, but for some reason, he controlled himself and changed his mind. He said to the audacious man, “Step back. I wish to speak with my daughter.”

Obediently, Fleet Captain Zenha retreated from the dais, out of listening range.

Leaning toward her from his massive throne, the Emperor whispered, “Worry not. He may look gallant in that uniform, but that man is in no position to offer himself to you. His Minor House has few assets. He would be a bad match, especially considering how many other options I have for your husband. But I will not crush him just yet.”

Irulan was surprised at how well he controlled his temper. “As a political matter, it is best to deliver him a graceful denial, Father. This man has a bright military career, and we must encourage his service.”

A troubled expression crossed the Emperor’s face, and she could see he was thinking something entirely different. Still, he replied, “Yes, a graceful denial, but we must also demonstrate that any arrogant popinjay cannot stride into my throne room and ask to marry one of my daughters! I will explain my full reasons later.”

She saw Chalice covering her mouth with a thin hand as she leaned closer to her friends at court, whispering furiously and giggling. On the opposite side of the chamber, Wensicia looked surprised and annoyed.

Straightening in her chair, Irulan directed an unreadable stare at the impertinent officer, concealing her own emotions and thoughts. Despite his immaculate uniform, he seemed less than polished in these ostentatious surroundings, a fighting man more accustomed to the company of soldiers than noble courtiers.

Even so, she was impressed at his boldness and courage. Obviously, her father was correct, that the marriage of the firstborn princess must be granted to only the most suitable candidate. But looking at Fleet Captain Zenha, she couldn’t help feeling some sympathy for him. Surely the man must have known he’d be rebuffed?

As Zenha waited in the drawn-out silence, he seemed increasingly uneasy, shifting on his feet. The courtiers continued their incredulous murmurs.

After an interminable moment, Shaddam turned back to the officer. “Step forward and state your case. Bear in mind that my time is extremely valuable.”

Irulan was curious. Why would her father even let him think his proposal might be considered?

Looking suddenly confident, Zenha delivered his words in a quick, efficient manner. “Throughout my career, I have distinguished myself in your service, Sire. My noble family, while not a Major House, is on the ascent due to our well-run business operations. If my humble request is granted, Sire, be assured your daughter will live in sufficient splendor.” He scanned the ornate chamber around him. “Though not at the level of Kaitain, of course.”

He listed his military accomplishments, his conquests, and emphasized how well he got along with other officers in the Imperial fleet. He described how his troops held him in high esteem, as if that might bolster his case with Shaddam.

Slipping a glance at her father, Irulan detected thinly veiled distaste as he listened. She could tell he had something else on his mind, some way to capitalize on this situation?

Irulan had always known she would be a pawn in Imperial plans, eventually married off to the most important and advantageous suitor. But she was twenty-six, well past the age when she’d expected to be betrothed. The Padishah Emperor had turned down many proposals over the years, though he sometimes strung along the supplicants … as he was doing now. She knew he would ultimately deny Zenha, since Shaddam would never let his firstborn princess marry a mere military commander, regardless of his accomplishments.

Why didn’t he just turn the man away now, and be done with it?

She knew of seven previous applicants for her hand—and possibly many more in quiet back-channel requests. How long could her father draw out the game, using her as a lure to make treaties and political gains?

What benefit could Fleet Captain Zenha possibly bring to House Corrino?

She looked at her sister Chalice, a vapid, pie-faced young woman, who wore a sapphrite-studded necklace and matching bracelets. Chalice was enamored with trappings over substance, and she always overdressed for daily business at court. But her sister didn’t have the capacity to deal with a complex web of nuances and subtleties; Shaddam’s second-born daughter simply adored pretty things. She accepted superficial gossip as fact, and shifted her opinion according to the last thing she had heard.

On the opposite wall, however, Wensicia watched with razor focus. She was four years younger than Irulan, and far prettier than Chalice. Her heart-shaped face and lavender eyes veiled a sharp mind. Wensicia was a student of Imperial history and politics, absorbing and retaining information in clear contrast to the shallow Chalice.

Now both of her sisters sat in obvious disbelief, each reacting in her own way. The background noise of the court audience grew progressively louder.

Zenha was still making his case when the Emperor raised a hand and interrupted him. “A most impressive story. I will give your application due consideration, Fleet Captain. For now, report back to your unit and await my formal decision.”

The officer seemed surprised, but guardedly optimistic. He gave a graceful bow, then marched out of the chamber with perfect strides, his chin held high.

As he departed, Irulan whispered to her father, “Why did you even listen to him?”

“I have something interesting in mind, daughter. We must make a point of this.” He patted her forearm. “Do not worry yourself over the matter.”

Despite hearing this, Irulan could not help feeling uneasy.




One must pay for anything of great value, but few understand the extent of the cost.

—Fremen saying



Arched above the dunes, the sandworm plowed across the open basin. The long wake it left in the sands only hinted at how far they had come.

Chani sat secure on one of the rough ring segments. Although any offworlder would have considered it a horrifyingly dangerous situation, most Fremen learned how to ride a sandworm by the time they reached adulthood.

Higher up on the huge head, her half brother stood tall, his spiked boots anchored onto the fleshy surface. He grasped ropes attached to the ring segments by hooks, using a long goad to steer the beast.

Stilgar, the Naib of Sietch Tabr, crouched beside Chani, ready with a spreader to expose the sensitive flesh should the worm turn unexpectedly. Behind them sat her father, Liet-Kynes—the Imperial Planetologist, but also revered among the Fremen because he shepherded the long-term dream of turning Arrakis into a verdant paradise.

Chani, Jamis, and Khouro had returned to the Fremen community only a week ago, excited with their recent adventure, but now her father called them to another important mission. It would be Chani’s first time meeting with a Spacing Guild representative.

Although the others rode in determined silence with nose plugs in place, Liet-Kynes kept his mouth exposed so he could express his observations—always teaching. “For all his years on Arrakis, my father never learned how to call a sandworm.”

Stilgar glanced at his companion. “Umma Kynes was so focused on important, world-scale matters that he did not trust himself with everyday things.”

“I never knew my grandfather,” Chani mused.

Liet looked at her. “He was not a warm and loving man. His priorities lay elsewhere.”

At the head of the sandworm, Khouro made a scoffing noise, implying that he didn’t consider Liet, his stepfather, to be a warm and loving man either.

Ignoring him, her father glanced across the empty dunes. “Continue this direction for now, Liet-Chih, but soon we take a more easterly course to reach the meeting place.”

“I know where I’m going.” The young man used the goad to shift the worm’s path. “And Khouro is my Fremen name. Liet-Chih is not a name I chose.” His resentment made Chani uncomfortable.

Liet did not respond to the antagonism, but reminded him with great patience, “Your mother chose the name of Liet-Chih for you.”

That comment silenced her brother, and the worm churned on across the basin.

For generations, the Fremen had paid an exorbitant amount of spice in a secret deal with the Guild to keep observation satellites out of Arrakis orbit. It kept the prying eyes of the Harkonnens and Imperial spies from watching Fremen activities in the desert. Not even weather satellites were permitted, to the consternation of the spice harvesters, the planetary governors, and the rest of the Imperium. The Guild, however, did not deign to answer questions. They honored their deal with the Fremen—so long as they were paid in spice.

The Fremen had made the deal to keep outsiders ignorant about their plantings, the faint green coloration in portions of the isolated wasteland. Such lack of observation also aided the Fremen in their desire to be free of the hateful Harkonnens.

Among the tribes, it was considered an honor to deliver the Guild spice bribe. As the daughter of Liet, Chani was held in certain esteem among her people, but she had also proved herself an accomplished fighter who excelled in desert skills. She had participated in raids against Harkonnen operations, spice factories, carryalls, scout ships. So, despite her youth, her respect had been earned.

Khouro eventually drove the first worm to exhaustion after crossing the basin. Near sunset, Chani and her companions gathered the packages of condensed spice and their Fremkits. After Khouro moved the hooks and Stilgar retracted the spreaders, they sprang off the weary beast as it wallowed into the sands. Out in the open dunes, there was no obvious shelter, so they deployed their camouflaged stilltents and camped, resting and eating.

“I will set another thumper when the second moon rises,” Stilgar said. “If we ride through the night, we can be at the meeting point by dawn, a day early.”

“We will be ready in case the Guild representative betrays us,” Khouro said.

Liet frowned at the young man. “The Guild has honored our agreement for generations. Why would they betray us now?”

“Who can understand offworlders?” Khouro said, then shot a glance at Chani. “Especially the Guild, with its freaks and strange ways.” They had not told anyone what they’d seen at the spice blow, not the dead Navigator, nor the unmarked marauder ship.

As they ate honeyed spice wafers and sipped water from catchpockets in their stillsuits, Liet mused, “The first time I delivered a spice bribe, I was about your age.” He glanced at Khouro. “I went with your father, Warrick. He and I were such great friends…”

With another quiet snort, the young man turned away.

Showing no reaction, Liet turned instead to his daughter, although she had heard the story before. “Warrick and I rode through the storm zone to the south polar regions. Back then, the Fremen used an intermediary with the Guild—Rondo Tuek, a water merchant with extraction operations in the cold zone.” He grimaced. “That man betrayed us and betrayed the Fremen, which is why we now deal directly with the Guild. During that trip, the two of us found Dominic Vernius and his group of smugglers—”

Khouro cut off his stepfather’s familiar story. “I’m going to sleep.” He crawled into his stilltent and sealed the sphincter opening.

Now Liet did let his disappointment show, but he said nothing. Chani was annoyed by her brother’s rudeness.

Stilgar broke the awkward silence. “We should all rest.”

When they had settled into their places for the night, Chani lay in the enclosed darkness of her tent, listening to the sound of her own breathing. She used the privacy to sort her thoughts, excited about their mission, considering what she would say to the Guild representative. She also mulled over her half brother’s attitude. Khouro had confided in her many times, but she didn’t agree with his opinion of Liet. What had happened to Warrick, his real father, long ago was not Liet’s fault.

Chani wished her brother would direct his anger toward the Harkonnens. She loved and respected her father, although even she was uneasy with Liet’s partial loyalty to the Imperium. Chani was too pure a Fremen to understand how he could serve two masters, but he was still her father.

She snatched a few hours of rest before Stilgar woke them. Chani sipped the water that had gathered in her catchpockets, then crawled out of the tent. After packing up, the four of them moved off to find a good dune, where they could plant a thumper and summon another worm.

They rode off under the starlight toward the rendezvous point.



ONCE IN PLACE, they hid in the rocks and kept watch, but the Guild sent no scouts early, nor did they attempt any trickery.

During their quiet waiting time, Khouro and Stilgar tossed tally sticks into a pocket of sand in the rocks. Chani knew the game made her father uncomfortable, reminding him of how he and Warrick had decided which one of them would have shelter from an oncoming sandstorm.

At the appointed time, a bulbous, reflective vessel appeared in the sky, similar to the ship that had secretly deposited the Navigator body. Liet and Stilgar stood out in the open, waving to draw the ship’s attention.

In the jumbled line of rocks, the large vessel hovered silently above them. Chani smelled ozone in the air, felt the vibrations and energy of suspensor engines. An open platform dropped down to meet them, holding three gray-uniformed Guildsmen. Two were bald androgynous figures with unsettling features, misaligned eyes, and distorted skulls that looked as if someone had softened the bones and resculpted them.

The man in the center, though, was quite tall and handsome, with dark hair and heavy eyebrows, a strong jaw, and a prominent widow’s peak. “I am Starguide Serello. I have come to accept your payment.”

Taking charge, Liet gestured to the heavy packages they had brought. “Our payment is freely given for the services the Guild offers to the Fremen.”

The Starguide gave a slow nod. “Our long-standing business relationship is mutually acceptable. In exchange for spice, your people may keep their secrets and their privacy.”

“And our security,” Stilgar said. “We want no prying Imperial spies, no Harkonnen eyes.”

Khouro brashly interjected, “We want no prying Guild eyes either.”

Serello directed an empty gaze at her brother. The side of the man’s mouth twitched, turning part of his face into a grimace, as if he had lost control of those muscles. “The Guild has no interest in spying on your people.”

Chani felt she had to support her brother. “We’ve seen what you do in the desert. You think the Fremen don’t know, but we witnessed it ourselves.”

Serello turned his strange gaze toward her, and Liet stepped closer, breaking the awkward silence. “This is Chani, my daughter.”

Her brother broke in. “And I am Khouro. Recently we watched a Guild ship out in the open desert, the Fremen desert. We saw you drop the body of one of your own on top of a pre-spice mass.”

The dour Starguide replied in a flat voice, “Our ships do not go into the desert.” The two silent and misshapen Guildsmen looked at him but said nothing.

“But we saw one,” Chani insisted, “and it had the look of a Guild vessel. It placed the corpse of what we believe was a Navigator, just before the spice blow. We saw it.”

“You are badly mistaken.” Serello was implacable. “We come here to receive your spice payment, and then we leave.” His two silent companions stepped off the hovering platform and retrieved the packages of compressed spice.

Stilgar flushed with anger, insulted by Khouro’s rudeness.

Liet said, “My daughter and stepson go many places, but the desert holds its mysteries. Plumes of dust and heat ripples in the air can create false impressions.”

Chani was indignant that her father wouldn’t support her claim. “We did not see a mirage. You left a Navigator’s body on the sands, where you knew it would be destroyed in the spice blow. You didn’t expect any Fremen to witness it, but we were there.”

The two Guildsmen finished loading the spice onto the hovering platform. Serello acted as if she had said nothing at all, and Chani could see the annoyance build on her brother’s face. Before he could take ill-considered action that might endanger the agreement with the Spacing Guild, she blurted out the last piece of information.

“Perhaps we were mistaken,” she said without sincerity. “But if you did not drop a Navigator body in the sands, then you would not be interested to know that after your ship departed and before the spice blow occurred, another unmarked vessel swept in and stole the body.”

A flare appeared in Serello’s impenetrable eyes as if a tiny star had exploded there.

“I saw it, too,” Khouro insisted. He turned toward Liet and Stilgar. “And so did Jamis. Would you disbelieve all of us?”

The Starguide’s jaw muscle twitched and distorted one side of his face again. He addressed Stilgar and Liet, as if the two young people weren’t there. “Your payment has been received. We will arrange to pick up the next quarterly allotment when it is time.”

Taking the packages of spice, the hovering platform rose back into the bulbous ship. Chani watched the Guild vessel rise away into the dust haze of the sky.

Now, she would have to explain everything in full to her father.




Little is known about the formative years of Irulan, first daughter of Shaddam IV, other than comments about her intelligence and beauty. After her training at the Bene Gesserit Mother School, the golden-haired Princess became an astute student of Imperial history, with a talent for documenting the events of the day. In particular, she chronicled the lives of her father, the Emperor of the Known Universe, and of Paul Muad’Dib. As time passed, Irulan became an unofficial historian and biographer, submitting her writings to Imperial scholars for editing and additional commentary. Later historians would praise her keen observational skills and writing abilities. Most telling, even her father valued her as an adviser.

—A History of the Imperium, updated and annotated



At a private luncheon the following day, the Emperor explained how he planned to deal with the upstart military officer who had asked to marry the Princess Royal. In the throne room, Shaddam had quelled his instinct to quash the man, even arrest him for the insult. He had other plans.

“There are opportunities in such a situation,” he said to Irulan with a paternal smile. “It is important that we send a message, so no one else dares to make such an unworthy suggestion again.”

She observed and learned, which was what the Emperor asked of her.

At lunch, he instructed her to attend that afternoon’s meeting in the Imperial War Room and dress as if she were going to a gala event. “Fleet Captain Zenha will also be summoned to the meeting, and he needs to be aware of the significance of the assignment I will give him. You are a prize he can only attain through the success of the mission.”

Irulan covered her irritation, knowing it was just a ploy, but the answer would give the impertinent officer hope, and a goal. And she was sure success would be as unattainable as she was. Her father would plan it that way.

Nevertheless, she returned to her suite and enlisted the ladies-in-waiting to dress her with glitter, finery, and ostentatious fabrics. She selected a light makeup treatment to enhance her green eyes and patrician features, and wore a jeweled pearl-white gown that was simultaneously modest and enticing. Her coiffed and braided hair was adorned with a white-gold tiara encrusted in priceless stones. In all, it was intended to make her look breathtaking—and all the more desirable.

To emphasize her importance (as her father had instructed), Irulan timed her arrival in the War Room so that she entered last. The windowless room was large enough to accommodate fifty attendees, with a long central conference table and viewing screens mounted on three walls.

When Irulan passed through the door, leaving her group of courtiers behind, she looked at no one, betrayed no emotions, and took a seat opposite the Emperor. For this important meeting her father wore a gray Sardaukar uniform with a Burseg’s gleaming black helmet. Protocol ministers and military advisers sat in other chairs; Sardaukar guards lined the sides of the room. Chamberlain Ridondo was busy arranging documents on Shaddam’s right.

At the front of the room, Fleet Captain Zenha was made to stand at attention until Irulan took her seat, whereupon he bowed and chose one of several available middle chairs. As he placed his officer’s cap on the table in front of him, he acknowledged the Emperor, “I am honored to be here, Sire.”

Shaddam didn’t answer. The helmet on his head and the fierce Corrino lion insignia made him look quite stern.

Cool and formal, Irulan acknowledged the young officer, knowing that he must be curious about what the Emperor had in mind by summoning him to the War Room. Obviously, this would be a test of Zenha’s worth, though surely the assignment would be rigged against him. Love often did turn into a form of war.

Shaddam gave a terse signal to begin the meeting, and the lights dimmed. Projected images appeared, split among the three wall screens—an astronomical chart on one, videos of violent street unrest on another, even the burning of a ruling family’s palace.

“This is planet Otak in the Ramiran star system,” Shaddam explained. “It is a resource-rich world with mining, crystals, rare foodstuffs, and pharmaceuticals.” He sniffed. “Navachristian fanatics have taken over the government and vowed to secede from the Imperium.”

Zenha gave an angry snort. “An outrage!”

“Their leader, a former mercenary who calls himself Qarth, says that I, the Padishah Emperor, hold no authority over their world. I tell you this: The people of Otak are uncivilized and poorly equipped, but they are an embarrassment to the rule of order, a thorn in my side.”

Seeing where the briefing was heading, the Fleet Captain brightened. “Someone should teach them a lesson, Sire.” He didn’t apologize for his outburst. In fact, Irulan thought he looked more polished and confident than before. “Otak must be brought back in line with the Imperium.”

Her father offered a sharp smile. “And you are the person to do so, Fleet Captain Zenha—or I should say, you could be that person.”

The officer’s eyes glistened with the opportunity. He glanced at Irulan. “It would be a clear demonstration of my abilities, Sire.”

Shaddam nodded. “You will lead the task force and take care of the Otak rabble.”

Zenha blurted out, “I shall be in command? Are you giving me a promotion, Sire?”

“Promotions must be earned.”

Zenha could barely contain his excitement. “I will accept my promotion only after I clean out that nest of vipers. When I return successfully, perhaps … as a colonel?”

Irulan could tell her father was struggling to control his anger. “You have not yet met the challenge.”

Despite his obvious ambition, she found the officer likable. In the past day, she had studied his background and realized that he could indeed become even more successful and influential in the future, given his charisma and leadership abilities—if he had support, a career nudge at the right place and time. Irulan wasn’t certain her father saw it, though.

Zenha was clearly enthralled with the opportunity, his face flushed, a hint of perspiration on his brow. He looked at her in a moment of hope, but she responded with a blank face, offering no encouragement.

“That’s enough for now, Fleet Captain,” Shaddam said, tapping his fingers on the table. “Chamberlain Ridondo will provide a complete dossier of all that is known about Qarth and his fanatic rebels. Prove yourself to me, and then we’ll discuss if you’ve earned the right to marry my daughter.”

Zenha leaped to his feet and saluted. “I won’t let you down, Sire!”

Nodding, the Emperor removed his helmet and placed it on the table. “I know you won’t, young man.”

But the Fleet Captain wasn’t finished. “I have my own talented division, officers and soldiers I’ve led for years on various missions and maneuvers. They will be perfect for this mission. How many additional Sardaukar will I command for the assault?”

Shaddam scowled. “No Sardaukar at all. I require these special troops here to protect the capital world. You will not need them for such a minor operation anyway—unless you are less skilled than you claim? With the ships and personnel in your own task force, you should be able to mop up a few troublesome rebels.” His expression darkened further. “If you cannot take care of this little flareup, then I will send in my Sardaukar to clean up the mess.”

Zenha’s brown eyes flashed. “I understand, Majesty, and I accept your challenge with gratitude.” He picked up his officer’s cap. “I will not fail this test.”

The Emperor gave him a dismissive wave. “That will be all. Read the dossier my staff provides.” He smiled at the officer without sincerity. “Now be on your way and get ready.”

The Fleet Captain turned for a final bow as he exited the War Room. “Thank you for this opportunity, Sire.” He looked at her. “And Princess.”

After Zenha had left, a protocol minister closed the door behind him.

“This will teach him not to behave so impertinently,” Shaddam muttered with a chuckle, “if he survives the mission.”

Though she understood what her father was doing, Irulan found his smile cruel.




We are each wise in our own areas of expertise, and we build impenetrable barriers to keep others safely ignorant.

—STARGUIDE SERELLO, Spacing Guild internal advisory memo



Though he traveled from system to system representing his masters in the Spacing Guild, Starguide Serello considered Junction to be his home.

The spherical buildings, silver monoliths, and bustling transport-authority portals thrummed with activity, a fantastic array of geometric shapes to emphasize mathematical precision. Huge cubes signified the main business and administrative offices, distinguishing them from other buildings. Large melange silos, the Guild’s own stockpile, were kept at the edge of the expansive landing field that had recently held the spectacle of the Navigator’s funeral.

The dead Navigator … Serello’s great-grandfather.

His primary office was a penthouse enclosure with curved, prismatic windows. He stared out at the view and contemplated the troubling comments from the Fremen youths on Arrakis. As a Starguide, his enhanced brain used myriad neural pathways supplemented by Guild training, as well as specialized Mentat instruction, which was quite rare for a Guildsman.

Serello’s thoughts were a tapestry of decision trees, of choices and possibilities, some of which led to dread consequences. He was still grieving in his own way after the death of the revered Navigator, not only because of the loss to the Guild, but because his great-grandfather was the last of the Serello bloodline to have achieved the transformation. Others in the family tree had tried and failed—his grandfather, parents, sister, and himself.

Statistically, most candidates did not succeed in becoming Navigators, so Serello should have felt no shame. He should have been proud of the position he currently held. Very few became the Starguides who served as the Guild’s public face—intermediaries who operated within the framework of the Imperium, House Corrino, and CHOAM, since more advanced Guild intellects could not communicate with mere mortals.

After prior generations failed, Serello and his sister had been the family’s next hope. In their younger, malleable years, they had studied intensely, learning Imperial history all the way back to when Norma Cenva became the first Navigator. Serello had absorbed all information the Guild considered necessary, and his sister had been even better at performing complex computations.

Sufficiently prepared, he and his sister were taken to a sterile facility, where they saw Mentat observers sworn to serve the Guild, Suk doctors with medical apparatus, and hopeful Guild officials who assessed the candidates as if they were no more than laboratory specimens.

A Starguide had also been there—the first one Serello had ever seen in person. Such beings were inferior to Navigators, but still powerful, influential, and revered. At the time he had never imagined the possibility of becoming one. Serello wanted to be a Navigator like his great-grandfather—the pinnacle of human evolution. He wanted to use his mind to see countless paths into the future.

He and his sister had been sealed into separate transparent cylinders, naked. Standing there nervously, Serello had blocked out the statistical fact that most candidates failed the test, and many perished. There had always been rivalry between the siblings, while both were confident they would become Navigators. They would restore family honor after two generations of failures.

In a monotone, one of the Guild observers had announced, “Your body will be exposed to a high concentration of melange gas. This is to judge your physical suitability for longtime immersion and metamorphosis.”

Next to him, a grim Suk doctor added, “You undergo this test voluntarily.”

Serello had acknowledged this, as had his sister. Then the rush of potent, acidic cinnamon poured in through ducts in the floor. Orange vapors engulfed him. He had sampled melange in small doses to enhance his mental acuity and sharpen his physical reflexes, but this was an assault on his senses, on his mind. His eyes burned, and tears streamed down his face, but he could see nothing. The spice gas smothered him.

At first, he had tried to control the effects, but more and more permeated him. He couldn’t exhale. He choked. The spice gas filled his lungs, his nostrils, his throat—then it began to roar through his bloodstream. His brain lit on fire with thoughts he could no longer contain. He coughed and retched as he tried to escape, but the melange was everywhere like ignited fuel. His brain screamed, and he could feel his neurons twisting, tangling, spreading out like spiderwebs, and questing.

Then each path ended in a black dead end, and the darkness reflected back, filling his mind with oblivion. He’d lost consciousness.

When Serello came back to himself, the spice gas had been drained from the cylinder. He slid down the curved wall as the hatch opened to spill him out. Standing over him, the Suk doctor wore a sour look.

At a second station, two workers dragged a limp body out of a cylinder. His sister. Her once-confident eyes were red with hemorrhages. Her mouth was slack with a drool of vomit down the side of her face. She was dead.

Seeing her lifeless, Serello’s mind had been afire with thoughts, and he’d realized that the loss of his sister was just a data point, one infinitesimal incident in a vast galaxy. He’d channeled his emotions elsewhere as his thoughts blossomed.

He blinked up at the uniformed Starguide observer, who stared at him with dark, strangely distant eyes. “Did I pass the test?” he croaked. “I can feel the difference! My mind’s capacity is so much increased. Will I be a Navigator?”

The Starguide gave him a withering frown. “No, you failed, as I once did. Your body rejected the quantities of spice necessary. But unlike your sister, you survived. And if the millions of unused neural pathways in your mind are now accessible to you, perhaps you can be useful to the Guild after all.”

Serello had been forever altered by that day, and he learned how to excel in ways that benefited the Guild. Eventually, he became a Starguide and reached his own pinnacle.…

Now he stared through the transparent walls of his high office. He scanned a report of space traffic, saw that a Heighliner had just arrived. Through the prismatic window film, he watched an enormous globe-shaped vessel descend into the heart of Junction. An official diplomatic transport. Serello was expecting it.

The wall thrummed with a message for him. “CHOAM Ur-Director Malina Aru has arrived and will be escorted by transport pod to this building.”

“I am ready for the appointment,” he replied. He waited for his counterpart from CHOAM.

Because of the extreme importance of treaties between the CHOAM commercial empire and the intertwined transportation obligations of the Spacing Guild, the Urdir had come here personally. In his own position, Serello could countersign the treaties. A Starguide could see connections and possibilities, political chain reactions, consequences of the simplest choices. He knew all the Heighliner routes, and he understood how CHOAM worked.

His office was expansive but austere, with an oval polished desk that rippled like quicksilver and could display any image. Though Serello preferred to stand, he extruded a pair of comfortable chairs made of polymer foam and pliable metal. He summoned refreshments, because the Guild kept a dossier on the Ur-Director’s preferences.

A subtle signal on the transmission wall informed him of Malina Aru’s approach. He fashioned a practiced smile to be ready for her.

The Ur-Director of CHOAM, one of the most powerful people in the Imperium, came without an entourage, accompanied by only two pets—needle-furred spinehounds, fiercely loyal and deadly.

Serello was not intimidated. “Ur-Director, I am pleased you came here in person. A face-to-face meeting shortens the distance between personalities.”

“All business arrangements are personal, Starguide, whether we recognize it or not,” she said. The slender Urdir had short, dark brown hair, perfectly in place. Her dark brown business suit was unadorned, but cut from the most expensive fabric. She moved with an animal grace. “I could have sent my son Frankos as my representative, but it has been some time since I visited Junction.”

“The CHOAM President would have been an acceptable delegate,” Serello said. He drew upon the information he had studied. “You have a daughter as well, who serves as the Baroness of House Uchan? And another son?”

Malina frowned. “Frankos is the CHOAM President. My other son, Jaxson, is being trained on Tanegaard, and we expect to find an appropriate CHOAM position for him. My daughter is well settled in her own role.” She gave an impatient sniff. “But let us not concern ourselves with family trivialities. We have business.”

His jaw muscle twitched, a neurological aftereffect of his exposure to the spice gas in the testing tank. The Suk doctors could find no direct cause for it and suggested that it was in his mind. He focused on controlling it.

Refreshments arrived, but Malina paid no attention to the silent servants, nor did she partake in any of the food or drink. “Shall we get down to the matter at hand?”

Serello waved a hand over the polished desk surface, and images of the documents appeared. “The treaties, as negotiated by our delegates. Ready for us to place our marks.”

Malina inspected the crisp holographic projections. “Acceptable. CHOAM and the Guild will continue as always.”

Serello affixed his digital genetic signature. “As will our coordination with the Imperium.”

Malina frowned. “The Imperium is an old construct, but it serves its purpose for now … even if House Corrino has outlasted its usefulness.” Without further comment, she affixed her genetic imprint.

The Urdir’s unexpected words made questions expand in Serello’s mind. House Corrino has outlasted its usefulness? He had heard of a quiet rebel movement circulating throughout the Imperium, the Noble Commonwealth—outspoken critics making plans to dismantle the Corrino stranglehold. He decided to pay more attention now.

Only after the documents dissolved again into file storage did Malina indulge herself with a sweetened pastry. Serello noted which one for future reference.

But the Ur-Director was not done. “There is one other matter I wish to bring to your attention—an item of information freely given, in hopes that the Guild will remember and reciprocate.”

“The Spacing Guild has a long memory,” Serello said. “Now, I am intrigued.”

Malina patted her pets, stroking the needle fur. “These spinehounds, Har and Kar, are perfect specimens, the result of much trial and error in the Tleilaxu breeding tanks.”

Serello’s jaw muscle twitched at the mention of the vile Bene Tleilax. “You do business with them?”

“Out of necessity—as does the Guild. Have you ever … touched a member of their race?”

He suppressed a shudder. “I have had minimal dealings with Tleilaxu Masters, but as a Starguide, I must represent the Guild to all peoples. A year ago I met a Master Giblii. Those people avoid being touched by outsiders, whom they call ‘filthy powindah,’ but Master Giblii made a point of shaking my hand.” He recalled the loathsome grayish skin, the oddly abrasive touch of the Tleilaxu Master’s grip that made Serello feel as if his palm had been scraped. “He said he was doing me a great honor by allowing the contact. Why do you ask?”

“I have had my own private dealings with the Tleilaxu,” Malina said, “and not just to procure spinehounds. One of the Masters made an unwelcome offer to CHOAM, which I declined.”

Serello was instantly alert. “What offer?”

“He asked if CHOAM might find a market if the Tleilaxu offered an alternative to a Navigator’s mental and prescient abilities.”

Serello could not keep the shock from his face. “An alternative to our Navigators?”

The Ur-Director gave him a coy smile. “I thought you might wish to know. Are the Tleilaxu attempting to create their own Navigators?”

“That … would not be possible,” he said, but it was an automatic response.

Having triggered her dangerous land mine of information, Malina Aru turned to leave, calling her spinehounds. Now Serello suddenly remembered the two Fremen youths claiming that a mysterious ship had stolen his great-grandfather’s body.

It was common knowledge that the Tleilaxu performed horrific genetic experiments. They had been known to grow gholas in their tanks … clones from the cells of a dead body.

Perhaps a Navigator’s body was one of their top projects.

Consequences ricocheted like fireworks through his mind. Serello barely managed to partition his moods and maintain his calm diplomatic appearance as he bade the Urdir farewell.




Ceremony and formality are essential elements in Imperial order.

—EMPEROR SHADDAM CORRINO IV



Floating inside a suspensor-bubble high over the capital city’s central plaza, Irulan and the Emperor observed the spectacular military parade, flowing ranks of uniforms with variations of the basic crimson-and-gold Imperial colors and banners of numerous houses, army divisions, fleets, brigades, planetary and sector military detachments. Tamed (or drugged) beasts plodded ahead of the marching troops to add to the spectacle.

These uniforms represented the primary worlds that comprised the vast Imperium, with minor changes allowed according to the varied cultures, but all under the banner of House Corrino. It had been the same for millennia, a sprawling and often ceremonial Imperial defense force like a security blanket over the galaxy.

Small observation drones flew over the marchers, operated by Imperial security units. High-resolution images appeared on the walls of the Emperor’s floating observation bubble, but Shaddam peered through the plaz to see with his own eyes.

“I so love these ceremonies,” he said to his daughter. “This demonstrates the magnificence of our Imperium, so many components keeping the peace and stability.”

But Irulan noted something different in this show of force. Despite the colorful spectacle and the sheer number of marching troops, she sensed a grudging participation among these people, a weakness in the ranks, and that might ultimately affect her father’s hold on the throne.

In the streets around the Imperial plaza, gaudily uniformed noble officers marched in front of their units, some of them waddling due to their weight. All wore medal-bedecked dress blouses with gilded ceremonial swords at their sides—weapons few had ever used in combat. One elderly nobleman—long past his prime, if he’d ever had one—could not even walk on his own, and his bulk was carried in a chariot drawn by stallions. Making a fool of himself, he clumsily flourished his sword from side to side.

Shaddam navigated the bubble over the parts of the parade and exhibition he wanted to see. Above the crowd noises, Irulan barely noticed the smooth purr of the suspensor mechanism. They drifted along the main parade route and descended for a better view.

Despite her father’s enthusiasm, she expressed her concerns. “I’m not so certain, Father. Look at those foolish marching nobles. They are clearly not in fighting shape, and most of them have no experience in command. They secured their ranks through bloodlines or bribes, not skill.” She wasn’t convinced he would heed her advice, though.

He frowned at the criticism. “Not that subject again. You’d rather see commanders like that upstart Zenha? Those officers below have the most impeccable breeding.”

She persisted anyway. “I respect you more than anyone, Father, but during the decades of your reign, and your father before you, our Imperial military has grown languid, overconfident, and content. Too many commanding officers are bloated and rich, merely figureheads. They wouldn’t be worth anything in a real fight.”

If the two of them hadn’t been sealed alone in the observation bubble, Irulan never would have spoken up. But she had studied Imperial military history in great detail, and feared that her father did not see the larger picture. The Princess had even discussed such concerns with her sister Wensicia, who was also fascinated by military annals.

Shaddam touched her shoulder reassuringly. Patronizingly. “You worry too much. I’ve already taken this into account. I cannot upset the Landsraad and all those families who think an honorary military rank is their due, but your point is well taken. At Count Fenring’s suggestion, whenever a division is led by an obviously unqualified noble military officer, I have installed a competent second officer who rose through the ranks on merit. Rest assured that the pompous fools are supported by strong, capable officers.”

“Such as Fleet Captain Zenha,” she said.

“Yes, the upstart.” Shaddam frowned. “He is too ambitious, I fear, and we must clip his wings.”

Irulan could not allay her concerns. “That may help behind the scenes, Father. But in a military parade such as this, your subjects see only these uniformed blockheads on display.” She pointed. “Just look out there.”

His brow furrowed as he expanded the view of two front-line officers who could barely keep up with the rest of their troops. “Well, perhaps some of them should not be in parades in the future.”

“And who do the competent officers report to, if they are merely in place to prevent embarrassing missteps from their superiors? Where do they file a grievance if their own commanding officers are fools?” Irulan asked.

“They follow the chain of command.”

“Competent officers should report directly to you, Father, and not be in fear of speaking the truth. As it is now, their unqualified superiors can whitewash whatever their subordinates say.”

Though the Emperor scowled, she could see that at least some of her words were sinking in. Even he could see the unintended buffoonery.

But Irulan knew that his mood would turn if she kept pressing, so she changed the subject, cooling the tension with superficial matters. Ultimately, she and her father were close, and he usually did consider her advice. But the Padishah Emperor had numerous advisers, and not all of them agreed with her. Imperial systems were entrenched and difficult to change.

She had done some investigating on her own, noted that Fleet Captain Zenha had taken his task force assignment seriously, sending requisitions and preparing Imperial troops to put down the Otak uprising. She wondered if her father would actually give him a chance to succeed. From what Irulan could see from the briefings, the fanatic rebels did not seem like a particular challenge. She wondered what else her father knew that he did not put in the formal mission briefing.

In her private rooms at the Imperial Palace, she had delved into Zenha’s bloodline, his lackluster house. She was impressed by the heritage of honor she found—loyalty to one’s comrades in battle as well as absolute allegiance to the Emperor. This intense sense of connection often led to heroic, selfless acts. Even with his lesser family name, he had indeed excelled, but clearly he was aiming too high when he tried to marry the Princess Royal.

Having studied various personality types with expertise the Bene Gesserit had taught her, Irulan felt that Fleet Captain Zenha had the potential to become a hero if properly groomed.

Zenha fit neatly into his niche in the modern Imperial military—a highly competent second officer, performing duties that his noble superior could not. Did that make up for the harm caused by the figurehead officers, who were often foolish and bullheaded? Could the steady decline of the Imperial military be reversed? Maybe with people like Moko Zenha.

But there was only so much even an Emperor could do in an entrenched system, and for the firstborn princess, it was even more true. Irulan was the eldest daughter, a bargaining chip. She had even less influence over history.

What if Zenha did manage to put down the Otak rebellion and returned victorious? It didn’t seem that difficult a task. What would her father do then, if the young officer claimed his promotion and her hand in marriage?

Four security drones surrounded the observation bubble, and Shaddam smiled at her. “Note that I have heightened the protection around us, here and throughout the palace, until the Otak rebellion is resolved.”

“Very wise, Father. Very wise, indeed.”

Escorted by the drones, the Emperor guided the observation bubble to the top of a palace tower, where he brought it to rest. The drones buzzed off, and Shaddam was excited to prepare for a gala military banquet after the parade. Irulan knew she would endure many hours of inept, drunken officers telling one another how great they were.




Our people have a long memory for pain—and we keep score.
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