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The story of the True Maker Cycle concludes with Book Four. What follows is for the readers who want to walk back through it.

The Inheritance is a companion novel: everything in this book has happened before; nothing in it has been seen. It retells the events of the cycle through the people who stood at the edges of them — the mothers, children, guards, priests, hackers, and bystanders who watched from the margins of scenes the earlier books told from their centres. Each chapter opens with a note of where its events stand in the canon. It can be read on its own, but it rewards being read last.
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The Inheritance

Copyright © 2026 Martin Lundqvist

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Artificial intelligence tools were used in the editing and preparation of this book. The story, characters, and world are the author’s own; AI assisted with line editing, continuity checking, and formatting. The author affirms responsibility for the final text.

First edition, 2026.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dramatis Personae
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The Hines family

Ellen Hines — of Cape Town, later Sydney; John’s wife.

John Hines — her husband.

Sabina Hines — their daughter, born 20 October 2019.

Keila Hines — a child of North Maroubra, November 2047.

The Orchard families

Diana Orchard — an Adelaide schoolteacher; Marvin’s wife.

Marvin Orchard — an architect; Diana’s husband.

Eric Orchard — their son, born October 2019.

Martin Orchard — a Sydney engineer, abroad in Cairo, January 2019.

Elaine Orchard — Martin’s wife, of Sydney and Jakarta.

The nine of Nepal, May 2020

Pierre Beaumont — a Swiss banker; deputy director of the World Bank.

Vladimir Kravchenko — a Russian killer.

James Winter — an American intelligence officer, of Langley.

Ben Yehuda and Szymon Yehuda — Israeli brothers, on military leave.

Josefina Fiero — a Brazilian businesswoman.

Sandra Santiago — a Mexican child of seven; Jorge Santiago’s daughter.

Martin and Elaine Orchard — above.

China

Jing Xi — Chairman of the Columnist Party of China.

Min Li — his concubine.

Eileen Lu — a civil-rights lawyer, of Hangzhou.

Mary Sheng — a cartoonist; Eileen’s client.

Jared Pond — an Australian agent.

Rome and Jerusalem

Cardinal Montebianco — of the Roman Curia.

Yussuf Khalid — a Palestinian boy of seventeen.

Dov Dorevitch — a Mossad investigator.

Simona Fischbein — a young hacker, of Nachlaot.

Michael Khoury — a Maronite Templar.

The Americas

Eva Moreno — an independent candidate for the American presidency.

Ana Moreno — her sister, a Mexican stateswoman.

Raphael Beaumont — Pierre’s son.

Sydney

Alexander O’Neill — a scholarship boy, of North Bondi.

Lindsey McGowan — a school friend of Sabina and Eric.

The Divine Dimension

The True Maker — maker of this universe.

Brahma — a Zetan elder, of Zetani Nova.

Rangda Kaliankan — empress of the Xenos.

Keila Eisenstein, Metatron, Melissa — figures of Sabina’s former life, 2887.
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A Timeline
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January 2019 — Cairo. · October 2019 — two children are born. · May 2020 — Nepal. · May 2021 — the New York summit; a change of power in Beijing. · February 2022 — Colombia. · October 2023 — Cape Town. · March 2025 — Rome, Palm Sunday. · October 2026 — Kiribati. · November 2028 — the American election. · December 2037 — Jerusalem. · October 2039 — Geneva. · April 2040 — México. · November 2047 — Sydney.
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Part One — The Cradle (2019)
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The Empty Cradle

Ellen Hines, Cape Town & Cairo, January 2019

Ellen had not slept properly since November.

The dreams had begun the same week the obstetrician used the word unexplained for the third time. Dr Singh said it gently, the way he said everything gently, and Ellen had nodded and signed the form for a fourth round of IVF, and driven home along Beach Road and made dinner for John and not mentioned the word. To mention it would have been to ask the question she had been not asking for eight years.

The question was which of them was the problem.

She knew the answer. She had known it from the second cycle, from the way John had begun, in the third year, to leave the spare room door closed even when no one was using the room. The spare room had a cot in it. John had built it himself in the second year, when she had still expected. When she had still expected; John was not a man who expected anything: good Tasmanian myrtle, oiled twice, the corners rounded so the baby would not knock its head. It had been waiting thirty-one months.

Ellen had stopped going in.

She got out of bed at half past five. The summer was at its high cruel peak and the bedroom was already hot. John was in the kitchen making coffee; she could smell it through the wall. She put on her dressing gown and went to him.

Morning, love.

Morning.

He kissed the side of her head. He had been kissing the side of her head every morning for eight years and the kiss had not become less. They sat at the kitchen table in the slanting first light and read the newspaper. The headline was about the rand. The second was about the mines.

Ellen watched her husband across the table and thought, as she had every morning for thirty-one months: I love you and I cannot give you this.

She did not let her face change. She had not let her face change in three years.

The dreams had a colour.

It was a particular orange-red, neither rust nor blood, dusty and ancient and dry. In the first. Late November, the night she had told John there was no point talking about adoption yet, that they should try one more cycle. A young woman stood on a plain of that colour that went on without end. She wore armour the same colour as the plain, scaled, close-fitting. Her hair was blonde, the same shade as Ellen’s; her eyes were blue, the same shade as Ellen’s; and she had looked at Ellen across that vast plain and called her mother.

Please, mother. Name me what I was.

Ellen had woken at three with her face wet. She had not cried in her sleep since her own mother’s funeral in 2007. She went to the bathroom and looked in the mirror, and the woman there did not look like a woman who had been crying. Her face was calm.

The dream came back every night after.

In December it changed. The woman in red armour was still there sometimes, at the edge of things, but now there was also a man. He was Australian, she did not know how she knew, she just knew, sandy-haired, with a kind face and quiet hands. He had a name. The name was Marvin. He had said it to her once, in a hotel restaurant somewhere humid, and touched her wrist, and Ellen had woken ashamed at the way her body had answered him.

She told John none of it. She had begun, in the mornings before he woke, to take her contraceptive device out of the drawer and look at it and put it back. She had asked herself, exactly once, whether she was losing her mind, and answered herself: no, but I might be about to do something stupid.

She booked the Egypt holiday on the fifteenth of December. She told John they needed the time.

John did not want to go to Egypt. He never said things directly. In eight years he had told Ellen he loved her perhaps four times, and she had not minded; the absence of the word was the proof of the thing. What he said about Egypt was that the security situation in Cairo had deteriorated, and that he was happy to take her anywhere else. Mauritius. The Maldives. Spain was very pleasant in January; he could organise Spain in a week.

Ellen had said, looking at the curtain rather than at him: I want to see the pyramids.

John nodded and asked nothing more. He renewed both passports the following Monday, paid the express fee, and quietly cancelled a deposition he had been preparing for the week of the trip. He was a corporate lawyer, senior partner now, and the cancellation cost him something she did not let herself calculate.

She loved him for the quiet of it. She had loved him for it from the first week she met him, at a friend’s wedding in Constantia in 2010, when he had watched her across the room and not approached until she had given him three separate openings. He told her later he had decided in the second hour that he wanted to marry her, but had not wanted to be the kind of man who said so on the first night.

He said so on the third date. She said yes a year later, at twenty-five. She remembered, in the wakeful nights, how clearly she had said it. As if she had known, as if the whole shape of her life had been waiting for the word.

They flew to Cairo on the third of January 2019.

The flight was via Doha and took fourteen hours. John slept with his head against the window. She watched him sleep. The sandy-haired man had been in the dream again the night before they left, and she had woken and run the cold water and washed her face for a long time.

The first three days were ordinary tourism. The pyramids. The museum. The bazaar at Khan El Khalili, where John bought her a small silver bracelet she did not afterwards wear. She watched him bargain and felt the dim peace she always felt watching him. The peace of being looked after by a man who would never be careless with her.

On the fourth night they ate at the Four Seasons.

It was John’s idea; he had decided they had earned one expensive meal. The restaurant was on the eighteenth floor and looked out over the Nile, and the Nile at night was the colour of black silk. They ordered the tasting menu. John ordered a bottle of Lebanese red.

She saw the man at the next table during the second course.

She did not recognise him at first. She recognised the feeling: the chime, the way her chest reorganised itself; and then she looked up and across the room, and he was there. He was sitting with a woman: brunette, four months pregnant, talking softly, holding a glass of sparkling water she clearly wished was wine. The man listened to her with a gentleness Ellen had never seen on any face she knew. He was Marvin. He was the man from the dream, here, in this city, eating quail.

Ellen could not breathe properly.

John, across the table, was telling her about a case he had settled. She heard her own voice agreeing at the appropriate intervals. Her hands were under the table. They were shaking.

She drank the Lebanese red, the second glass faster than the first. By the third the room had softened at its edges and the man at the next table had become possible in a way he had not been at the first glass.

The pregnant woman went to powder her nose between the third course and the fourth. Marvin stayed at the table, alone, reading the wine list as if it were a book he had been meaning to finish. Ellen made the bathroom excuse. She did not look at John when she said it; he would not have noticed the look anyway. He never had.

She met him in the corridor between the dining room and the toilets.

He had got up perhaps ten seconds after her, and walked, also, not towards the men’s room but in her direction, a question on his face he did not need to ask. She did not stop. She passed him in the small space between the gilt mirror and the doorway, and as she passed, his fingers brushed her wrist.

The dream had been exactly this.

She turned. Neither of them said anything. He looked at her with the kind face from the dream, reached past her and opened the men’s room door, and they went in.

What happened in the next ninety seconds happened. Ellen would not, for the rest of her life, remember it in order. She would remember the texture of his shirt against her cheek, the smell of his soap, a moment when he had stopped and looked at her and asked with his eyes whether she was alright, and her answering with hers that she was. The act itself she would remember only as a sustained brightness. The brightness of a thing she had been turning toward for nine weeks without knowing it.

He did not kiss her. She did not know why. She would think about it for years.

When they were done he held her shoulders a moment with his sandy-haired softness and looked at her, his eyes full of something for which there was no word. She slipped out first. She returned to her table by way of the powder room, where she touched up her lipstick with hands that had become, somewhere in between, perfectly steady.

The fourth course had arrived. John was eating it. He looked up and smiled. Everything alright, love?

Yes, she said. Long queue.

They flew home the next afternoon.

· · ·

Ellen woke that morning with a hangover she had not had in a decade and a guilt she had never had at all. She washed her hair twice. She made conversation with John about the pyramids over breakfast and ate nothing. The taxi to the airport took an hour in traffic. She watched Cairo go past and could not make her eyes focus.

At the airport she went to the bar.

John was at the gate already, queueing for the boarding announcement that would not come for another forty minutes. Ellen had told him she needed the bathroom one more time. She walked past the bathrooms and into the bar and ordered a double gin.

She drank it standing up and ordered another. She had not eaten breakfast, or dinner the night before. The gin reached her brain in eight minutes.

The man two seats down was watching her.

She saw him in her peripheral vision first. Tall. Blond. Australian. She thought Marvin and her whole body softened at the word, and she turned to look.

He was not Marvin.

She knew this and did not know it. She knew it because the colour was wrong, Marvin’s hair had been sandy, this man’s was paler, almost silver, and because the face was longer, the bones higher, the way he held his glass different. She did not know it because she did not, in that moment, want to know it. The gin had taken the part of her that asked questions and put it out of reach.

She looked at the blond man and the blond man looked at her, and there was, again, the chime. She thought, with the last clear thought she would have for several minutes: of course he followed me. Of course he is here.

She did not hear the voice as a voice. It was simply, suddenly, the thing she needed to do.

Go.

She got up and walked the length of the bar. She did not look at the blond man as she passed him; she did not need to. He followed her, three steps behind, the way the man in the corridor had followed her the night before. They went through a service door she had not seen before, into a cleaner’s closet.

What happened in the closet was different from the bathroom. It was faster, rougher. There was no kind face; there was a face very close to Marvin’s and in some way she could not identify not Marvin’s, and the brightness again but not the same brightness. A darker note ran through it, a frequency she would never afterwards hear without flinching. He held her against the door. He did not stop in the middle to ask her anything with his eyes. He finished. He let her go.

He said his name. She did not catch all of it. She caught Orchard. She caught Martin or Marvin; she could not afterwards have said which. The PA was calling her flight. She straightened her skirt and left him in the closet.

She rejoined John at gate 18 with eleven seconds to spare. He looked at her. The small first lift of an eyebrow he did when he was about to ask where she had been, and she met his eyes, and he chose not to ask. They boarded. The plane lifted. Cairo dropped away, and the gin moved through her blood, and she did not sleep.

She did not remember, for the rest of her life, walking from the closet to the gate. She did not remember the blond man’s face. She would remember the closet only as a darker version of the bathroom, a flicker, an interruption to the long bright thing the bathroom had been.

She would remember, instead, the conversation she had with herself on the long flight home: that there had been one infidelity, that the man’s name had been Marvin Orchard, that he had been an Australian she would never see again, that her body had perhaps already been changed by him, and that whatever happened next she would carry without speaking it.

She kept that promise. She kept it for twenty-eight years.

· · ·

Six weeks later, in the bathroom of the Hines apartment in Camps Bay, Ellen sat on the edge of the bath and looked at a positive pregnancy test.

She had bought it that morning at the chemist on Victoria Road. She had bought three, of different brands, ready for one to be wrong. They were not wrong. All three said the same thing in slightly different fonts.

She sat on the edge of the bath for a long time.

She had expected, in all the years of imagining this moment, that she would cry. She did not. She felt, the way one feels light entering a long-dark room, a clean astonishment. She was thirty-four. She was pregnant. She was carrying a child whose father was almost certainly the Australian from the dream.

She had decided already, on the flight back, that she would tell John the child was his. She had walked off the plane at Cape Town International knowing that any other choice would unmake the eight years she had built with the man waiting at the carousel. She had decided, too, that she would never let John ask the question. That she would make him believe his own paternity so completely the question would not occur to him. She did not yet know how. She had eight months to learn.

She washed her face. She put on lipstick. She went to find John.

He was in the kitchen, making pasta, a tea towel over his shoulder. He looked up and smiled the unhurried smile he always smiled when she came into a room, and Ellen, Ellen who had not cried in the bathroom, began to cry then.

Love, John said, alarmed. Ellen. What is it. What’s happened.

She told him.

He sat down on the kitchen floor, very slowly, the way a much older man sits. She joined him. They held each other a long time. John, who had not said I love you in fifteen months, said it now. He said it three times. The pasta water boiled over. Neither of them got up to deal with it.

That night she stood at her dressing table.

She had brushed her hair and taken off the makeup. In the low light the woman in the mirror looked like a woman who had told a single lie and could be expected to carry it one lifetime without breaking.

Ellen made the decision then. She did not say it aloud. She could not have explained it if asked. It was the quiet settling of a thing she had been weighing for six weeks: she would not speak of it again, ever, to anyone. The sexual encounter in the bathroom was a story she could tell herself one day in some merciful old age. She would carry it without naming it. She would die without naming it.

She believed, that night, that the child would be Marvin Orchard’s. She would believe so until October, when the baby’s eyes opened and looked at her with a knowing that was Marvin’s and a calmness that was not John’s and a particular blue she did not afterwards see anywhere else. By then the baby would already have a name: Sabina, which had come to Ellen in labour, in a dream she would not remember having until two days later, when the baby would tell her, in private, the entire long story; and by then it would be too late to wonder which blond man had given her the daughter.

She turned off the light and got into bed beside John. He was already asleep. She put her hand on his back, and it stayed there a long time. He shifted slightly toward her in his sleep. She did not move.
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The Other Woman

Diana Orchard, Cairo & Adelaide, January–October 2019

Diana woke at thirty thousand feet over the Red Sea, and her husband was watching her. The way he watched everything he loved, as if he would be tested on it later.

Hello, you, he said.

Hello, you, she said.

He passed her water and a packet of saltines he had had ready in his lap; she had been queasy for two weeks. She had not told him about the faint positive line on the pregnancy test she had taken that morning. John had taken the previous loss badly, and she would not raise his hopes until she was certain.

She took the second test in their Cairo hotel bathroom that evening, while he was at the bar. The line came up at once, darker than the first. She told him at dinner. He went very still, and then his face cracked open along an axis she had not known he had, and he reached across the table and held both her hands for a long minute without speaking.

Can we tell people about our exciting news? he said.

Not yet, she said. In twelve weeks.

· · ·

On the fourth night they ate at the Four Seasons, Marvin’s idea, the one expensive meal before a holiday of street food. She wore a navy dress with small white sailboats; in the lift he told her, straight-faced, that she looked like a woman who would have her own boat.

She noticed the couple at the next table during the first course. The woman first: blonde, tall, early thirties, drinking red wine at a rate Diana had given up when she had begun to suspect she was pregnant. The husband read a newspaper and did not look at his wife. Had not looked at her since they sat down. Diana, who had watched many small marriages fail across many parent-teacher nights, felt the dim sadness she always felt at the careful absences of a marriage that had stopped working, and wished the strangers, the way one does, the better outcome.

The blonde woman went to the bathroom between the third course and the fourth. Marvin asked if Diana minded if he stepped away too. She did not. She read her guidebook until the fourth course came.

Marvin came back as the waiter set down the dishes, with an apologetic grimace. Queue, he said. Every man in Cairo was in the toilets. His hand was shaking slightly as he drank. Diana, who had spent two weeks watching his face for his own anxiety about the pregnancy, assumed the queue was only part of it.

She put her hand on his. Are you alright, my love?

He looked at her with eyes she could not read for a moment. Then he smiled. I’m fine. Just got a bit lightheaded. The water’s helped.

She watched him through the fourth course and the fifth. The colour came back. By dessert he was happy again, pointing out an architectural detail in the lobby the way he did when he was happy. She decided the lightheadedness had been the queue and the heat, and did not think about it further.

That night he held her against him in the warm dusty dark and breathed into her hair, and she lay with her ear at his chest and let herself think the thing she had not let herself think in eleven months: I am going to have his baby. Nothing else has to be true.

· · ·

They flew home three days later. He cooked pasta most nights, because pasta was what she could keep down. Once, on the back steps with the washing, he stopped halfway, two fingers pressed flat to his breastbone, called it a stitch, and laughed at himself; by the top step he was fine. In the second week back he bought a Scandinavian thriller with a one-word title and read it on the couch with her legs in his lap. He read aloud once, a winter forest, snow on the branches, a man named Eric walking through it, and Diana said that’s a nice name, and Marvin said I think so too, and read on.

The book was face-down on the arm of the couch the morning he died. He had finished the second-to-last chapter the night before. Diana would never, in the seventeen years she kept it on the shelf, bring herself to read the last one.

Her dog died on a Tuesday in the third week of February. He had taken the dog out along North Terrace and sat down on a bench under a jacaranda to rest, a tightness in his chest he took for a stitch. A passer-by found him not breathing twenty minutes later. The cardiologist called it congenital: a small malformation of the septum, silent for thirty-eight years, that had chosen a Tuesday to finish what it had begun. He used the word unlucky, and held her hand while he said it.

Diana was reading her year-three class a chapter of Charlotte’s Web, the part where Wilbur is lonely, when the school secretary put her head round the door with a face Diana would remember for the rest of her life.

· · ·

She did not go back to teaching that year. In April, at the twenty-week scan, the sonographer asked if she wanted to know. She said yes. A boy.

She made the decision in four seconds, lying there with the cold gel on her belly and the small heart beating on the screen: she would name him Eric. Marvin had liked the name in the paperback. The baby would be the nearest thing to a sentence Marvin had left half-finished, and she would finish it.

In August, eight months along, she stood in the nursery she had papered herself, the wooden mobile Marvin had bought at the Khan El Khalili, fish, whales, a small humpback at the centre, hung above the cot at last. She put one hand on the rail and one on her belly and told the room, in a voice she could only afterwards have called calm, that she would be enough.

She meant it. She would be.

Two months later, in a small room at the Women’s and Children’s Hospital, a healthy boy was born to a woman whose husband had been dead since February. The nurse asked his name. Diana told her, and the nurse wrote it on the bracelet around his ankle: Eric Marvin Orchard. The baby opened his eyes and looked at his mother. His mother looked back.

She raised him alone in the house on Park Terrace. She did not marry again, did not date again. She had been right, in the nursery in August, about what would be enough.

She would not learn the truth about Cairo for thirty years. When Sabina Hines told her, gently, on a verandah in Sydney in 2049, that she was Eric’s half sister, Diana would put down her teacup, look at the harbour a long moment, and ask only one question.

Did he love me, in the end?

And Sabina, who had spent forty years preparing the answer, would tell her yes.
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The Crystal in the Bazaar

Martin Orchard, Cairo, January 2019

Martin Orchard’s wife had refused, for the third year in a row, to come with him to Egypt.

She had given him three reasons, in the careful order of a woman who had been working out the order on the drive home from yoga: terrorism, dysentery, and a small flutter in her ECG that her cardiologist had said was probably nothing but that Elaine had decided was enough to ground her until the autumn. Martin had not argued. He had argued the previous two years, and had grown tired of the rhythm of it; it always ended with Elaine in tears and Martin in the spare room and neither of them going to Egypt. This year he had nodded, kissed the back of her head, and booked the flight on his own credit card the same afternoon. He had not told her until the booking was confirmed. By then it was too late for her to talk him out of it.

He landed at Cairo International on a hazy Wednesday afternoon and was at the Khan El Khalili by sundown.

The bazaar had been his real reason for coming. The pyramids and the museum were the cover; the bazaar was the thing. He had been collecting small unusual stones since he was nineteen: semi-precious, mostly cheap, the kind of objects that fit a hobbyist’s budget and did not embarrass an engineer’s salary. He worked at a mid-sized consultancy in North Sydney, eight years in; he and Elaine kept a two-bedroom apartment at Raleigh Park, Kensington, with a view of the courtyard from the kitchen and a leak in the bathroom ceiling neither of them had got around to fixing. They had been together since 2012. They had talked about children twice and dropped the subject both times.

The vendor at the back of the bazaar was not Egyptian.

Martin spotted him from twenty metres away, between the silver-jewellery booth and the carpet-seller, tall, dressed in robes chosen with the slight wrongness of a man dressing for an Egypt he had read about, reading a book in a script Martin did not recognise. Martin walked toward him through the bazaar smoke and stopped at his stall.

The stall had one object on it: a small blue stone, the size of a child’s fist, on a square of black velvet. It glowed faintly in a way Martin attributed to the lantern overhead. The vendor looked up.

This is a very fine crystal, the vendor said, in an English Martin could not place by region, possibly Scandinavian, possibly Greek, possibly older than either. You have an excellent eye.

How much?

For you, the vendor said, one hundred American dollars.

Martin laughed. He had been at the bazaar two hours; the going rate for a blue stone this size was perhaps fifteen dollars, and he had haggled three sellers down to seven. He said as much.

The vendor smiled. The price is now one hundred and ten dollars.

Martin frowned. I’ll give you twenty.

One hundred and twenty.

Martin looked at the stone. He could not say what was different about it, the colour was almost ordinary, the size unremarkable, but there was a small pull he had not felt before, like the tightening of a wire deep behind his sternum, and he was twenty-nine before he had recognised the feeling for what it was, and thirty-three now, and the feeling, when it came, was always to be obeyed.

He paid the one hundred and twenty dollars. It was more than he had ever paid for a single stone, but not a sum he would have to explain to Elaine; he could fold it under the holiday expenses. The vendor wrapped the stone in tissue, put it in a small velvet bag, and told Martin, with the same un-placeable accent, that he hoped he would enjoy his purchase, and to be careful about the food in Egypt.

Martin walked out with the stone in his jacket pocket and ate dinner at a restaurant he had been told three times to avoid.

He was sick by midnight, and again at three. By six he had vomited twice on the floor of his hotel bathroom and was lying on the cool tile with his cheek against the porcelain of the bath, feeling the disconnected curiosity he always felt when he had been comprehensively defeated by his own decisions. How a man so generally careful could keep making the same specific mistake.

He spent the morning in bed. By two he had decided the day was not lost and that he would go to Giza after all, because he had not flown thirteen thousand kilometres to spend it on tiled bathroom floors. He boarded the hotel’s afternoon tour bus, sat near the back with his forehead against the cool window, and let the city slide past. By the time the bus reached Giza the light was sharper than the morning’s, the coaches had left, and his hands, when he flexed them on the seat in front, felt slightly off, as if operating with a half-second delay.

He paid the entrance fee and walked toward the Cheops Pyramid in the late afternoon. There was hardly anyone there. A child tried to sell him a postcard. He bought the postcard.

He found the side passage by accident.

He had been walking along the eastern face, looking for an angle he had seen in a guidebook, when his foot went through the sand. There was a dry click underneath him and then a longer hollow sound, the sound of weight settling onto wood that had held for centuries, and Martin, who had time to think trap door and nothing else, fell through the sand and the wood into the pyramid.

He landed badly. His left foot made a noise he had never heard a body make, and the pain that followed was so vivid he had to lie still for two minutes before he could think. He was in a small dark chamber, a passage leading further down in front of him, no way back up.

He swore in Swedish for some time. He swore in English. He tried his phone. No signal.

Eventually he tried to stand. The foot would not take him. He understood he was going to have to crawl. But before he could begin, he noticed the light.

It was coming from his pocket.

The blue stone was glowing through the fabric of his jacket. It had not been glowing all day; he was certain. He pulled it out. The stone in his hand was brighter than the chamber by some margin, throwing his fingers into sharp relief against the wall, the colour now with a depth to it, a moving quality, as if something inside it were rotating slowly.

He looked up. The wall opposite, the one the passage had come down from, three metres ahead, was beginning to glow the same blue. The glow began as a single point the size of a coin and then widened, patient and exact, an aperture opening, the wall becoming progressively less wall as it grew. By the time it reached the size of a door it was no longer stone. Through the opening Martin could see, faintly, a light that was not the light of the chamber.

He had no theory of what was happening. He had only the wire-tight feeling behind his sternum, much stronger now, and the certainty, the certainty of an animal, not an engineer, that he was meant to crawl toward the doorway.

He crawled. The broken foot dragged behind him; his elbows and one good knee did the work. The pain was extraordinary. He covered the three metres in perhaps two minutes, pulled himself up against the edge of the opening with both hands, hesitated for one heartbeat, Elaine, the apartment, the leak in the kitchen, and pulled himself through.

He was no longer in the pyramid.

The pain came through the threshold with him; the foot was still broken. But the floor beneath him was pale and faintly warm, and it seemed to take his weight without his asking, as though standing here cost a body nothing. The space was not a chamber, not in any sense an interior. It was an enormous luminous everywhere, the way the sky is everywhere, the light coming from no direction. In the middle distance. Perhaps fifty metres, though distance did not mean here what it meant on Earth. There was a round still pool with a small white tree on its far side. Around the pool, four figures stood.

He understood, with a certainty that came from outside him, that he had passed a threshold he was not meant to be able to pass; that the stone had used itself up to bring him here; that this was, in a way his language could not quite hold, not a place but a condition.

He limped toward the figures. They watched him come.

The figure on the left spoke first, its voice inside his head though its mouth was closed. Greetings, human. I am Ra. With me are the Zetans Zeus, Brahma, and Odin. The face was Ra’s. Dark-haired, a profile Martin knew from a museum print he had once owned. The others he understood in the same wordless way: Zeus, then a four-armed North-Indian-bodied figure who was Brahma, and, taller, one-eyed, holding a staff, Odin. The word Zetan was simply there in his head, as the names had been.

Odin’s gaze went to the foot Martin was holding off the ground. You are injured.

My foot, Martin managed. I broke it in the fall. The pain is — He could not finish.

Ra, said Brahma, attend to it.

Ra came forward. He did something to Martin’s ankle that Martin felt rather than saw, an injection, just above the break, a cold line going in. The pain flared white, worse for a moment than the fall itself, and then drained away as if a plug had been pulled. The bone knit under the skin, faster than a body should be able to manage. Within a few breaths the foot was his again. He set it down. It held.

Magic, Martin said, before he could stop himself.

Advanced science, Ra corrected. Not magic. We let your ancestors call it godhood, once. It was always only the work.

What the four Zetans told him next would take years to assemble into a coherent account, because his mind during it had been working in two registers. The body’s, slowly understanding its injury was gone, and the cosmic, opened to a width he had not known he could survive. What he kept, in the order he kept it, was this.

They had watched the Earth a long time, long before the Egyptians built their pyramids, long before the species thought of itself as a species. They had altered it at several moments when it was about to choose a path that would end it. They had become, in the imagination of the species, gods. They had not been gods. They had been engineers.

There was, however, a god; or something close enough that the difference did not matter. The True Maker. She had, an age ago, instructed the Zetans to leave the Earth and let the species find its own way. They had left. The species had not found its way. There had been a war and then a worse war and then a thing that was not war but was almost worse, and at the end of it Rangda Kaliankan. A Zetan who had broken with the others, been imprisoned, escaped, and crossed the galaxy looking for a body to inhabit. Had reached Mars in 2887 and killed a twelve-year-old girl named Sabina Eisenstein on the steps of a temple her mother had built. The True Maker had intervened. The Milky Way had ended. The True Maker had reset time to a point before the worst war and instructed the four Zetans to return briefly to Earth to set up the conditions for a second chance.

This was the second chance. He was looking at it.

Thou hast a choice, Brahma said. Thou mayest become our agent here. Or thou mayest forget what hath been said, and walk out, and continue thy small life.

Martin asked what becoming the agent would entail.

A tattoo, the Zetans said. And the eventual delivery of a Zeto Crystal. The small one he had carried today was a replicated example, the kind the Zetans used to travel between dimensions, though he would not understand this for years. To a young woman named Keila Eisenstein, who would, within the year, appear on Earth in a body Martin did not yet know how to find. The tattoo would mark him as a Zetan ally and protect him in certain ways. It would also be visible to anyone else who carried the cosmic awareness, and Rangda, she will not have rested, Brahma said, and she will be searching, would see it.

Martin was thirty-three. He was an engineer at a Sydney consultancy with a wife who had refused to come to Cairo. He did not, on this evidence, look much like a Zetan ally. He said so.

That is precisely why thou wert chosen, said Brahma. A man whom Rangda will not look for.

Zeus spoke for the first time, the deepest of the four voices and the only one with a music to it. Choose, Orchard.

Martin chose.

Brahma stepped forward with a stylus that was not a stylus and inscribed a pattern onto Martin’s right forearm, just below the elbow. The pain was brief and very particular, the way a paper-cut feels when paper-cuts reach to the bone. When Brahma took the stylus away the tattoo was already healed: dark blue, the shade of the crystal, not the geometric pattern a man on a Sydney Saturday might pay three hundred dollars for, but a complex of alien hieroglyphs interlocking in a register his eye could not settle on. Symbols that seemed to lift faintly off the skin when he turned his arm, as though they were the two-dimensional shadow of a three-dimensional thing.

Brahma put one of his four hands on the tattooed forearm. A warning, Orchard. The crystal thou hast spent will not light again. There is, however, a primordial somewhere on this Earth, and it will find thee in time. When it does, thou must take it to the woman named Keila Eisenstein. Show her the tattoo. Tell her of us. Warn her of Rangda the Deceiver, for Rangda will reach her before we can, and she will not be gentle.

He took his hand away. Now. We must return thee.

The aperture he had come through still hung in the air at the edge of the luminous everywhere, an arch of the same patient blue. He walked toward it, on two sound feet, and paused, one foot on the threshold, and looked back. The four figures had not moved. The pool between them was still.

He stepped through.

· · ·

He woke two days later in an Egyptian hospital, and did not remember arriving.

The doctor was a woman in her fifties who had, she told him, seen four tourists this month with similar stories. He had been found unconscious in the sand at Giza, she said, by a security guard near ten at night; he had been raving about another dimension when the paramedic reached him, and had been out, more or less, ever since. She had examined the foot he kept insisting he had broken hours earlier. It was sound; but not, she noted with a frown she did not explain, in the way of a foot that had never been hurt. It had the look of a break healed clean some months ago. The forearm carried a tattoo she could not identify and that Martin swore had been put there the same night.

She wrote on the discharge form food-borne parasite, probable cysticercosis, refer for follow-up, and gave him a leaflet on tapeworms. The body, she told him kindly, could do extraordinary things when the brain was inflamed. She advised him not to mention his other dimension to anyone he loved.

Martin took the leaflet. He did not mention it again. When he dressed to leave he found, at the bottom of his jacket pocket, a fine grey-blue dust where the stone had been; he had been carrying a piece of a portal in his clothing for a day, and the realisation came late, and sobered him for a long minute. He washed the dust into the hotel sink and watched the water take it down the drain.

That evening the hotel restaurant was full, and the concierge offered to take him by taxi to the Four Seasons across the river.

The Four Seasons was on the eighteenth floor and looked out over the Nile, black silk at night. Martin took a small table near the window and ordered a single course and a glass of red. He was in no hurry. He had nothing to do for the rest of the trip but recover from having met four deities in a place that did not have words, and one expensive meal seemed a reasonable way to begin.

He saw the blonde woman during his first course. She was four tables to his right, with a man he took to be her husband, who was reading a newspaper while she worked through her third glass of red. Between them was the precise absence Martin had spent a decade learning to recognise. He had been around marriages most of his adult life, his own included, and had developed a connoisseur’s eye for the small symptoms of one that had begun to fail. He looked at the blonde woman for a long time. He was, he supposed, the kind of man who looked at women in restaurants. He had become that man without intending to.

At the table beside hers sat a sandy-haired Australian and a brunette who was plainly his wife. The Australian and the blonde woman were not looking at each other in the very particular way of two people who were looking at each other. Martin’s connoisseur’s eye sharpened.

The brunette went to powder her nose between two of the courses. A little later the blonde woman made an excuse to her newspaper-reading husband and walked toward the toilets; and the sandy-haired Australian, who had watched her go, let a precise unhurried beat pass before he rose and followed her, with a casualness Martin admired. Martin, who had no business with either of them, finished his wine, paid, and followed too.

He stood in the corridor outside the toilets for ninety seconds. He could hear, faintly, what he had come to hear, and felt an ugly fascination at himself for having come to hear it. He had become, he understood, the kind of man who not only looked at women in restaurants but followed other men’s wives to other men’s bathrooms to listen at the wall. He was thirty-three. He had a wife in Sydney. The novel he told himself he would one day write would not be the kind that could include a scene like this; he would have to invent something less squalid.

He went back to his table. He ordered dessert.

He thought of the tattoo, and the four figures, and the cosmic war in 2887, and Rangda the Deceiver who would come for Keila Eisenstein, and a part of him understood that the most squalid thing he had done all week was not the bathroom corridor; it was the bargain he had agreed to in the place that was not a place. He had said yes to a job he did not understand. He had said yes because he had been frightened. He pushed the thought away. The dessert arrived. It was very good.

· · ·

He flew the next afternoon. His flight to Stockholm via Doha left at half past three; he reached Cairo International at half past one, to allow himself time at the duty-free and the bar.

He saw the blonde woman again at the gate bar. She was drinking gin, alone, her husband queueing somewhere, he supposed, for the boarding call, and she was, he could tell from the way she held the second gin against her cheek, already more drunk than was advisable at half past one in the afternoon.

He sat two seats down and ordered a beer.

He did not intend to do anything. He intended to drink the beer and look at the woman from the next table and indulge, for one cheap moment, the dim attraction he had developed for her. That was all. That was what he intended.

The voice that spoke inside his head then was not his.

It was the register the four figures’ voices had been, inside his head, his own mouth closed, but not their register. It was lower and warmer and felt as if it had been waiting somewhere very close by, perhaps in his tattoo. It said:

You need to release, Orchard. Or you will die. Copulate with the woman.

Martin set his beer down.

He understood the voice was not his own. He understood it was probably the thing Brahma had warned him about. He understood, too, that it was not asking him; it was telling him what he was about to do. He sat for perhaps ten seconds and watched his own hand pick the beer back up and his own legs unbend off the stool and his own body begin to move in the direction the voice had pointed.

He stopped at the blonde woman’s seat. He did not say anything. He did not need to. She looked at him as if she had been expecting him for several minutes, and got up, and walked. He followed her, three steps behind, the way the sandy-haired Australian had followed her the night before. They went through a service door he had not seen before, into a cleaner’s closet.

What happened in the closet happened to a man Martin would, for the rest of his life, find it hard to recognise as himself. He held her against the door. He took her with a roughness he had never used on Elaine in seven years and would never use on any woman again. Part of him was screaming; another part was the dispassionate observer of a film he had not chosen to watch. The voice had withdrawn the moment the door closed. It had done what it needed to do.

He finished. He let her go.

She straightened her skirt and looked at him with the unfocused intensity of a very drunk woman. The PA was calling her flight. He said his name. A Bond reflex, a defensive joke he had not made since university, Orchard, Martin Orchard. She nodded as if he had said something else, slipped past him, and the door clicked shut.

Martin stood in the closet a full minute, looking at the door.

He thought: I have just done something I will never be able to undo.

He thought: I have just done it under direction.

He thought, finally, with a new clear horror: the voice is going to come back.

He left the closet, bought a bottle of water at the duty-free, and boarded his flight. From the window seat at thirty thousand feet over the Mediterranean, watching the lights of Cairo recede, he attributed the whole week to the food poisoning and resolved to tell Elaine none of it.

He never told her. He slept sixteen hours in a hotel near Stockholm central station and flew home the following Tuesday. He kissed Elaine at the airport. She held him a long time and told him she had been afraid for him every minute he had been gone. He told her, truthfully, that he was glad to be home, and, untruthfully, that the trip had been uneventful. She believed him. She had no reason not to.

The tattoo, when he undressed that night, was a faint dark blue under his sleeve. He told Elaine, when she noticed it the next morning, that he had got it drunk in Stockholm. She laughed and called him an idiot and did not ask to see it closely. He wore long sleeves from that day onward, even in the Sydney summer.

The voice did not come back for fourteen months.  When it did, on a hiking trail outside Kathmandu in May 2020, his wife standing next to him, it would tell him again exactly what he was about to do; and he would do it; and the private horror he had carried since the closet at Cairo International would split open into a much larger one that would, in time, cost him almost everything he had.

But that was later. That was Nepal.

Tonight, in his bed in Raleigh Park, with Elaine asleep beside him, Martin Orchard lay awake until almost three and stared at the ceiling. The Cairo bazaar had been ten days ago. The tattoo on his forearm was already, somewhere under his skin, beginning to ache.
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Chapter 4
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The Soul That Chose

Sabina Eisenstein → Sabina Hines — The Divine Dimension, 2887 → Cape Town, October 2019

Sabina Eisenstein was twelve years old when she died, in the heart of Rangda’s golden temple, in the Divine Dimension, on her twelfth birthday in July 2887.

She had been raised on the asteroid Eden by her father Metatron and the woman who had carried her to term, Melissa, whom Metatron had married four years after the surrogacy. Her biological mother was Keila Eisenstein, the Martian revolutionary leader, whom Sabina had never met in the flesh. Keila and Metatron had been lovers before the third Martian war; Keila had fallen pregnant; Keila had not wanted to take on motherhood while the Terran Council still ruled the solar system, and so a Zetan procedure had removed the embryo non-lethally and held it in suspended animation while she fought. Rangda had captured Keila before the war was finished. Metatron, alone on Eden with a frozen embryo and a vanished partner, had enlisted Melissa to carry it to term. Sabina had been told for as long as she could remember that her mother was dead. She had known, since she was eighteen months old and had first begun to glow in her sleep with the small blue light the True Maker spoke to her through, that her mother was not dead, only held; and that it would, in time, be her task to free her.

She had entered the Divine Dimension that morning, walking alone up the side of the Cheops Pyramid in Egypt in a simple white dress and sandals, a wooden walking stick in her hand, Metatron weeping at the base. She had chanted the verse in the ancient language and lit the portal brighter than it had ever been lit, and stepped through. She had crossed Rangda’s plain toward the golden temple. An entire alien army attacked her; nothing touched her. The True Maker’s light was a sphere around her that stopped bullets in midair and pacified anything that came too close. She reached the temple. She entered.

Rangda sat on her throne. Sabina’s mother Keila. Dead these ten years, she had been told; drained by Rangda for fifteen, aged by the corrupted Zeto Crystals into a wrinkled old woman whose body was now barely an envelope for her soul, hung half-conscious in a psionic force-field beside the throne. Dov Dorevitch, the Martian general who had betrayed Keila’s revolution, who had eaten of Sabina’s shoulder when she was a toddler, whom Rangda had spared on the understanding that he would deliver Sabina to her, sat at Rangda’s feet like a dog.

What followed, Sabina would later try to replay to herself in her two-day-old throat in a Cape Town hospital bassinet, and not be able to do justice to.

She delivered the True Maker’s ultimatum. Rangda laughed and set Dov on her with a plasma sword. Sabina caught Dov’s hand, cleansed his soul with a touch, and forgave him; Dov, restored to himself, turned on Rangda and was disintegrated. Rangda, mocking, blasted Keila with a psionic shock, woke her, then ruptured every blood vessel in her body, then promised to do it again and again, forever, in this timeless place where dying was a thing Rangda could control.

Sabina lost her cool.

The True Maker had told her, gently, repeatedly, across the year of training given through the small blue light, not to use the divine light to kill. Light was for healing, for protection, for forgiveness. To use it as a weapon was to break the covenant by which it had been given. She knew this. She broke it anyway.

She smote Rangda with a flash of pure white light.

Rangda fell burning to the floor. Sabina collapsed from exhaustion and crawled to her mother. She held Keila’s hand and helped her spirit, in the small private way she had been taught, move on out of Rangda’s grip. She told her mother she loved her. Her mother could not answer in words, but the love came back through Sabina’s palm with such force that Sabina, dying herself, briefly believed she had succeeded.

She had not.

Rangda rose from the floor, third-degree burns already healing into scaled new skin. You pitiful girl, she hissed. The True Maker’s light protected you, and you threw it away.

Sabina, kneeling beside her dead mother, said: I am at peace knowing my mother’s soul has moved on. If I die for love of her, I have failed; but I have not failed for the wrong reasons.

Rangda tore her body to shreds in the next nineteen seconds.

The True Maker had been watching.

She had watched for fourteen billion years, in this galaxy and all the others; had watched the Zetan civilisation evolve and corrupt and engineer their daughter-species into the bodies those species now wore; had watched Rangda’s mother Kalianka rise as one of her own septillion forms and be murdered by other Zetans for the heresy of saying so; had watched the long inheritance of grievance that brought Rangda to this temple and Sabina to her death. She had watched the Chosen One she had quietly elected fail the covenant of light. She did not blame her. She had foreseen the failure. She had hoped, against her own omniscience, to be surprised.

She manifested now in the doorway of Rangda’s temple in the form of Kalianka, Rangda’s dead mother, which had always been the easiest form for Rangda to look at. She faced Rangda, still cackling over the small wet ruin of what had been Sabina’s body.

Rangda, the True Maker said. When you corrupted the seventh Zeto Crystal in this galaxy, you destroyed the balance. The Milky Way cannot survive your presence in it. I am sorry.

Rangda blasted her with the full force of her seven corrupted crystals. The True Maker did not flinch.

I am sorry, she said again, and this time she addressed everyone. Every species, every star, every quiet small life on every quiet small world; all the way back to the diatoms in the warm seas a hundred million years ago, all the way forward to a thirty-three-year-old engineer in a Kensington apartment ten thousand years from here, all the way to a child crying for her mother on a beach on Eden seven hundred years earlier. She released the energy that ended the Milky Way.

Stars dissolved. Planets emptied. Light died across a hundred thousand light-years. What remained of Sabina Eisenstein’s body on the temple floor dispersed. Rangda’s body did not. For reasons the True Maker would later acknowledge as a flaw in the energy’s distribution. She had ended the galaxy without ending Rangda. The plan was incomplete.

But Sabina’s spirit had survived.

She did not at first know how. She floated in the dark of the place that had been the temple, in the dark of the place that had been a galaxy. She had no body. She had no eyes. She had her memory, which she would later realise was the only thing she had ever been.

I’m still here, she said.

The True Maker turned toward the voice. She had not expected to find anything left.

She manifested for Sabina, after a moment of recognition, in a form easier to converse with: a young woman of eighteen, brown hair, grey-green eyes, in a dress Sabina would only later understand she had once seen her mother wear, as a girl, in a photograph Metatron had kept above the dining table at Eden. Sabina, who had no body now and so could not be said to weep, wept anyway.

How are you still here? the True Maker asked.

I don’t know, Sabina said. I think I refused to go.

The galaxy is gone, child.

Yes, said Sabina, but you are trillions of years old. I have heard you. You have reset the universe many times. What if we could turn back time?

Even for me, the True Maker said, it is hard to foresee the consequences. There are other galaxies that would be affected. I cannot reverse only this one.

Then let me do it, said Sabina. I am a lesser spirit. I have a smaller scope. I will reverse only what needs reversing. The other galaxies will not feel it.

The True Maker, who had not been surprised by a created being in a long time, was briefly surprised.

Enter me, Sabina.

Sabina entered her.

She experienced, in what would have been a heartbeat if she had had one, the septillion lives the True Maker had been and contained: every birth and death and kindness and small private love across the history of the galaxy just ended. She felt the True Maker’s own grief, which was vaster than the galaxy and the same shape as it, and understood, in a way the body would never afterwards render in language
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