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Soon after the Honored Matres careened into the Old Empire, the Bene Gesserit Sisterhood learned to hate and fear them. The intruders used their terrible Obliterator weapons to destroy Bene Gesserit and Tleilaxu planets, Richeses with its vast industries and weapon shops, even Rakis itself.


But in order to survive the even greater Enemy that pursued them, the Honored Matres desperately needed knowledge that only the Sisterhood possessed. To obtain it, they struck like angry vipers, lashing out with extreme violence.


After the Battle of Junction, the two opposing groups were forcibly united into a New Sisterhood, but the factions continued to wrestle for control and dominance. Such a waste of time, talent, and blood! The real threat came from outside, but we continued to fight the wrong enemy.


– MOTHER COMMANDER MURBELLA,
 address to the New Sisterhood



Two people drift in a lifeboat on an uncharted sea. One says, ‘There! I see an island. Our best chance is to go ashore, build a shelter, and await rescue.’ The other says, ‘No, we must go farther out to sea and hope to find the shipping lanes. That is our best chance.’ Unable to agree, the two fight, the lifeboat capsizes, and they drown.



This is the nature of humanity. Even if only two people are left in the entire universe, they will come to represent opposing factions.


– The Bene Gesserit Acolytes’ Handbook


In re-creating particular gholas, we reweave the fabric of history. Once more, Paul Muad’Dib walks among us, with his beloved Chani, his mother the Lady Jessica, and his son Leto II, the God Emperor of Dune. The presence of Suk doctor Wellington Yueh, whose treachery brought a great house to its knees, is at once disturbing and comforting. Also with us are the warrior-Mentat Thufir Hawat, the Fremen Naib Stilgar, and the great planetologist Liet-Kynes. Consider the possibilities!


Such genius constitutes a formidable army. We will need that brilliance, because we face an opponent more terrible, than we ever imagined.



– DUNCAN IDAHO, 
Memories of More Than a Mentat



I have waited and planned and built my strength for fifteen thousand years. I have evolved. It is time.


– OMNIUS




Twenty-One Years After


Escape from Chapterhouse




So many people I knew in the past are not yet reborn. I still miss them, even though I do not remember them. The axlotl tanks will soon remedy that.


– LADY JESSICA,



the ghola


Aboard the wandering no-ship Ithaca, Jessica witnessed the birth of her daughter, but only as an observer. Just fourteen years old, she and many others crowded the medical center, while two Bene Gesserit Suk doctors in the adjacent creche prepared to extract the tiny girl child from an axlotl tank.


‘Alia,’ one of the female doctors murmured.


This was not truly Jessica’s daughter, but a ghola grown from preserved cells. None of the young gholas on the no-ship were ‘themselves’ yet. They had regained none of their memories, none of their pasts.


Something tried to surface at the back of her mind, and though she worried at it like a loose tooth, Jessica could not remember the first time Alia had been born. In the archives, she had read and reread the legendary accounts generated by Muad’Dib’s biographers. But she couldn’t remember.


All she had were images from her studies: A dry and dusty sietch on Arrakis, surrounded by Fremen. Jessica and her son Paul had been on the run, taken in by the desert tribe. Duke Leto was dead, murdered by Harkonnens. Pregnant, Jessica had drunk the Water of Life, forever changing the fetus inside her. From the moment of her birth, the original Alia had been different from all other babies, filled with ancient wisdom and madness, able to tap into Other Memory without having gone through the Spice Agony. Abomination!


That had been another Alia. Another time and another way.


Now Jessica stood beside her ghola ‘son’ Paul, who was chronologically a year older than she. Paul waited with his beloved Fremen mate Chani and the nine-year-old ghola of a boy who had in turn been their son, Leto II. In a prior shuffle of lives, this had been Jessica’s family.


The Bene Gesserit order had resurrected these figures from history to help fight against the terrible Outside Enemy that hunted them. They had Thufir Hawat, the planetologist Liet-Kynes, the Fremen leader Stilgar, and even the notorious Dr Yueh. Now, after almost a decade of hiatus in the ghola program, Alia had joined the group. Others would come soon; the three remaining axlotl tanks were already pregnant with new children: Gurney Halleck, Serena Butler, Xavier Harkonnen.


Duncan Idaho gave Jessica a quizzical look. Eternal Duncan, with all of his memories restored from all of his prior lives . . . She wondered what he thought of this new ghola baby, a bubble of the past rising up to the present. Long ago, the first ghola of Duncan had been Alia’s consort . . .



CONCEALING HIS AGE well, Duncan was a full-grown man with dark wiry hair. He looked exactly like the hero shown in so many archival records, from the time of Muad’Dib, through the God Emperor’s thirty-five-century reign, to now, another fifteen centuries later.


Breathless and late, the old Rabbi bustled into the birthing chamber accompanied by twelve-year-old Wellington Yueh. Young Yueh’s forehead did not bear the diamond tattoo of the famous Suk School. The bearded Rabbi seemed to think he could save the gangly young man from repeating the terrible crimes he had committed in his prior life.


At the moment the Rabbi looked angry, as he invariably did whenever he came near the axlotl tanks. Since the Bene Gesserit doctors ignored him, the old man vented his displeasure on Sheeana. ‘After years of sanity, you have done it again! When will you learn to stop taunting God?’


After receiving an ominous prescient dream, Sheeana had declared a temporary moratorium on the ghola project that had been her passion from its inception. But their recent ordeal on the planet of the Handlers and their near capture by the Enemy hunters had forced Sheeana to reassess that decision. The wealth of historical and tactical experience the reawakened gholas could offer might be the greatest weapon the no-ship possessed. Sheeana had decided to take the risk.



Perhaps we will be saved by Alia one day, Jessica thought. Or by one of the other gholas . . .



Tempting fate, Sheeana had performed an experiment on this unborn ghola in an effort to make it more like the Alia. Estimating the point in the pregnancy when the original Jessica had consumed the Water of Life, Sheeana had instructed Bene Gesserit Suk doctors to flood the axlotl tank with a near-fatal spice overdose. Saturating the fetus. Trying to re-create an Abomination.


Jessica had been horrified to learn of it – too late, when she could do nothing about it. How would the spice affect that innocent baby? A melange overdose was different from undergoing the Agony.


One of the Suk doctors told the Rabbi to stay out of the birthing creche. Scowling, the old man held up a trembling hand, as if making a blessing on the pale flesh of the axlotl tank. ‘You witches think these tanks are no longer women, no longer human – but this is still Rebecca. She remains a child of my flock.’


‘Rebecca fulfilled a vital need.’ Sheeana said. ‘All of the volunteers knew exactly what they were doing. She accepted her responsibility. Why can’t you?’


The Rabbi turned in exasperation toward the young man at his side. ‘Speak to them, Yueh. Maybe they will listen to you.’


Jessica thought the sallow young ghola seemed more intrigued than incensed about the tanks. ‘As a Suk doctor,’ he said, ‘I delivered many children. But never like this. At least I don’t think so. With my ghola memories still locked away, I get confused sometimes.’


‘And Rebecca is human – not just some biological machine to produce melange and a brood of gholas. You have to see that.’ The Rabbi’s voice grew in volume.


Yueh shrugged. ‘Because I was born in the same fashion, I cannot be entirely objective. If my memories were restored, maybe I’d agree with you.’


‘You don’t need original memories to think! You can think, can’t you?’


‘The baby is ready,’ one of the doctors interrupted. ‘We must decant it now.’ She turned impatiently to the Rabbi. ‘Let us do our work – or the tank could be harmed as well.’


With a sound of disgust, the Rabbi shouldered his way from the birthing creche. Yueh remained behind, continuing to watch.


One of the Suk women tied off the umbilical cord from the fleshy tank. Her shorter colleague cut the purplish-red whip; then she wiped off the slick infant and lifted little Alia into the air. The child let out a loud and immediate cry, as if she had been impatient to be born. Jessica sighed in relief at the healthy sound, which told her the girl was not an Abomination this time. The original newborn Alia had purportedly looked upon the world with the eyes and intelligence of a full adult. This baby’s crying sounded normal. But it stopped abruptly.


While one doctor tended the now-sagging axlotl tank, the other dried the infant and wrapped her in a blanket. Unable to help feeling a tug at her heart, Jessica wanted to reach out and hold the baby, but resisted the urge. Would Alia suddenly start speaking, uttering voices from Other Memory? Instead, the baby looked around the medical center, without seeming to focus.


Others would care for Alia, not unlike the way Bene Gesserit sisters took baby girls under their collective wing. The first Jessica, born under the close scrutiny of breeding mistresses, had never known a mother in the traditional sense. Nor would this Jessica, nor Alia, nor any of the other experimental ghola babies. The new daughter would be raised communally in an improvised society, more an object of scientific curiosity than love.


‘What an odd family we all are,’ Jessica whispered.




Humans are never capable of complete accuracy. Despite all the knowledge and experiences we have absorbed from countless Face Dancer ‘ambassadors,’ we are left with a confused picture. Nonetheless, the flawed accounts of human history provide amusing insights into the delusions of mankind.


– ERASMUS,



Records and Analyses, Backup 242


In spite of a decades-long effort, the thinking machines had not yet captured the no-ship and its precious cargo. That did not, however, stop the computer evermind from launching his vast extermination fleet against the rest of humanity.


Duncan Idaho continued to elude Omnius and Erasmus, who repeatedly cast their sparkling tachyon net into the nothingness, searching for their quarry. The no-ship’s veiling capability normally prevented it from being seen, but from time to time the pursuers caught glimpses, as of something concealed behind shrubbery. At first the hunt had been a challenge, but now the evermind was growing frustrated.


‘You have lost the ship again,’ Omnius boomed through wall speakers in the central, cathedral-like chamber in the technological metropolis of Synchrony.


‘Inaccurate. I must first find it before I can lose it.’ Erasmus tried to sound carefree as he shifted his flowmental skin, reverting from his guise as a kindly old woman to the more familiar appearance of a platinum-surfaced robot.


Like overarching tree trunks, metal spires towered above Erasmus to form a vaulted dome within the machine cathedral. Photons glittered from the activated skins of the pillars, bathing his new laboratory in light. He had even installed a glowing fountain that bubbled with lava – a useless decoration, but the robot often indulged his carefully cultivated artistic sensibilities. ‘Do not be impatient. Remember the mathematical projections. Everything is nicely predetermined.’


‘Your mathematical projections could be myths, like any prophecy. How do I know they are correct?’


‘Because I have said they are correct.’


With the launch of the machine fleet, the long-foretold Kralizec had begun, at last. Kralizec . . . Armageddon . . . the Battle at the End of the Universe . . . Ragnarok . . . Azrafel . . . the End Times . . . the Cloud Darkness. It was a time of fundamental change, of the entire universe shifting on its cosmic axis. Human legends had predicted such a cataclysmic event since the dawn of civilization. Indeed, they had already been through several iterations of similar cataclysms: the Butlerian Jihad itself, the jihad of Paul Muad’Dib, the reign of the Tyrant Leto II. By manipulating computer projections, and thus creating expectations in the mind of Omnius, Erasmus had succeeded in initiating the events that would bring about another fundamental shift. Prophecy and reality – the order of things really didn’t matter.


Like an arrow, all of Erasmus’s infinitely complex calculations, running trillions of data points through the most sophisticated routines, pointed to one result: The final Kwisatz Haderach – whoever that was – would determine the course of events at the end of Kralizec. The projection also revealed that the Kwisatz Haderach was on the no-ship, so Omnius naturally wanted such a force fighting on his side. Ergo, the thinking machines needed to capture that ship. The first to exert control over the final Kwisatz Haderach would win.


Erasmus didn’t fully understand exactly what the superhuman might do when he was located and seized. Though the robot was a longtime student of mankind, he was still a thinking machine, while the Kwisatz Haderach was not. The new Face Dancers, who had long infiltrated humanity and brought vital information back to the Synchronized Empire, fell somewhere in between, like hybrid biological machines. He and Omnius had both absorbed so many of the lives stolen by the Face Dancers that sometimes they forgot who they were. The original Tleilaxu Masters had not foreseen the significance of what they had helped create.


The independent robot knew he still had to keep Omnius under control, though. ‘We have time. You have a galaxy to conquer before we need the Kwisatz Haderach aboard that ship.’


‘I am glad I did not wait for you to succeed.’


For centuries Omnius had been building his invincible force. Using traditional but supremely efficient lightspeed engines, the millions and millions of machine vessels now swept forward and spread out, conquering one star system at a time. The evermind could have made use of the surrogate mathematical navigation systems, which his Face Dancers had ‘given’ to the Spacing Guild, but one element of the Holtzman technology simply remained too incomprehensible. Something indefinably human was required to travel through foldspace, an intangible ‘leap of faith.’ The evermind would never admit that the bizarre technology actually made him . . . nervous.


Following a flurry of test skirmishes, the wall of robotic battleships had encountered and swiftly destroyed fringe outpost worlds settled by humans. Vanguard drones mapped out the planets ahead and distributed deadly biological plagues that Erasmus had developed; by the time the actual machine fleet arrived at a target world, military action was often unnecessary against a dying population. Each combat engagement, even clashes with isolated groups of Honored Matres, was equally decisive.


To keep himself occupied, the independent robot reviewed the streams of data sent back to him. This was the part he enjoyed best. A buzzing watcheye flitted in front of him, and he brushed it away. ‘If you allow me to concentrate, Omnius, I may find some way to speed up our progress against the humans.’


‘How do I know you will not make another mistake?’


‘Because you have confidence in my abilities.’


The watcheye flitted away.


While the machine fleet crushed one human planet after another, Erasmus issued additional instructions for the invader robots. As the infected humans lay writhing, vomiting, and bleeding from their pores, machine scouts casually ransacked databases, halls of records, libraries, and other sources. This was different from the information to be winnowed from the random lives that Face Dancers had assimilated.


With all the fresh data flowing in, Erasmus had the luxury of becoming a scientist again, as he had been long ago. The pursuit of scientific truth had always been his true reason for existence. Now the flood was greater than ever before. Glad to possess so much new information, so much undigested data, he gorged his elaborate mind on raw facts and histories.


After the supposed destruction of thinking machines more than fifteen millennia earlier, the fecund humans had spread, building civilizations and destroying them. Erasmus was intrigued by how, after the Battle of Corrin, the Butler family had founded an empire and ruled it under the name of Corrino for ten thousand years, with a few gaps and interregnums, only to be overthrown by a fanatical leader named Muad’Dib.



Paul Atreides. The first Kwisatz Haderach.


A more fundamental change, however, had come from his son Leto II, called the God Emperor or Tyrant. Another Kwisatz Haderach – a unique hybrid of man and sandworm that had imposed a draconian rule for thirty-five hundred years. After his assassination, human civilization fragmented. Fleeing to the far reaches of the galaxy in the Scattering, people became hardened by their privations until the worst sort of humans – Honored Matres – had blundered into the burgeoning machine empire . . .


Another flitting watcheye scanned the same records Erasmus was reading. Omnius spoke through resonating plates in the walls. ‘I find their contradictions – posed as fact – to be unsettling.’


‘Unsettling perhaps, but fascinating.’ Erasmus disengaged himself from the stacks of historical files. ‘Their histories show how they view themselves and the universe around them. Obviously, these humans need someone to take firm control again.’




Why is religion important? Because logic alone does not compel a person to make great sacrifices. Given sufficient religious fervor, however, people will throw themselves against impossible odds and consider themselves blessed for doing so.


– MISSIONARIA PROTECTIVA, 



First Primer


Two male workers appeared at the door of Murbella’s coldly ostentatious council chambers during a tense meeting. Using suspensor clamps, they hauled a large, motionless robot between them. ‘Mother Commander? You asked for this to be delivered here.’


The combat machine was built from blue and black metal, reinforced with struts and overlapping armor. Its conical head contained a suite of sensors and targeting arrays, and four engine-driven arms were wrapped with cables and augmented with weapons. Damaged during a recent skirmish, the fighting robot had dark smears across its bulky torso where high-energy blasts had knocked out its internal processors. The robotic thing was shut down, dead, defeated. But even deactivated, it was cause for nightmares.


Murbella’s advisors, startled out of their discussions and arguments, stared at the big machine. All of the gathered women wore the plain black unitard of the New Sisterhood, following a code of homogenized dress that allowed no indication of their origins as either Bene Gesserit or Honored Matre.


Murbella gestured to the intimidated-looking workers. ‘Bring that thing inside where we can see it every time we talk about the Enemy. It will do us good to be reminded of the adversary we’re up against.’


Even with the suspensor clamps, the men sweated as they wrestled the machine into the room. Murbella strode to the bulky combat robot and stared with defiance up into its dull optic sensors. She glanced proudly at her daughter. ‘Bashar Idaho brought this specimen back from the battle at Duvalle.’


‘It should be sent to the scrap heap. Or shot into space,’ said Kiria, a hard-edged former Honored Matre. ‘What if it still has passive spy programming?’


‘It’s been thoroughly purged,’ said Janess Idaho. As the newly appointed commandant of the Sisterhood’s military forces, she had become a very pragmatic young woman.


‘A trophy, Mother Commander?’ asked Laera, a dark-skinned Reverend Mother who often quietly supported Murbella. ‘Or a prisoner of war?’


‘This is the only one our armies found intact. We blew up four machine ships before we retreated and let them destroy the planet behind us. They had already turned their plagues loose on Ronto and Pital, leaving no survivors. Total population losses number in the billions.’


Duvalle, Ronto, and Pital were just the latest casualties as the machine army continued its forward march through the outlying systems. Because of the distances involved and the sheer might of the attacking ships, reports were sketchy and often outdated. Refugees and couriers surged away from battle zones, heading inward from the fringes of the Scattering.


Murbella turned her back on the deactivated robot and faced the Sisters. ‘Knowing that a tempest approaches, we have the option of simply evacuating – abandoning everything we have. That is the Honored Matre way.’


Some of the Sisters flinched at the comment. Long ago, Honored Matres had chosen to run from the Enemy, pillaging on their way out, hoping to stay one step ahead of the storm. To them, the Old Empire had been no more than a crude barricade to be thrown up against the Enemy; they had simply hoped it would last long enough for them to get away.


‘Or, we can board up our windows, strengthen our walls, and ride it out. And hope we survive.’


‘This is no mere storm, Mother Commander,’ said Laera. ‘The repercussions are already being felt. Refugees fleeing the battlefront are overwhelming the support systems of second-wave worlds, all of which are preparing for evacuation as well. The people won’t stand and fight.’


‘Like waterlogged rats crowding to the corner of a sinking raft,’ Kiria muttered.


‘Says the Honored Matre, who did exactly the same,’ Janess said from the end of the table, then tried to cover her comment by loudly sipping her spice coffee. Kiria glared at her.


‘A shadow deep in our Honored Matre past,’ Murbella said. ‘Through hubris, and a violent predisposition to strike first and understand later, the whores caused all these problems.’ By digging deep into her mind and history, she had been the first to remember how her long-dead sisters had stupidly provoked the thinking machines.


Kiria was indignant, clearly still associating herself with the Honored Matres. Murbella found it disturbing. ‘You yourself revealed why the Honored Matres are what they are, Mother Commander. Descended from tortured Tleilaxu females, rogue Reverend Mothers, and a few Fish Speakers. They had every right to be vengeful.’


‘They had no right to be stupid!’ Murbella snapped. ‘A painful past did not give them the right to lash out against anything they encountered. They couldn’t salve their conscience by pretending they knew what they were doing when they attacked a machine outpost and stole weapons they didn’t understand.’ She smiled slightly. ‘If anything, I can relate to – though not approve of – their revenge against the Tleilaxu worlds. In Other Memory I know what the Tleilaxu did to my ancestors . . . I remember being one of their vile axlotl tanks. But make no mistake, that kind of provocative and poorly planned violence has caused immeasurable trouble for the human race. And now look what we face!’


‘How can we strengthen ourselves against this storm, Mother Commander?’ The question came from ancient Accadia, a Reverend Mother who lived in the Chapterhouse Archives. Accadia hardly ever slept and rarely allowed sunlight to touch her parchment skin. ‘What defenses do we have?’ The hulking combat robot seemed to mock them from the corner of the room, where the men had left it.


‘We have the weapon of religion. Especially Sheeana.’


‘Sheeana is of no use to us!’ Janess said. ‘Her followers believe she died on Rakis decades ago.’


The priests on Rakis had once made much of the girl who could command sandworms. The Bene Gesserit had created a grassroots religion around Sheeana, and the annihilation of Dune had only served the Sisterhood’s greater purpose. After her supposed death, the rescued girl was isolated on Chapterhouse, so that one day she might ‘return from the grave’ to great fanfare. But the real Sheeana had escaped with Duncan on the no-ship more than twenty years ago.


‘It’s not necessary for us to have her, specifically. Simply find Sisters who resemble her and apply any necessary makeup and facial modifications.’ Murbella tapped fingers against her lips. ‘Yes, we shall begin with twelve new Sheeanas. Disperse them to the refugee worlds, since the displaced survivors will be our most impressionable recruits. The resurrected Sheeana will seem to appear everywhere at once – a messiah, a visionary, a leader.’


Laera spoke in an eminently reasonable voice. ‘Genetic tests will prove that these impostors are not Sheeana. Your plan will backfire once people see we have tried to trick them.’


Kiria had already thought of the obvious solution. ‘We can have Bene Gesserit doctors – Suk doctors – perform the tests . . . and lie for us.’


‘Also, don’t underestimate the greatest advantage we have.’ Murbella held out her hand like a mendicant asking for alms. ‘The people want to believe. For thousands of years, our Missionaria Protectiva wove religious beliefs among populations. Now we must use those techniques not just for our own protection, but as a functional weapon, a means of influencing armies. No longer passive and protective, but an active force. A Missionaria Aggressiva.’


The other women, especially Kiria, seemed to like the idea. Accadia scowled down at her Ridulian crystal sheets, as if trying to find profound answers written in the dense characters.


Murbella flashed a defiant look at the combat robot. ‘The twelve Sheeanas will carry spice from our stockpiles. Each will distribute extravagant amounts of melange as she makes her pronouncements. She will say that Shaitan told her in a dream that spice would flow again soon. Though Rakis was burned as lifeless as Sodom and Gomorrah, many new Dunes will appear elsewhere. Sheeana will promise them this.’ Years ago, groups of Reverend Mothers had been sent out on a secret Scattering, taking ships and all-important sandtrout to seed additional planets and create more desert worlds for the sandworms.


‘False prophets and sightings of the messiah. It’s been done before.’ Kiria sounded bored. ‘Explain how this will benefit us.’


Murbella shot her a calculated smile. ‘We take advantage of the superstitions that will run rampant. People believe they must endure a time of tribulation, a cycle as old as the most ancient religions, long before the First Great Movement or the Zensunni Hajj. So, we tailor that belief to our own uses. The thinking machines are the great evil we have to defeat before humanity can reap its reward.’


Turning to the aged mistress of the Archives, she said, ‘Accadia, read everything you can find about the Butlerian Jihad and how Serena Butler led her forces. The same for Paul Muad’Dib. We could even say that the Tyrant began to prepare us for this. Study his writings and take sections out of context to support our message, so the people will be convinced that this final universal conflict has been foretold all along: Kralizec. If they believe in the prophecies, they’ll continue to fight long after any rational hope should be dashed.’


She motioned for the women to go about their tasks. ‘In the meantime, I have set up a meeting with the Ixians and the Guild. Since Richese is destroyed, I’ll demand that they devote their manufacturing capabilities to our war effort. We need every scrap of resistance the human race can muster.’


As she was leaving, Accadia asked, ‘And what if those old prophecies prove to be correct? What if these truly are the End Times?’


‘Then our efforts are all the more justified. And we still fight. It’s all we can do.’ Facing the robot, Murbella spoke to it as if the machine mind could still hear her. ‘And that’s how we will defeat you.’




I am the keeper of private knowledge and uncounted secrets. You will never know what I know! I would pity you, if you were not an infidel.


– Mirage in the Shariat Road,


an apocryphal Tleilaxu writing


In the enormous Guild Heighliner, no passengers ever guessed what the Navigator and his captive Tleilaxu Master were doing right under their noses.


By holding melange supplies for ransom, the Bene Gesserit witches had backed the Spacing Guild into a corner and forced them to choose drastic alternatives. Facing extinction from spice starvation, the Navigator faction urged Waff to greater speed to complete his task. The Tleilaxu Master felt the need for haste as well, since he was facing extinction himself, though for different reasons.


Turning his back on the observation lens, Waff surreptitiously consumed another dose of melange. The cinnamony powder had been provided strictly for scientific purposes. He touched the burning substance to his lips and tongue, closed his eyes in ecstasy. Such a small quantity – only a taste – was enough to buy a house on a colony world these days! The Tleilaxu man felt energy rush back into his ailing body. Edrik would not begrudge him this bit of melange to help him think straight.


Normally, Tleilaxu Masters lived from body to body in a chain of ghola immortality. They had learned patience and long-term planning from the Great Belief. Had not God’s Messenger himself lived for three and a half millennia? But forbidden techniques had accelerated this Waff’s growth in the axlotl tank. The cells in his body burned through his existence like flames through a forest, sweeping him from infancy to childhood to maturity, in only a few years. Waff’s memory restoration had been imperfect, bringing back only fragments of his past life and knowledge.


Escaping the Honored Matres, Waff had been forced to take refuge with the Navigator faction. Since Edrik and his fellows had financed his ghola resurrection in the first place, why not beg them for sanctuary? Though the little man did not remember how to create melange with axlotl tanks, he claimed he could do the impossible – bring back the supposedly extinct sandworms. A much more spectacular and necessary solution.


In the isolated Heighliner laboratory, Edrik had provided all of the research tools, technical equipment, and genetic raw material he could possibly need. Waff did as the Navigators demanded. Bringing back the magnificent worms that had been exterminated on Rakis offered the simultaneous possibilities of manufacturing spice, and of restoring his Prophet.


I must do this! Failure is not an option.


With his accelerated maturity, Waff would be at his peak – the best health, the sharpest mind – for only a short while longer. Before he began the inevitable rapid degeneration, he had much to accomplish. The tremendous responsibility prodded at him.


Focus, focus!


He climbed onto a stool and peered into a plaz-walled containment tank full of sand from Rakis itself. Dune. Because of the planet’s religious significance, pilgrims who could not afford the interplanetary passage contented themselves with relics, fragments of stone chipped from the ruins of Muad’Dib’s original palace or scraps of spice cloth embroidered with the sayings of Leto II. Even the poorest of devout followers wanted a sample of Rakian sand, so that they could dust their fingertips and imagine themselves closer to the Divided God. The Navigators had acquired hundreds of cubic meters of authentic Rakian sand. Though it was doubtful that the origin of the grains would have any effect on the sandworm tests, Waff preferred to remove any stray variables.


He leaned over the open tank, filled his mouth with saliva, and let a long droplet splatter onto the soft sand. Like piranhas in an aquarium, shapes stirred beneath the surface, swirling to seize the invading moisture. In another place long ago, spitting – sharing one’s personal water – had been a sign of respect among the Fremen. Waff used it to bring sandtrout to the surface.


Little makers. Sandtrout specimens, far more precious even than the sand of Dune.


Years ago, the Guild had intercepted a secret Bene Gesserit ship carrying sandtrout in its hold. When the witches aboard refused to explain their mission, they were all killed, their sandtrout seized, and Chapterhouse had been none the wiser.


Learning that the Guild possessed some of the immature sandworm vectors, Waff demanded them for his work. Though he could not remember how to create melange in an axlotl tank, this experiment had much greater potential. By resurrecting the worms, he could not only bring back spice, but the Prophet himself!


Unafraid of the sandtrout, he reached into the aquarium with a small hand. Grabbing one of the leathery creatures by its fringe, he pulled it flopping out of the sand. Sensing the moisture in Waff’s perspiration, the sandtrout wrapped itself around his fingers, palm, and knuckles. He poked and prodded the soft surface, reshaping the edges.


‘Little sandtrout, what secrets do you have for me?’ He formed a fist, and the creature flowed around it to form a jellylike glove. He could feel his skin drying out.


Carrying the sandtrout, Waff went to a clean research table and set out a wide, deep pan. He tried to unwrap the sandtrout from his knuckles, but each time he moved the membrane it flowed back onto his skin. Feeling the desiccation in his hand now, he poured a beaker of fresh water into the bottom of the pan. The sandtrout, attracted by a larger supply, quickly plopped into it.


Water was deadly poison to sandworms, but not to the younger sandtrout, the larval stage of the worms. The early vector had a fundamentally different biochemistry before it underwent the metamorphosis into its mature form. A paradox. How could one stage in the life cycle be so ravenously drawn to water, while a later phase was killed by it?


Flexing his fingers to recover from the unnatural dryness, Waff was fascinated as the specimen engulfed the water. The larva instinctively hoarded moisture to create a perfectly dry environment for the adult. From previous-life memories that did remain within him, he knew of ancient Tleilaxu experiments to move and control worms. Standard attempts to transplant full-grown worms onto dry planets always failed. Even the most extreme offworld landscapes still had too much moisture to support such a fragile – fragile? – life-form as the sandworms.


Now, though, he had a different idea. Instead of changing the worlds to accommodate sandworms, perhaps he could alter the worms themselves in their immature stage, help them adapt. The Tleilaxu understood the Language of God, and their genius for genetics had achieved the impossible many times. Had not Leto II been God’s Prophet? It was Waff’s duty to bring Him back.


The concept and chromosomal mechanics seemed simple. At some point in the sandtrout’s development, a trigger changed the creature’s chemical response toward a substance as simple as water. If he could only find that trigger and block it, the sandtrout should continue to mature, but without such a deathly aversion to liquid water. Now that would be a true miracle!


But if one prevented a caterpillar from spinning a cocoon, would it still transform into a great moth? He would have to be very careful, indeed.


If he understood what the witches had done on Chapterhouse, they had discovered a way to release sandtrout into a planetary environment – the Bene Gesserit homeworld. Once there, the sandtrout reproduced and began an unstoppable process to destroy (remake?) the whole ecosystem. From a lush planet to an arid wasteland. They would eventually turn the world into a total desert, where the sandworms could survive and be reborn.


More questions continued to follow, one after another. Why were the fleeing Bene Gesserit Sisters carrying sandtrout samples aboard their refugee ships? Were they trying to distribute them to other worlds, and thereby create more desert planets? Habitats for more worms? Such a plan would require a huge concerted effort, take decades to come to fruition, and kill off the native life on a planet. Inefficient.


Waff had a much more immediate solution. If he could develop a breed of sandworm that tolerated water, even thrived around it, the creatures could be transplanted onto innumerable worlds where they could grow swiftly and multiply! The worms would not need to reconstruct a whole planetary environment before they began to produce melange. That alone would save decades that Waff simply did not have. His modified worms would provide all the spice the Guild Navigators could ever desire – and serve Waff’s purposes as well.


Help me, Prophet!


The sandtrout specimen had absorbed all the water in the pan and now gradually moved about the base and sides, exploring the boundaries. Waff brought research tools and chemicals to the laboratory table – his alcohols, acids, and flames, his deep sample extractors.


The first cut was the hardest. Then he began to work on the shapeless, squirming creature to pry loose its genetic secrets in any way he could.


He had the best DNA analyzers and genetic sequencers the Guild could obtain . . . and they were very good, indeed. The sandtrout took a long time to die, but Waff was certain the Prophet wouldn’t mind.




A stench seeps from my pores. The foul odor of extinction.


– SCYTALE, 



the last known Tleilaxu Master


The small, gray-skinned child looked worriedly at his older but identical counterpart. ‘This is a restricted area. The Bashar will be very angry with us.’


The older Scytale scowled, disappointed that a child with such a magnificent destiny could be so timid. ‘These people have no authority to impose their rules on me – either version of me!’ Despite years of preparation, instruction, and insistence, Scytale knew that the ghola boy still did not grasp who he was. The Tleilaxu Master coughed and winced, unable to minimize his physical problems. ‘You must awaken your genetic memories before it is too late!’


The child followed his older self down the dim corridor of the no-ship, but his steps were too shaky to be furtive. Occasionally the degenerating Scytale needed support from his twelve-year-old ‘son.’ Each day, each lesson, should bring the younger one closer to the tipping point at which his embedded memories would cascade free. Then, finally, old Scytale could allow himself to die.


Years ago, he had been forced to offer his only bargaining chip – his secret stash of valuable cellular material – to bribe the witches. Scytale resented being put in such a position, but in return for the raw makings of heroes from the past for the witches’ own purposes, Sheeana had agreed to let him use the axlotl tanks to grow a new version of himself. He hoped it wasn’t too late.


For years now, every sentence, every day increased pressure on the younger Scytale. His ‘father,’ a victim of planned cellular obsolescence, doubted he had another year before collapsing completely. Unless the boy received his memories soon, very soon, all the knowledge of the Tleilaxu would be lost. Old Scytale winced at the dire prospect, which hurt him far more than any physical pain.


They reached one of the vacant lower levels, where a testing chamber had gone unnoticed in the empty expanses of the ship. ‘I will use this powindah teaching equipment to show you how God meant for the Tleilaxu to live.’ The walls were smooth and curved, the glowpanels tuned to a dull orange. The room seemed to be full of gestating wombs, round, flaccid, mindless – the way women were supposed to serve a truly civilized society.


Scytale smiled at the sight, while the boy stared around with dark eyes. ‘Axlotl tanks. So many of them! Where did they all come from?’


‘Unfortunately they are merely holographic projections.’ The high-quality simulation included mock tank sounds, as well as the odors of chemicals, disinfectants, and medicinals.


As Scytale stood surrounded by the glorious images, his heart ached to see the home he missed so much, a home now utterly destroyed. Years ago, before he was allowed to set foot again in sacred Bandalong, Scytale and all Tleilaxu had always undergone a lengthy cleansing process. Ever since the Honored Matres had forced him to flee with only his life and a few bargaining chips, he had tried to observe the rituals and practices as much as possible – and had vigorously taught them to the young ghola – but there were limitations. Scytale had not felt sufficiently clean in a long time. But he knew that God would understand.


‘This is how a typical breeding chamber used to look. Study it. Absorb it. Remind yourself of how things were, how they should be. I created these images from my own memories, and those same memories are within you. Find them.’


Scytale had said the same thing again and again, hammering it into the child. His younger version was a good student, very intelligent, and knew all the information by rote learning, but the boy didn’t know it in his soul.


Sheeana and the other witches didn’t grasp the immensity of the crisis he faced, or perhaps they didn’t care. The Bene Gesserits understood little about the nuances of restoring a ghola’s memories, could not recognize the moment when a ghola was perfectly ready . . . but Scytale might not have the luxury of waiting. The child was certainly old enough. He should awaken! Soon the boy would be the only Tleilaxu left, with no one to wake his memories.


As he surveyed the rows of breeding vats, the junior Scytale’s face filled with awe and intimidation. The boy was drinking it all in. Good. ‘That tank in the second row is the one that gave birth to me,’ he said. ‘The Sisterhood called her Rebecca.’


‘The tank has no name. It is not a person and never was. Even when it could speak, it was only a female. We Tleilaxu never name our tanks, nor the females that preceded them.’


Expanding the image, he allowed the walls to disappear into a projection of a vast breeding house with tank after tank after tank; outside were the spires and streets of Bandalong. These visual cues should have been sufficient, but Scytale wished he could have added other sensory details, the female reproductive smells, the feel of the sunlight of home, the comforting knowledge of countless Tleilaxu filling the streets, the buildings, the temples.


He felt achingly lonely.


‘I should not still be alive and standing before you. It offends me to be old and in pain, with my body malfunctioning. The kehl of true Masters should have euthanized me long ago and let me live on in a fresh ghola body. But these are not proper times.’


‘These are not proper times,’ the boy repeated, backing through one of the detailed holo-images. ‘You have to do things you would not otherwise tolerate. You must use heroic means to stay alive long enough to awaken me, and I promise you, with all my heart, that I will become Scytale. Before it is too late.’


The process of awakening a ghola was neither simple nor swift. Year after year, Scytale had applied pressures, reminders, mental twists to this boy. Each lesson and each demand built, like a pebble added to the pile, higher and higher, and sooner or later he would add enough to that unstable mound to trigger an avalanche. And only God and his Prophet could know which small stone of memory would cause that barrier to come crashing down.


The boy watched the flickering moods cross his mentor’s face. Not knowing what else to do, he quoted a comforting lesson from his catechism. ‘When one is faced with an impossible choice, one must always choose the path of the Great Belief. God guides those who wish to be led.’


The very thought seemed to consume Scytale’s last energy, and he slumped into a nearby chair in the simulation room, trying to recover his strength. When the ghola hurried to his side, Scytale stroked the dark hair of his alternate self. ‘You are young, perhaps too young.’


The boy placed a comforting hand on the old man’s shoulder. ‘I will try – I promise. I’ll work as hard as I can.’ He squeezed his eyes shut and seemed to push, as if wrestling with the intangible walls inside his brain. At last, perspiring heavily, he gave up the effort.


The elder Scytale felt despondent. He had already used all the techniques he knew to push this ghola to the brink. Crisis, paradox, unrelenting desperation. But he felt it more than the boy did. Clinical knowledge was simply insufficient.


The witches had used some sort of sexual twisting to bring back the Bashar Miles Teg when his ghola was only ten years old, and Scytale’s successor was already two years past that mark. But he could not bear the thought of the Bene Gesserit women using their unclean bodies to break this boy. Scytale had already sacrificed so much, selling most of his soul for a glimmer of hope for his race’s future. The Prophet Himself would turn his back on Scytale in disgust. Not that!


Scytale placed his head in his hands. ‘You are a flawed ghola. I should have thrown away your fetus and started anew twelve years ago!’


The boy’s voice was rough, like torn fiber. ‘I will concentrate, and push my memories out of my cells!’


The Tleilaxu Master felt a weary sadness weighing him down. ‘It is an instinctive process, not an intellectual one. It must come to you. If your memories don’t return, then you are of no use to me. Why should I let you live?’


The boy was visibly struggling, but Scytale saw no flash of awe and relief, no sudden flood of a lifetime’s experiences. Both Tleilaxu reeked of failure. With each passing moment, Scytale felt more and more of himself dying.




The fate of our race depends on the actions of an unlikely collection of misfits.


– from a Bene Gesserit study on the human condition


In his second life, Baron Vladimir Harkonnen had done well for himself. At only seventeen, the awakened ghola already commanded a large castle filled with antique relics and a retinue of servants to satisfy his every whim. Better yet, it was Castle Caladan, the seat of House Atreides. He sat upon a high throne of fused black jewels, gazing around a large audience chamber as attendants went about their duties. Pomp and grandeur, all the trappings a Harkonnen deserved.


Despite appearances, though, the ghola Baron had very little real power, and he knew it. The Face Dancer myriad had created him for a specific purpose and, despite his reawakened memories, managed to keep him on a tight leash. Too many important questions remained unanswered, and too much was out of his control. He didn’t like that.


The Face Dancers seemed much more interested in their young ghola of Paul Atreides – the one they called ‘Paolo.’ He was their real prize. Their leader Khrone said that this planet and the restored castle existed for the sole purpose of triggering Paolo’s memories. The Baron was just a means to an end, of secondary importance in the ‘Kwisatz Haderach matter.’


He resented the Atreides brat for it. The boy was only eight and still had much to learn from his mentor, though the Baron hadn’t yet determined what the Face Dancers really wanted.


‘Prepare him and raise him. See that he is primed for his destiny,’ Khrone had said. ‘There is a certain need he must fulfill.’



A certain need. But what need?



You are his grandfather, said the annoying voice of Alia inside the Baron’s head. Take good care of him. The little girl taunted him incessantly. From the moment his memories were restored, she had been there waiting for him in his mind. Her voice still contained a childhood lisp, exactly as she had sounded when she’d killed him with the poisoned needle of the gom jabbar.


‘I’d rather take care of you, little Abomination!’ he yelled. ‘Wring your neck, twist your head – once, twice, three times! Make your delicate little skull pop right off! Ha!’


But it’s your own skull, dear Baron.


He clamped his hands against his temples. ‘Leave me alone!’


Seeing no one else in the room with their master, the servants looked at him uneasily. The Baron fumed and slumped back in his glittering black chair. Having embarrassed and angered him, the Alia voice whispered his name tauntingly one more time and faded away.


Just then, a jaunty and self-important Paolo strode into the chamber, followed by an entourage of androgynous Face Dancers who acted as his protectors. The child carried an air of overconfidence that the Baron found at once fascinating and disconcerting.


Baron Vladimir Harkonnen and this other Paul Atreides were inextricably meshed, simultaneously drawn together and repelled, like two powerful magnets. After the Baron’s memories had been restored and he understood enough of who he was, Paolo had been brought to Caladan and handed over to the Baron’s tender care . . . with dire warnings should any harm befall him.


From his high black chair, the Baron glared down at the cocky youth. What made Paolo so special? What was the ‘Kwisatz Haderach matter’? What did the Atreides know?


For some time, Paolo had been sensitive, thoughtful, even caring; he had a stubborn streak of innate goodness that the Baron had been working diligently to eradicate. Given time, and enough harsh training, he was sure he could cure even the honorable core of an Atreides. That would prime Paolo for his destiny, all right! Though the boy still struggled with his actions occasionally, he had made considerable progress.


Paolo came to an impertinent halt in front of the dais. One of the androgynous Face Dancers placed an antique handgun into the boy’s hand.


Angrily, the Baron leaned forward for a better view. ‘Is that gun from my personal collection? I told you to stay out of those things.’


‘This is a relic of House Atreides, so I’m entitled to use it. A disk gun, once carried by my sister Alia, according to the label.’


The Baron shifted on his throne, nervous to have the loaded weapon so close to him.


‘It’s just a woman’s gun.’


Inside the thick black armrests the Baron had secreted his own weapons, any one of which could easily turn the boy into a wet smear – hmm, fresh material for growing another ghola, he thought. ‘Even so, it’s a valuable relic, and I don’t want it damaged by a reckless child.’


‘I won’t damage it.’ Paolo seemed pensive. ‘I respect artifacts that my ancestors used.’


Anxious to keep the boy from thinking too much, he stood. ‘Shall we take it outside, then, Paolo? Why don’t we see how it works?’ The Baron gave him an avuncular pat on the shoulder. ‘And afterward we can kill something with our bare hands, like we did to the mongrel hounds and ferrets.’


Paolo seemed uncertain. ‘Maybe another day.’


Nevertheless, the Baron hurried him out of the throne room. ‘Let’s get rid of those noisy gulls around the midden piles. Have I mentioned how much you remind me of Feyd? Lovely Feyd.’


‘More than once.’


Watched over by Face Dancers, they spent the next two hours at the castle’s trash heap, taking turns shooting the raucous birds with the disk gun. Oblivious to the danger, the gulls swooped and shrieked at one another, fighting over morsels of rain-splattered garbage. Paolo took a shot, then the Baron. Despite its antiquity, the gun was quite accurate. Each spinning, microthin disk chopped a bird into bloody meat and dislodged feathers. Then the surviving gulls squabbled over the fresh gobbets.


Between them, they killed fourteen birds, although the Baron did not do nearly as well as the child, who had quite an aptitude for cool marksmanship. As the Baron raised the disk gun and aimed carefully, the girl’s annoying voice rang in his head again. That’s not my gun, you know.


He took the shot and missed by a wide margin. Alia giggled.


‘What do you mean it’s not yours?’ He ignored Paolo’s puzzled stare as the boy took the weapon for his turn.


It’s a fake. I never had a disk gun like that.


‘Leave me alone.’


‘Who are you talking to?’ Paolo asked.


After reaching into a pocket the Baron offered several capsules of orange melange substitute to Paolo, who obediently took them. He grabbed the weapon back from the boy. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. The antiquities dealer provided a certificate of authenticity and documentation when he sold the weapon to me.’


Grandfather, you shouldn’t be so easily fooled! My own gun shot larger disks. This is a cheap imitation and doesn’t even have the maker’s initials on the barrel, like the original.


He studied the carved ornamental handle, turned the gun toward his face, then looked at the short barrel. No initials. ‘And what about my other things, the objects supposedly owned by Jessica and Duke Leto?’



Some are real, some are not. I’ll let you find out which are which. Knowing the nobleman’s penchant for buying historical artifacts, the dealer would return to Caladan soon. No one made a fool of the Baron! The Baron ghola decided the next meeting would not be quite so cordial. He would ask a few incisive questions. Alia’s voice faded away, and he was glad to have a moment of peace inside his head.


Paolo had consumed two of the orange capsules, and as the melange substitute took hold, the boy dropped to his knees and stared beatifically into the sky. ‘I see a great victory in my future! I’m holding a knife that drips with blood. I’m standing over my enemy . . . over myself.’ He frowned, then beamed again, yelling, ‘I am the Kwisatz Haderach!’ Then Paolo let out a bloodcurdling scream. ‘No . . . now, I see myself dying on the floor, bleeding to death. But how can this be, if I am the Kwisatz Haderach? How can this be?’


The nearest Face Dancer grew animated. ‘We were instructed to watch for signs of prescience. We must notify Khrone immediately.’



Prescience? the Baron thought. Or insanity?



Inside his mind, the presence of Alia laughed.



DAYS LATER, THE Baron strolled along the top of the cliff and gazed out to sea. Caladan did not yet have the lovely, grimy industrial capacity of his beloved Giedi Prime, but at least he’d paved over the gardens in the vicinity of the castle. The Baron hated flowers with their eye-straining colors and sickening odors. He much preferred the perfume of factory smoke. He had great ambitions of turning Caladan into another Giedi Prime. The march of progress was more important than any esoteric plans the Face Dancers had for young Paolo.


On the lowest level of the restored castle, where other great houses would have prepared chambers for ‘policy enforcement activities,’ House Atreides had instead used the space for food storage rooms, a wine cellar, and an emergency shelter. Being a more traditional nobleman, the Baron had installed dungeons, interrogation rooms, and a well-equipped torture chamber. He also had a party room on that level, where he often took young boys from the fishing village.



You can’t remove the marks of House Atreides with such cosmetic changes, Grandfather, said the pestering voice of Alia. I preferred the old castle.


‘Shut up, devil child! You were never here in life, either.’


Oh, I visited my ancestral home when my mother lived here, when Muad’Dib was Emperor and his jihad splashed blood across the star systems. Don’t you remember, Grandfather? Or weren’t you inside my head then?


‘I wish you weren’t inside mine. I was born before you! I can’t possibly have your memories inside me. You’re an Abomination!’


Alia chuckled in a particularly disconcerting way. Yes, Grandfather. I’m that, and much more. Perhaps that’s why I have the power to be inside you. Or, perhaps you are just flawed – completely mad. Have you considered the possibility that you might be imagining me? That’s what everyone else thinks.



Servants hurried by, glancing fearfully at him. Just then the Baron saw a groundcar negotiating the steep road from the spaceport. ‘Ah, here is our guest.’ Despite Alia’s intrusion, he expected this to be an entertaining day.


After the groundcar pulled up, a tall man stepped out of the rear compartment and made his way past statues of great Harkonnens that the Baron had erected in the past year. A suspensor platform floated behind the antiquities dealer, carrying his wares.


What do you plan to do with him, Grandfather?


‘You know damned well what I’m going to do.’ High on the wall above, the Baron rubbed his hands together in gleeful anticipation. ‘Make yourself useful for a change, Abomination.’ Alia giggled, but it sounded as if she was laughing at him.


The Baron hurried down as a haunted-looking house servant escorted the visitor inside. Shay Vendee was an antiquities dealer, always pleased to meet with one of his best customers. As he strolled in with his goods trailing behind him, his round face shone as radiantly as a small red sun.


The Baron greeted him with a moist handshake, clasping with both hands and holding on a little too long, squeezing a bit too hard.


The merchant extricated himself from his customer’s grip. ‘You’ll marvel at what I’ve brought, Baron – amazing what turns up with a little digging.’ He opened one of the cases on the suspensor platform. ‘I saved these treasures especially for you.’


The Baron brushed a speck off one of the jeweled rings on his fingers. ‘First I have something to show you, my dear Mr Vendee. My new wine cellar. I am quite proud of it.’


A look of surprise. ‘Are the Danian vineyards operating again?’


‘I have other sources.’


After the dealer disengaged his suspensor platform, the Baron led him down a wide rock staircase into increasing gloom. Oblivious to the danger, Vendee chattered cordially. ‘Caladan wines used to be quite famous, and deservedly so. In fact, I heard a rumor that a cache was found on the ruins of Kaitain, bottles perfectly preserved in a nullentropy vault. The nullentropy field prevented the wine from aging and mellowing – in this case for thousands of years – but even so, the vintage must be quite extraordinary. Would you like me to see if I can acquire a bottle or two for you?’


The Baron stopped at the bottom of the dim stairs and peered with spider-black eyes at his guest. ‘So long as you can provide the appropriate documentation. I wouldn’t want to be duped into buying anything fake.’


Vendee wore a look of horror. ‘Of course not, Baron Harkonnen!’


Finally, they passed through a narrow corridor illuminated by smoking oil lamps. Glowglobes were too efficient and harsh for the Baron’s taste. He loved the dank, gritty smell of the air; it almost masked the other odors.


‘Here we are!’ The Baron pushed open a heavy wooden door and led the way into his fully stocked torture chamber. It had the traditional accoutrements: racks, masks, electrified chairs, and a strappado, by which a subject could be alternately hoisted into the air and dropped. ‘This is one of my new playrooms. My pride and joy.’


Vendee’s eyes opened wide in alarm. ‘I thought you said we were going to your wine cellar.’


‘Why, over there, my good man.’ With a good-natured expression, the Baron pointed to a table from which loose straps hung. A wine bottle and two glasses sat on top. He poured red wine into both glasses and handed one to his increasingly agitated guest.


Vendee glanced around, nervously eyeing the red stains on the table and rock floor. Spilled wine? ‘I have just made a long journey, and I’m tired. Maybe we should go back up to the main rooms. You will be absolutely delighted with the new items I’ve brought. Quite valuable relics, I assure you.’


The Baron fingered one of the straps on the table. ‘There is another matter, first.’ He narrowed his eyes. From a side door a sunken-eyed boy marched in, carrying what looked like two ornate old weapons, disk handguns of ancient manufacture.


‘Do these look familiar? Examine them carefully.’


Vendee held one weapon to examine it. ‘Oh, yes. The antique gun of Alia Atreides. Used by her own hands.’


‘So you said.’ Taking the other handgun from the serving boy, the Baron said to Vendee, ‘You sold me a fake. I happen to know that the gun you hold is not the original weapon used by Alia.’


‘I have a reputation for integrity, Baron. If anyone has told you otherwise, they are lying.’


‘Unfortunately for you, my source is beyond reproach.’



You are lucky to have me inside you to point out your mistakes, Alia said. If you believe I am real.


Indignantly, Vendee placed the gun on the table and turned to leave. He only made it halfway to the door.


The Baron pulled the trigger of his own weapon, and a large, spinning disk shot out and hit the dealer squarely in the back of his neck, decapitating him. Swiftly, smoothly. The Baron was sure it hadn’t hurt a bit.


‘Good shot, eh?’ The Baron grinned at the serving boy.


The servant did not flinch at the murder. ‘Will that be all you desire from me, sir?’


‘You don’t expect me to clean up this mess myself, do you?’


‘No, my Lord. I will get right to it.’


‘Then wash yourself afterward.’ The Baron looked him over. ‘We’ll have even more fun this afternoon.’ Meanwhile, he went back upstairs to study what the antique dealer had brought with him.




Once, I was born of a natural mother, and then reborn many times as a ghola. Considering the millennia over which the Bene Gesserit, the Tleilaxu, and others have meddled with the gene pool, I wonder – are any of us truly natural anymore?


– ship’s log, entry of


DUNCAN IDAHO


Today, Gurney Halleck would be born again. Paul Atreides had looked forward to this during the months-long gestation process. Since the recent birth of his sister Alia, the waiting had become nearly unbearable. But in a matter of hours, Gurney would be removed from the axlotl tank. The famed Gurney Halleck!


In his studies under Proctor Superior Garimi, Paul had read much about the troubadour warrior, had seen images of the man and heard recordings of his songs. But he wanted to know the real Gurney, his friend, mentor, and protector from an epic time. Someday, though their ages were topsy-turvy now, the two would remember how close their friendship had been.


Paul couldn’t keep the grin off his face as he rushed to get ready. Whistling an old Atreides song that he’d learned from Gurney’s recorded collection, he stepped into the corridor, and Chani emerged from her own quarters to join him. Two years his junior, the thirteen-year-old was whip-thin and fast, soft-spoken and beautiful, only a preview of the woman she would become again. Knowing their destinies, she and Paul were already inseparable. He took her hand, and the pair happily hurried toward the medical center.


He wondered if Gurney would be an ugly baby, or if he had only become a rolling lump of a man after being battered by the Harkonnens. He hoped the Gurney ghola would have a natural skill with the baliset, too. Paul was confident that the no-ship’s stores could re-create one of the antique musical instruments. Maybe the two of them could play music together.


Others would be there for the new birth: his ‘mother’ Jessica, Thufir Hawat, and almost certainly Duncan Idaho. Gurney had many friends aboard. No one on the ship had known Xavier Harkonnen or Serena Butler, the other two gholas who would be decanted today, but they were legends from the Butlerian Jihad. Each ghola, according to Sheeana, had a role to play, and any one of them – or all of them together – might be the key to defeating the Enemy.


Aside from the ghola children, many other boys and girls had been born over the years of the Ithaca’s long flight. The Sisters bred with male Bene Gesserit workers who had also escaped from Chapterhouse; they understood the need to increase their population and prepare a solid foundation for a new colony, if the no-ship ever found a suitable planet to settle. The Rabbi’s group of Jewish refugees, who had also married and begun families, still waited for a new home to fulfill their long quest. The no-ship was so vast, and the population aboard still so far below its capacity, that there was no real concern about running short on resources. Not yet.


As Paul and Chani approached the main birthing creche, four female proctors ran toward them down the hall, urgently calling for any qualified Suk doctor. ‘They’re dead! All three of them.’


Paul’s heart stuttered. At fifteen, he was already training in some of the skills that had once made him the historical leader known as Muad’Dib. Summoning all the steel he could put into his voice, he demanded that the second proctor stop. ‘Explain yourself!’


The Bene Gesserit blurted, surprised into her answer. ‘Three axlotl tanks, three gholas. Sabotage – and murder. Someone destroyed them.’


Paul and Chani rushed toward the medical center. Duncan and Sheeana were already in the doorway looking shaken. Inside the chamber, three axlotl tanks had been ripped from their life-support mechanisms and lay in puddles of burned flesh and spilled liquid. Someone had used an incinerating beam and corrosives to destroy not only the life-support machinery, but the core flesh of the tanks and the unborn gholas.


Gurney Halleck. Xavier Harkonnen. Serena Butler. All lost. And the tanks, which had once been living women.


Duncan looked at Paul, articulating the real horror here. ‘We have a saboteur aboard. Someone who wishes to harm the ghola project – or maybe all of us.’


‘But why now?’ Paul asked. ‘The ship has been fleeing for two decades, and the ghola project began years ago. What changed?’


‘Maybe someone was afraid of Gurney,’ Sheeana suggested. ‘Or Xavier Harkonnen, or Serena Butler.’


Paul saw that the other three axlotl tanks in the creche had not been harmed, including the one that had recently given birth to the spice-saturated Alia.


Standing by Gurney’s tank, he saw the dead, half-born baby among the burned and dissolved folds of flesh. Nauseated, he knelt to touch the few wisps of blond hair. ‘Poor Gurney.’


As Duncan helped Paul to his feet, Sheeana said in a coldly businesslike voice, ‘We still have the cellular material. We can grow replacements for all of them.’ Paul could sense her deep fury, barely controlled by her strict Bene Gesserit training. ‘We will need more axlotl tanks. I’ll send out a call for volunteers.’


The ghola of Thufir Hawat entered and stared in disbelief at what had happened, his face an ashen mask. After the ordeal on the planet of the Handlers, he and Miles Teg had bonded closely; Thufir now helped the Bashar with security and defenses aboard the ship. The fourteen-year-old struggled to sound authoritative. ‘We will find out who did this.’


‘Scan the security images,’ Sheeana said. ‘The killer can’t hide.’


Thufir looked embarrassed, as well as angry and so very young. ‘I already checked. The security imagers were deactivated, intentionally, but there must be other evidence.’


‘All of us were attacked, not just these axlotl tanks.’ Duncan’s anger was plain as he turned toward young Thufir. ‘The Bashar has cited several previous incidents that he believes may be sabotage.’


‘Those were never proved,’ Thufir said. ‘They could have been mechanical breakdowns, systems fatigue, natural failures.’


Paul’s voice was ice as he took a last, lingering look at the infant that would have been Gurney Halleck. ‘This was no natural failure.’


Then Paul’s legs went suddenly rubbery. Dizziness rose around him, and his consciousness blurred. As Chani rushed to grab him, he reeled, lost his footing, and hit his head hard on the deck. For a moment blackness enveloped him, a gloom that brightened into a frightening vision. Paul Atreides had seen it before, but he didn’t know if it was memory or prescience.


He saw himself lying on the floor in a spacious, unknown place. A knife wound deep inside him sucked out his life. A mortal wound. His life’s blood poured onto the floor, and his vision turned to dark static. Gazing up, he saw his own young face looking back at him, laughing. ‘I have killed you!’


Chani was shaking him, shouting into his ear. ‘Usul! Usul, look at me!’


He felt the touch of her hand on his own, and when his vision cleared he saw another concerned face. For a moment he thought it was Gurney Halleck, complete with an inkvine scar on his jawline, the glass-splinter eyes, the wispy blond hair.


The image shifted, and he realized it was the black-haired Duncan Idaho. Another old friend and guardian. ‘Will you protect me from danger, Duncan?’ Paul’s voice hitched. ‘As you vowed to do when I was a child? Gurney is no longer able.’


‘Yes, Master Paul. Always.’




The Honored Matres clearly devised their own name for themselves, for no one else would ever apply the term ‘honor’ after seeing their cowardly, self-serving actions. Most people have a very different way of referring to those women.


– MOTHER COMMANDER MURBELLA, 



assessment of past and present strengths


Weapons and battleships were as important as air and food during these supposed End Times. Murbella knew she would have to change the way she approached the problem, but she had never expected such resistance from her own Sisterhood.


With both anger and disdain, Kiria cried, ‘You offer them Obliterators, Mother Commander? We can’t just hand over such destructive weapons to Ix.’


She had no patience for this. ‘Who else will build them for us? Holding secrets among ourselves only benefits the Enemy. You know as well as I do that only the Ixians can decipher the technology and manufacture great quantities for the coming war. Therefore, Ix must have full access. There is no other answer.’


Many worlds were building their own gigantic fleets, armoring every ship they could find, working on new weapon designs, but nothing had so far proved even remotely effective against the Enemy. The technology of the thinking machines was unsurpassed. But with a supply of new Obliterators, Murbella could turn the machines’ own destructive power against them.


After snatching the weapons from fringe machine outposts centuries ago, the Honored Matres could have formed an impenetrable line and hurled Obliterators at the oncoming Enemy. If they had stood together for the common good, they could have prevented this whole problem. Instead, those Honored Matres had fled.


Thinking about the hidden history she had excavated from deep within Other Memory, Murbella continued to be annoyed at those ancestors. They had taken the weapons, used them without understanding them, and depleted most of their stockpiles in their petty revenge against the hated Tleilaxu. Yes, many generations earlier the Tleilaxu had tormented their females, and the Honored Matres had good reason to direct vengeful violence against them.


But such a waste!


Because the Honored Matres had been so profligate in using the planet-roasting weapons against any world that offended them, only a few Obliterators remained intact. Recently, when cracking down on the rebel Honored Matre strongholds, Murbella had expected to unearth greater stockpiles. But they had found nothing. Had someone else stolen the weapons? The Guild perhaps, under their original pretext of helping the Honored Matres? Or had the whores truly used them all, holding nothing in reserve?


Now the human race had insufficient weapons left to stand against the real Enemy. The Obliterators were as incomprehensible as any device Tio Holtzman had ever created for folding space, and the women had never known how to create more. For the sake of humanity, she hoped the Ixians could do so.


Times of extremis demand extreme actions.


Under her orders, the members of the united Sisterhood now removed the powerful weapons from their no-ships, battle cruisers, and infiltration vessels. She would take them to Ix herself. Murbella cut off continued arguments as she marched with a small entourage toward the Chapterhouse spaceport.


‘But Mother Commander, at least negotiate patent protections,’ Laera said, a flush showing even on her dark skin. ‘Impose restrictions so that the technology does not become widespread.’ She was one of the most businesslike Reverend Mothers, filling much of Bellonda’s old role. ‘Proliferation amongst planetary warlords could result in the devastation of the largest star systems. CHOAM alone, working with Ix, could wreak—’


Murbella cut her off with a disgusted noise. ‘I have no interest in who may or may not benefit commercially after we win this war. If the Ixians help us achieve victory, they are entitled to profit.’ She rubbed her chin thoughtfully as she looked up at the ramp of her small, fast lighter. ‘We’ll let the planetary warlords deal with their own problems.’




You play with feelings as a child plays with toys. I know why your Sisterhood does not value emotions: You cannot value what you do not understand!


– DUNCAN IDAHO, 



letter submitted to Reverend Mother Bellonda


Sheeana used an authoritative tone, just short of Voice. ‘“Respect for the truth comes close to being the basis for all morality.” And I want the truth from you. Now.’


Garimi raised her eyebrows and said calmly, ‘A quote from Duke Leto Atreides to bolster the interrogation? Shall we bring in blazing lights and a Truthsayer?’


‘My truthsense is sufficient. I have always known you well enough to read you.’


The shock waves from the appalling crime in the birthing center rippled through the no-ship. The slaughter of unborn gholas, the destruction of three axlotl tanks – tanks created from volunteer Sisters! – went beyond anything Sheeana had expected from even her most vehement detractors. Her suspicions had naturally turned toward the outspoken leader of the ultraconservative faction.


Inside an interior conference chamber whose doors were sealed, Sheeana stood like a stern schoolteacher, facing nine of the most prominent dissenters. These women had opposed the ghola project since its inception, disagreeing even more vehemently after Sheeana’s decision to restart the work.


Under the blistering scrutiny, Garimi stared back, while her supporters were openly hostile – especially the squat Stuka. ‘Why would I damage an axlotl tank? It makes no sense.’


Within her mind, among the lives in Other Memory, she heard the now-familiar voice of the ancient Serena Butler, sounding horrified. Killing a child! Serena was an odd visitor in Other Memory, a woman whose ancient thoughts should not have traveled down the corridors of the generations, and yet she had been with Sheeana for years now.


‘You have shown a previous willingness to kill ghola children.’ Sheeana finally sat down.


Garimi fought to control her trembling. ‘I attempted to save us before Leto could become a threat, before he could become the Tyrant again. That was all, and I failed. My reasons were well known, and I stand by them. Why would I go to such extremes now? What do I care about Halleck? Or old General Xavier Harkonnen? Even Serena Butler is so far buried in our past that she’s little more than the smoke of a legend. Why would I bother with them when the worst gholas – Paul Muad’Dib, Leto II, the fallen Lady Jessica, and Alia the Abomination – already walk among us?’ Garimi made a disgusted rumble in her throat. ‘Your suspicions offend me.’


‘And the evidence offends me.’


‘Despite our disagreements, we are all Sisters,’ Garimi insisted.


At first the fleeing Bene Gesserits had had a common cause, a shared goal. But in a matter of months after their escape from Chapterhouse the divisions had begun, power struggles, command questions, a bifurcation of visions. Duncan and Sheeana focused on escaping from the outside Enemy, while Garimi wanted to found a new Keep and train a fresh Bene Gesserit population according to established ways.


How have we changed so dramatically? How did the divisions get so deep?


Sheeana gazed from face to face, looking for indications of guilt, particularly in the eyes. Short, curly-haired Stuka had a line of moisture on her upper lip, one of the indicators of nervousness. But she detected no hatred there, no loathing sufficient to have sparked an act of such brutality. With dismay, she had no choice but to conclude that the perpetrator was not here.


‘Then I need your help. The person standing next to any of us could be a saboteur. We must interview everyone. Gather our qualified Truthsayers, and use the last stores of the truthtrance drug.’ Sheeana rubbed her temples, already dreading the huge task. ‘Please leave me alone, so I can meditate.’


After the nine dissenters departed, Sheeana stood alone, her eyes half closed. The population aboard the Ithaca had grown, spread out in the no-ship over the years. Even she wasn’t sure how many children were aboard, but she could easily find out. Or so she presumed.


She murmured to Other Memory, ‘So, Serena Butler – was your murderer in the room? If not them, then who could it be?’


Serena’s voice interjected, full of sadness. A liar can hide behind barricades, but all barricades eventually fall. You will have other opportunities to discover the murderer. There is sure to be more sabotage.



THE TRUTHSAYERS TESTED each other first.


Twenty-eight qualified Reverend Mothers were gathered from Garimi’s followers and from the general population of Sisters. The women did not protest their innocence or complain about the suspicions cast upon them. Instead, they accepted mutual questioning.


Sheeana observed coolly as the women formed triads, two individuals acting as interrogators, the third as the subject. As soon as each subject passed the rigorous questioning, the roles switched, so that everyone was questioned. One by one, the Truthsayers created an evergrowing pool of reliable investigators. Everyone passed the test.


Once the Truthsayers had confirmed each other, Sheeana allowed them to question her. Garimi and her dissident Sisters also faced the challenges and proved their innocence, as did Sheeana’s staunch followers. All of them.


Next, with a Truthsayer named Calissa beside her, Sheeana stood before a stiff-backed Duncan Idaho. The very thought of Duncan being a murderer and a saboteur struck her as absurd. Sheeana wouldn’t have believed it of anyone on board, and yet three axlotl tanks and three ghola children had been butchered.


But Duncan . . . Standing so close to him, smelling his perspiration, feeling him somehow fill the room with his presence, summoned dangerous memories in her. She had used her own sexual bonding skills to break him free of Murbella. Despite their backgrounds, both knew there had been more to that passionate encounter than just a necessary task. Duncan had been uneasy around her ever since, afraid of what he might succumb to.


But in this situation there was neither romance nor sexual tension, only accusations. ‘Duncan Idaho, do you know how to bypass the security imagers in the medical center?’


He looked past her, not blinking. ‘That is within my capabilities.’


‘Did you commit this terrible act and cover your tracks?’


Now his gaze met hers. ‘No.’


‘Did you have any reason to prevent Gurney Halleck, Serena Butler, or Xavier Harkonnen from being born?’


‘I did not.’


Now that Duncan faced her and a Truthsayer, Sheeana could have asked him questions about their personal relationship to witness his reaction. He would not be able to lie to her or pretend. But she feared his answers. She didn’t dare ask.


‘He speaks the truth,’ said Calissa. ‘He’s not our saboteur.’


Duncan remained in the room when Bashar Miles Teg came for questioning. Calissa displayed images of the horrific scene from the birthing chamber. ‘Are you in any way responsible for this, Miles Teg?’


The Bashar stared at the images, looked up at her, turned his gaze to Duncan. ‘Yes.’


Sheeana was so startled that she struggled to think of another question.


‘How so?’ Duncan asked.


‘I am responsible for security aboard this no-ship. Clearly, I failed in my duty. If I had done a better job, this atrocity never would have occurred.’ He glanced at the troubled Calissa. ‘Since you asked me in the presence of a Truthsayer, I couldn’t lie.’


‘Very well, Miles. But that isn’t what we meant. Did you commit this sabotage or authorize it? Do you know anything about it?’


‘No,’ he answered emphatically.


Dozens of private chambers were set up, where the interrogations could continue unabated. They asked every one of the ghola children, from Paul Atreides all the way to nine-year-old Leto II, and the Truthsayers detected no criminal falsehoods.


Then the Rabbi and all of the Jews.


And every other passenger aboard the no-ship.


Nothing. Not a single person seemed to be connected with the murderous incident. Duncan and Teg used their Mentat skills to check and recheck the lists of people aboard, yet they could find no errors. No one had evaded questioning.


Sitting across from Sheeana in the otherwise empty interrogation room, Duncan steepled his fingers. ‘There are two possibilities. Either the saboteur is capable of deceiving a Truthsayer . . . or someone we don’t know about is hiding aboard the Ithaca.’



IN WELL ORGANIZED teams, the Bene Gesserit blocked off, then sectioned the no-ship’s decks, methodically moving from cabin to cabin and chamber to chamber. But it was a formidable task. The Ithaca was the size of a small city, more than a kilometer long and hundreds of decks high, each filled with passages, chambers, and hidden doors.


While trying to guess how someone else might have sneaked aboard, unknown to them, Duncan remembered discovering the mummified remains of Bene Gesserit captives the Honored Matres had tortured to death. That sealed chamber of horrors had gone undetected during the whole time Duncan had been held prisoner inside the ship on the Chapterhouse landing field.


Could someone else – an unknown Honored Matre, perhaps? – have remained hidden aboard for all that time? More than thirty years! It did not seem possible, but the vessel had thousands of work bays, living quarters, corridors, and storage lockers.


Another possibility: During the escape from the planet of the Handlers, several Face Dancers had crashed small fighters into the no-ship’s hull. Mangled bodies had been pulled from the wreckage of those ships . . . but could it all have been a ruse? What if some had actually survived those kamikaze crashes and slipped away? Perhaps one or more Face Dancers were lurking in the untraveled passages of the no-ship, looking for ways to strike.


If so, it was imperative to find them.


Teg had already installed hundreds more surveillance imagers at strategic locations, but that was only a stopgap measure at best. The Ithaca was so large that even the best security equipment had thousands of blind spots, and there simply weren’t enough personnel to monitor the imagers already in place. It was an impossible task.


Still, they tried.


As Duncan accompanied a group of five searchers, he was reminded of a beating party marching through the tall grass on a big game hunt. He wondered if they would scare a deadly lion out from somewhere in the vastness of the vessel.


Deck after deck was searched, but even with a dozen teams, a complete inspection from the topmost deck to the lowest cargo hold would take a great deal of time, and in the limited searches they conducted, they found nothing. Duncan was exhausted and stressed.
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