
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Hell

	Book One
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	Mira was trying to claw her way to the surface. She was drowning, and all around her swarmed horrible, uncanny creatures — dark, slippery, limbless. They circled her, trying to catch her eye, and that was the part Mira found strangest of all. Why were they so desperate to look into her eyes? Why wouldn’t they let her go? A few times they managed to lock eyes with her, and each time a terror like nothing she’d ever known welled up inside her; even in that cold water she felt her skin crawl, and she dropped like a stone toward the bottom. A bad dream. A vile one.

	Mira sat up in bed, a silent scream lodged in her throat. Sometimes it seemed to her that she wouldn’t survive the next nightmare like this — that she’d just give up the ghost in her sleep.

	This dream with its loathsome creatures had been coming back for several years now, like clockwork, two or three times a month. By now, as she drifted off, she would think: just not tonight, please, not tonight. After the nightmares she felt awful — her heart fell out of rhythm, a headache pounded at her temple, her eyes went red, and her vision stayed blurry all day.

	Of course she’d gone to a doctor. She’d put up with it for about a year, but one day, after the most horrific dream yet with those creatures in it, she couldn’t take it anymore and went to a neurologist. She explained that nightmares were tormenting her, had a whole battery of mostly useless tests run, and after all that the doctor shrugged and pronounced:

	“You’re in perfect health. Stress, most likely.”

	He prescribed a sedative. Mira slept well for a few nights, and then it all started up again.

	Most often she found herself in dark, cold water, suddenly realizing she wasn’t alone — that something was down there with her. She couldn’t make out who it was in the dark, which only made it more terrifying. Sometimes there was just one creature, sometimes two, but usually there were a great many — dozens — and they swam around her so fast they churned up a whirlpool, and she began to sink.

	The first few times, finding herself underwater, Mira would look at the creatures and try to understand what they were, but after enough futile attempts she learned to look away, to squeeze her eyes shut, to turn aside.

	The nightmares were too real. Now and then, waking up, she’d even check whether her clothes were wet, whether there was sand on her feet, whether she’d actually gotten cold. But the dream stayed only a dream…

	Mira told everyone who would listen about the nightmares tormenting her, and she’d amassed quite a collection of guesses, theories, and old wives’ tales. People loved to advise her on how to sleep better. Everyone had a recipe of their own, and as she listened to them, Mira understood that they had no idea what it meant to be tormented by nightmares.

	“Maybe you should see a therapist,” her husband said to her once. “Try hypnosis, even.”

	“Oh, I don’t know. I don’t believe in hypnosis,” Mira said, shaking her head. “Besides, I’m sure I don’t have some mysterious past I need to dredge up. No dark spots, no gaps in my memory, nothing like that…”

	“There’s got to be some reason, though.”

	“Hmm… I’ve been through every forum on the subject. People run into strange recurring dreams all the time. They say recurring dreams come from things going stagnant. You have to make some drastic change in your life, and then the dreams change too.”

	“We haven’t gone anywhere in ages, and our life really has gotten too monotonous.” Vlad nodded. “I’ll fix that.”

	Mira only snorted in reply. He was always saying things like that, and nothing ever came of it.

	Surfacing from the nightmare, Mira tried to catch her breath. She’d clenched her jaw and her fists too hard, and now she made herself relax every muscle. A nasty film of sweat had broken out on her forehead. Mira noticed that Vlad was already up — and his waking before her was decidedly unusual. She’d probably woken him. During those terrible dreams she usually thrashed, kicked, flung her arms about, sometimes even screamed.

	Her husband appeared in the bedroom doorway. He was rumpled and half-asleep, but he was holding a cup of coffee.

	Vlad handed Mira the coffee in bed, and along with it — a brochure full of pictures of winter mountains, at which she only arched an eyebrow in surprise. Her composure meant nothing more than that Mira wasn’t fully awake yet.

	“I bought us an amazing tour!”

	Mira was nearly herself again. She took a sip of coffee, then set the cup aside with a regal gesture and fixed her husband with an intent stare. Coffee in bed was too suspicious a gift to start celebrating early.

	“Where to?” she asked anyway, as if the brochure weren’t answer enough.

	“The mountains.”

	“In winter?”

	Vlad nodded.

	“It’ll be great!”

	“It’ll be cold.”

	“You’ve got a fantastic ski suit.”

	Mira gave the brochure a disappointed glance. Why hadn’t he figured out by now that she couldn’t stand anything to do with cold, snow, and winter — the ski suit included?

	“You wanted a change of scene.”

	“I meant something more like Bali.”

	“Come on, that’s so boring.” Vlad waved her off. “Mountain air will do you good. And hot climates, by the way, give you nightmares more often than usual. Keep your head cool…”

	Mira rolled her eyes. What was the point of arguing with him, now that the stupid tour was already bought?
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	She had to admit it: the idea of heading into a winter forest had been a bad one.

	The whole way there, Mira complained. She disliked absolutely everything: the stuffiness of the train, the narrow berths that were practically prison bunks, the revolting snoring stranger, the stinking toilet, the smoke-choked vestibule.

	“Forget about it, we’ll be there soon,” Vlad consoled her.

	At the station the cab drivers swarmed them, blocking their path. Mira didn’t like most of them, and her instincts wouldn’t let her get into a car with them. At last she found someone she trusted, someone she wasn’t afraid to set off with on a three-hour drive along a snowbound mountain road.

	In the car she quieted down, relaxed, and, snuggling against her husband, turned sweet and affectionate. Vlad relaxed too. He’d been dreaming of seeing the look on her face when those landscapes opened up before them — the ones hidden from people, far from civilization.

	The driver dropped them at a deserted bus stop where there was nothing but a long-abandoned, rusted newspaper kiosk. Mira watched the cab drive away, and her lower lip trembled a little.

	“And now?” she asked, trying to pull herself together.

	“Now we walk to the camp.”

	“Camp? That sounds unpleasant.”

	“Well, that’s just what it’s called — it’s actually a decent resort, with a spa and a pool.”

	“Really?” Mira let out a relieved breath. A snowflake landed on her nose.

	Vlad kissed her lightly on the spot where the drop from the melted flake remained. He filled his lungs with the crisp, frosty air.

	How wonderful, he thought. And nothing ahead but forest and mountains.

	He hoisted the rather hefty backpack onto his shoulders — Mira always packed a lot; she couldn’t understand how anyone could spend three days in a single pair of jeans. But Vlad didn’t grumble; he was ready for any hardship. After all, it wasn’t the first time he’d gone off somewhere with his wife.

	“Well, let’s go,” he said cheerfully, savoring the adventure to come.

	“Let’s go.”

	Vlad pulled out the GPS, quickly typed in the name, and strode off confidently somewhere off to the side, away from the road and the kiosk. Mira had no choice but to follow. For the first five minutes she walked along calmly enough — looking around, listening, sniffing the air. Vlad never stopped marveling at his wife’s keenly developed survival instinct. She used all five of her senses, missing not the smallest detail, and at the same time her sixth sense was always on alert.

	It was this very quality of hers that had drawn him to her once; later, after they’d lived together for five years or so, it had started to grate on him; but five more years after that Vlad had come to love her intuition, conceding that it was their shared strength, and he’d come to rely on it almost without question.

	“Much farther?” Mira asked.

	Vlad had been expecting the question. By his reckoning it was a mile or so, but he’d never have admitted that to his wife.

	“No.”

	“How far?”

	“Well… ten minutes.”

	“Ten minutes? Fine.”

	There wasn’t much snow, but it slowed them down all the same, and they walked fairly slowly. There was no trail, just a smooth white carpet, but Vlad marched on confidently, glancing now and then at the map. After fifteen minutes the GPS silently switched off. Vlad swore — but to himself, so that Mira, God forbid, wouldn’t hear. He restarted the phone, sure something had just glitched. But when the phone came back on, there was no signal. Where the map should have been was a blank white screen, without a single landmark.

	This didn’t particularly faze Vlad. He knew they didn’t have far to go, and he had no doubt in his superpower for finding his way — he’d grown used to relying on it, just as he relied on his wife’s intuition. Tall pines grew all around, the road climbed uphill, and behind them stretched a clear chain of footprints. Why worry Mira for nothing?

	“Much farther?” Mira knew perfectly well that ten minutes had long since passed, and Vlad appreciated his wife’s patient silence.

	“Not far.” He was afraid to turn around and meet her eyes — he wanted quiet.

	Vlad heard Mira draw a breath, gathering herself to say something, but at that moment they came out onto a level plateau and both froze.

	“How beautiful!” Mira couldn’t help herself, though she’d promised herself she wouldn’t, under any circumstances, gush over all those “magnificent views” her husband had promised.

	The snow-capped peaks stretched into the distance, a bright sun blazing above them, its rays as if drawn by a child — split into separate broad shafts that pierced the mountains like spears.

	“I’ve never seen anything like it.”

	“Me neither,” said Vlad, admiring the sun and his wife.

	These were the last moments of quiet and peace.

	“But I don’t see any resort,” Mira said, sobering.

	A chill ran up Vlad’s spine. He didn’t see one either.

	“Hmm, just a second.” He pretended to puzzle over the map, but his attempts to hide anything from his wife always failed. Mira went pale, her eyes wide.

	“Give me the phone!”

	“Hold on a second.”

	Mira snatched the phone out of her husband’s hands and stared into the blank white void of the screen. Still not believing her eyes, she dragged a finger back and forth across it, but the picture didn’t change.

	“And how long…?”

	“No, just a couple of minutes, honestly.”

	“You’re lying.”

	“Let’s not fight right now. We’ll find the camp—”

	“The resort with the spa!”

	“It must be around here somewhere — most likely down in the valley.” He waved a hand somewhere below, where the forest grew denser and the lovely sunbeams couldn’t dispel the gloom.

	“I’m not going down there,” Mira snapped.

	“What, are we just going to stand here?”

	“I’ll break my legs on the way down.” Mira peered warily downhill. She couldn’t understand why she let her husband drag her into adventures like this every single time. Was this the first time? Her own fault.

	“You can slide down on your butt, like a kid on a hill,” said Vlad, who was always as simple as a three-year-old.

	“I doubt that’ll work.”

	“I’m going.” And he started edging his way down.

	Mira clenched her fists, trying to quell the anger rising in her.

	She tried to go the way her husband had, in his footsteps, but her boots slipped and she stopped. Damn it! Curses were straining to break out of her chest, but Mira held her tongue. Vlad thought she didn’t know how to keep herself in check, but if he knew how many times a day she actually did rein herself in, he’d have been astonished.

	Vlad was already halfway down, and Mira was still standing at the top, squinting against the sun. Her legs were starting to tremble from the strain.

	She sat down in the snow and tried to slide, as her husband had recommended: nothing doing, the suit wouldn’t slide. She paddled with her hands, slid a foot or two, and stopped again. Vlad had almost reached the bottom. Any second now he’d be looking up at her with that condescending air, standing below and urging her on, and afterward he’d repeat several times what a weakling she was.

	Mira lay back, stretched out straight as a string, and began to slide. Oh, it worked! She shot downhill as if on a water slide, except that instead of spray it was snow flying into her face. With every yard she picked up speed. Mira tried to brake, but on the smooth snow it proved impossible. And the speed kept climbing; she was like a bullet cutting through the air. A few times she struck her head painfully on rises in the ground, something pinched in her neck. She lifted her head, trying to save it from fresh blows. Fear gripped everything inside her; now she understood the people in films who went tumbling head over heels down a mountain. There was no controlling it. Mira tried to brake with her heels, jamming them into the snow, but the snow here wasn’t wet: it had crusted over with ice, and the leather soles of her boots couldn’t break through.

	Mira spotted her husband below; he hadn’t taken his eyes off her. Suddenly it hit her: at this speed, if she slammed into a tree, she’d die. And there were plenty of trees down below.

	Hurtling downward, Mira tried to change course and turn sideways. She managed it: she spun around at full tilt, but what she hadn’t expected was that now she’d roll like a log set rolling down an incline. Mira squeezed her eyes shut, covered her head, and rolled, powerless to stop the fall. Vlad caught her at the bottom, and the fall slowed. She knocked her husband off his feet, crashing into him; he flew back against a tree, she landed on top of him, and the motion came to an end.

	Mira was afraid to move; she was sure she’d broken a leg, an arm, or at least a finger.

	Vlad stirred.

	“And who’s the daredevil in this family, again?”

	“Oh, go to hell…”

	Mira sat up; her head pounded, her neck throbbed, her vision went dark.

	“You okay?” Nothing fazed Vlad, it seemed.

	“I don’t know. My head…”

	“Sit still for a couple of minutes.”

	He propped his wife against a tree, brushed the snow off her face, straightened her hat.

	“I thought I was done for.”

	“I caught you, didn’t I?” Vlad had never once imagined that anyone could be done for, that misfortune had any place in their lives, that there was anything he couldn’t handle. Mira envied his confidence — in himself, in tomorrow, in her, in the world around him.

	In spite of herself, she smiled.

	“Seems I’m alive,” she pronounced.

	“Can you stand?”

	“I’ll try.”

	Vlad helped her up. Apart from the pounding in her temples, Mira felt no pain at all.

	“Shall we?”

	Mira glanced around: all around them, nothing but dense forest.

	“Where to?”

	Vlad looked about.

	“You want me to scout ahead while you wait here?”

	“No!” Mira cried, loudly. Her inner voice was telling her that the best thing to do right now was head for the mountaintop. She looked up in horror. She would not, under any circumstances, climb back up there.

	“What time is it?” Vlad changed the subject.

	“Twelve.”

	“It won’t get dark for a while yet.”

	“You don’t want to admit we’re lost.”

	“I admit it.” Vlad was unshaken. “But it’s no disaster — we’ll find the camp now. Sorry, the resort.”

	He’d already shouldered the backpack and was straining to be off, like a young dog eager to flush out prey.

	“That way,” he said, pointing left, where the trees were noticeably thinner.

	Mira trudged after him, trying to step in his tracks. She was getting cold; down here, below, there was almost no sun, and a half-light reigned.

	“Why didn’t you arrange for someone to meet us? How could you just set off into unfamiliar country like this? Why the hell did I come out to this wilderness with you?”

	Vlad said nothing; he was braced for every grievance. But it seemed to him that they’d landed in a thrilling adventure, and he kept telling himself that after a while Mira would admit it had been fun and would look back on this trip fondly. He wasn’t afraid of getting hopelessly lost. The mountain they’d come down was to their left, and if after a while they didn’t find the camp, they’d just have to climb back up. But he was certain: they were almost there. He had intuition too, after all!

	Half an hour later Mira stopped.

	“I can’t go on.”

	“Let’s rest.” Vlad radiated good cheer, because he understood — he’d screwed up.

	Mira was angry. To occupy himself with something, Vlad took out the phone and tried to load the map. No luck. There was no signal either, not a single bar.

	“We need to go back up,” Mira said. She felt tired at the mere thought of having to cover such a distance.

	Vlad couldn’t disagree. It would be downright stupid to keep wandering the forest as darkness fell.

	“Agreed. I’ll help you.”

	Mira shot her husband a withering look. He’d long since learned to read in her eyes everything she’d like to say, and now, too, the unspoken tirade came down on him as mute indignation.

	Vlad looked away and started up. Mira followed: small, but tough, she knew how to pull herself together when she had to. After a few yards Vlad’s attention was caught by a strange light in the forest.

	“Look!” He pointed.

	Mira saw it too. In the woods there was a faint glow, like the reflection of a campfire, not far from where they’d begun their climb.

	“Yeah, I see it. What is it?”

	“A campfire, I think.”

	“The camp’s?”

	“The resort’s.”

	They sighed wearily but with relief, and headed down.

	Now they walked confidently into the thick of the trees, unwilling to turn aside and look for a way around; the end of the road was too near.

	They lost the tempting glints from view, but the thought that the resort was within arm’s reach drew them onward. Vlad walked in front, with long strides, giving no sign that he, too, was tired. They hadn’t eaten since the night before, only some instant coffee that morning on the train.

	“From up top the fire looked really close,” Mira said.

	“Yeah, it should be somewhere nearby.”

	They heard a faint crackling, the kind a burning tree really does make.

	“Strange that there’s no smoke and no smell,” Mira noted.

	Fifteen minutes later they finally reached the source of the light.

	In a small clearing, a strange scene confronted the two of them, weary as they were.

	“Damn!” Vlad exclaimed — loudly, emotionally, in a way utterly unlike him.

	Mira, on the contrary, was silent, as if she’d lost her voice. She couldn’t make a single sound.

	Before them was a flying saucer.
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	Vlad’s mouth fell open and, as if under a spell, he started forward, while Mira backed away.

	The unidentified object lay on the ground — though perhaps it was hovering in the air. The saucer was a dirty white, nearly blending into the snow, about the size of a small house in both height and length, only rounded.

	Mira didn’t want to know how the saucer had gotten here. The only thing she wanted now was to get as far away as possible from this clearing, this forest, and this whole region.

	She saw that her husband had walked almost right up to the strange contraption and was now studying its hull with a scientist’s fascination.

	“Vlad, come here,” Mira called, as quietly as she could.

	He didn’t hear. She knew that look on his face: you could blast a trumpet in his ear right now and he wouldn’t hear it. He was consumed by his thirst for knowledge.

	We’re in for it, Mira thought, and everything inside her clenched with fear.

	The object glowed faintly and crackled.

	Mira forced herself to take a few steps toward her husband. He’d already started circling the object, seeing and hearing nothing around him.

	“Vlad,” she called again. She would not, under any circumstances, go any farther. Her imagination conjured humanoid creatures watching them. She saw nothing resembling windows, but that meant nothing. Vlad adored science fiction, and together they’d watched every film on the subject, so Mira had no shortage of theories and conjectures.

	Vlad reappeared from the other side of the object and noticed his wife, only now remembering she existed. He looked at her with a kind of wild, crazed light in his eyes, as though he were drunk. His face wore such an expression of bewilderment and rapture that Mira almost burst into tears. Now she knew for certain: there was no way she could drag him out of here.

	“We have to leave right now!” she said sharply.

	Vlad looked at her as if she’d lost her mind. She noticed his hands were trembling slightly.

	“I’m serious. That… thing could be dangerous.”

	Mira pulled out her phone.

	“Let’s snap some pictures of it and get out of here.”

	“Exactly!” Vlad exclaimed. “It’s the thing jamming the signal!”

	Still with that look of rapture on his face, he turned back to the saucer. He gazed at it the way you’d look at a long-awaited newborn son: with love, with adoration, with the expectation that all your dreams were about to come true.

	He reached out a hand toward the object.

	“Don’t you dare!” Mira cried.

	Vlad didn’t so much as bat an eye; he touched the smooth surface. Nothing. Vlad peeled off his glove, and Mira froze in horror. Her husband touched the saucer again. There was a sound, like a soda bottle hissing open, and an opening formed in the saucer.

	It wasn’t a doorway in any human sense — more like a door tipped onto its side: a foot and a half tall and five feet wide.

	A whole swarm of fantastical theories was buzzing in Mira’s head, so many that she astonished herself with the train of her own thoughts.

	“We are not going in there,” she said, rushing to her husband and yanking him hard by the arm.

	He pulled free.

	“Don’t be ridiculous.”

	“Vlad, listen to me, please.” Mira changed her tone, made herself calm down, drained the notes of panic from her voice. “I’m begging you, let’s go. For my sake. I’m a coward, you know that. I’m terrified, I’m an ordinary weak woman, this isn’t for me.”

	Vlad smiled.

	“You? Come on, Mira. I’ve never met anyone stronger than you in the world. Or braver,” he added.

	“Then why am I so scared right now that I’m about to wet myself?”

	“You’re cautious. Your instincts are sharp.”

	“Well, there you go!”

	But Vlad had already turned away from her. The interior of the object beckoned.

	“I’m sure there’s no one in there. Otherwise the saucer wouldn’t have opened the hatch for us.”

	He looked his wife in the eye.

	“I’ll go in and see what’s inside; you wait here. I’ll have a quick look and come out. If anything happens, get out of here. Climb to the top, flag down a ride or call a cab, and go to the police.”

	“You know I won’t do that. You’re not going in there alone.”

	Mira faced the truth: she would have to follow her husband — hadn’t she made a vow once? She was bound to him by invisible oaths, by duty, by responsibility, and… yes — by love.

	“Everything will be fine,” Vlad said, and climbed inside.

	4

	Vlad was tall and big, especially in the ski suit, so he had to contort himself quite a bit before he made it inside. When Mira saw her husband disappear through the opening, she didn’t keep him waiting. The unknown was scarier than her own imaginings. She crouched and crawled into the object on all fours.

	Vlad helped her up, and they looked around. They were in an oval room, maybe three hundred square feet. Its walls flowed seamlessly into the ceiling, without joints or seams.

	It wasn’t dark; a faint light came from the walls, the same as outside — yellowish, the color of fire. The room seemed empty, the far walls lost in dimness. But when Vlad took a few steps, the unlit areas seemed to brighten. He took a few more, and panels appeared set into the wall, outlined in that same yellow light, only a little brighter. They were built in, crisp and square.

	“What is it?” Mira asked, afraid to touch a single thing in this uncharted place.

	“Some kind of control console, I think,” Vlad answered confidently. “It lit up when I got closer.”

	“Don’t touch anything.”

	“Mm-hmm.” Vlad nodded and stepped back, but Mira knew it wouldn’t last.

	They moved on, Mira timid and cautious, Vlad studying everything around him with curiosity. In a dark corner they found a curved corridor they hadn’t noticed before. It led them into another, smaller room, its wall set with cells of some kind, shaped like the opening they’d come through into the saucer, but with rounded corners.

	“What could this be?” Vlad asked.

	“Maybe it’s the sleeping quarters for whoever lives here?”

	“Hmm, could be. There are little hollows along the sides of these cells.” He ran his fingers over them without thinking.

	Mira’s heart clenched with fear, but nothing happened. Vlad hadn’t even noticed he’d broken his promise not to touch anything.

	“They’re not very big,” Mira said. “But there are twenty of them.”

	The cells were about a foot long, eight inches high and deep.

	Frightened as Mira was, she was no less curious. She’d already all but said goodbye to life, so now she didn’t much care if she rounded the next corner and saw something terrifying. Her imagination painted plump monsters with a hundred tiny eyes and a vast maw full of millions of needle-teeth.

	“Look!” Vlad pressed on, and another bend in the corridor led them into yet another room.

	They found themselves in a small compartment.

	“I think this is the very center of the saucer,” Mira said. “Do you feel it?”

	The hairs on their arms stood on end; the air felt charged.

	“Mm-hmm. I think there’s some kind of power plant in here.”

	A barely perceptible crackling came from somewhere overhead.

	They walked on. There was nothing in the saucer that could sustain humanlike beings aboard
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