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	Book Two
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	“What, are you scared?” Vlad asked, surprised.

	Mira said nothing; her whole posture spoke for itself. She gripped the armrests of her chair, craning her neck, trying to see everything at once: her husband at the controls and what was going on outside.

	Just imagine: Vlad had gotten hold of a flying saucer! Not only that, he piloted it easily himself. When her husband had said last night he’d prepared a surprise for her, Mira could never have guessed the surprise would be a flight on a saucer.

	This saucer, Vlad had explained, wasn’t an interstellar ship, only an air vehicle here on Hell. Mira had seen ones like it before; sometimes they glided silently past their house. She had always admired their flight. They looked so light, so quiet, so clean that it was hard to believe the saucers were made by human hands. They were more like birds, only wingless.

	Right now they were flying somewhere, and Vlad was peering intently at a monitor.

	“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

	“Relax. I’m not doing anything. The autopilot’s handling it all. You flew here from another planet; do you really think this saucer’s going to drop out of the sky?”

	Mira did think that. She didn’t admit it to her husband, not wanting to seem ungrateful, but on the ground she was more comfortable. She’d barely gotten used to the car’s autopilot; it had taken half a year before she stopped tensing up every time another car came rushing toward her little vehicle.

	And now this! Knowing Vlad, she wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d announced that from now on they’d only ever fly, that driving was boring, and so on.

	But Vlad dispelled her fears:

	“The speed tunnels are much faster than a flying saucer. In a few minutes in a tunnel we can cover sixty miles. But from a saucer you get a beautiful view.”

	“Yeah.” Mira nodded. The view truly was breathtaking. Traveling through the tunnels, she’d had no idea how beautiful Hell was. But now, from up high, she could take in the mountains and rivers that scored the planet’s surface.

	By now Vlad and Mira knew that Hell was thinly populated; vast stretches of the planet remained pristine, untouched by civilization. The saucer flew over a bright green meadow where herds of wild animals grazed, like earthly horses, only stockier. Their legs looked sturdier than a horse’s, not so long and far more powerful.

	“How beautiful.” Mira forgot her fear; she adored wild nature and could gaze at landscapes forever. Could she ever, before, have watched wild animals in their natural habitat as easily as this? In the realities of her earthly life it had been impossible. Vlad lowered the saucer a little, and now they flew quite low over the animals, so Mira could see them up close. The silent saucer didn’t startle them; the herd took no more notice of it than of the birds flying past.

	The birds, meanwhile, easily skirted the saucer — it had some kind of radar that made flying creatures and insects veer aside. The Helleans had seen to that. The same radars were installed on every transparent house.

	The Helleans valued life in all its forms. They protected birds, beasts, and people. Centuries ago they’d concluded that nothing is more precious than life, and chosen for themselves the path of preserving the diversity of species. Earthlings, having wiped out many kinds of plants and animals, had only in the twentieth century finally come to their senses and begun trying to preserve life and protect nature. But while some people fought for life, others fought for their profits, going right on enriching themselves off the planet’s natural resources. Fish were netted from the seas by the ton, animals slaughtered for sport and for their hides, birds died tangled in power lines or stuffed full of plastic. To say nothing of the catastrophic pollution of the atmosphere, the world’s oceans, and the soil. Could you even count all the disasters an Earthling brought down on his planet?

	Mira tried hard not to think about it. Now that she was part of an entirely different society, she could no longer imagine living among those cruel people. With each passing day they seemed to her more and more unreasonable, more and more foolish. How could they fail to see the obvious? How could they allow everything that was happening on their planet? Mira shook her head, driving off the unwelcome memories of the zoos she’d hated with all her soul back on Earth.

	The saucer rose lightly, banked, changed course, and headed east, toward mountains that loomed in the distance.

	Vlad loved mountains as much as Mira loved open fields and meadows.

	“Like it?” he asked.

	Mira nodded. They were flying over the tops of trees so tall, and so green, it hurt the eyes.

	“I just saw some wondrous little creature in the crown,” she said. “It looked like a baby bear.”

	“Like a panda?”

	“No, like a miniature brown bear. So sweet.”

	And there were the mountains — majestic, black, snow-capped.

	Vlad gazed at them, spellbound.

	“We could land the saucer right on the summit,” he suggested. He said it lightly, but his own heart pounded hard; Vlad thrilled at the thought that he really could do such a thing. Could he ever have dreamed of seeing a planet from the peak of its highest mountain? His chest felt ready to burst with the childlike rapture overflowing it.

	Mira shivered fearfully, but her husband, seized by the idea, was already looking for a spot.

	“Aha, there’s a perfect plateau.”

	The saucer settled smoothly.

	The sun blazed, reflecting off the snow.

	“Here, take this.” Vlad produced their ski jackets from somewhere. Mira stared at them in surprise. Here on Hell they looked absurd; she barely recognized their old clothes. Her jacket was bright red, a color found here only in nature; the Helleans themselves preferred muted, unremarkable shades. Her husband’s jacket was a bright green that on Earth would have been called neon. The Helleans would surely be amazed at such an article of clothing.

	“Why didn’t you grab the local jackets?”

	“Felt like remembering the old days.” Vlad smiled.

	Bundled into their warm clothes, they stepped out onto the plateau. Both of them caught their breath.

	The air was thin, but stunningly fresh, so delicious it seemed they weren’t breathing it but eating it.

	“Look!” Vlad walked right to the edge of the cliff, and though Mira was terrified, she followed her husband, hearing in his voice such reverence that she couldn’t help obeying.

	It was as if all of Hell lay spread before them — so vast, so impossibly beautiful: mountains, forest, and a huge lake below, smooth as a mirror. On its shore they spotted some animals, but they were too far off to make out who’d come down to drink.

	Tears of wonder welled in Mira’s eyes. She was grateful to fate that she’d ended up here, on this planet. Could she, a year ago, spending all her time at a dull office job, two hours a day stuck in traffic, weekends washing windows, stocking up on a week’s groceries, now and then managing a stroll down the main street or a trip to the movies — could she ever have imagined her life would change so completely? Mira had always believed life was unpredictable, that you never know what untrodden paths it has in store for you, but this!

	Could she have guessed her life would change so radically? She so often used to be wrung out after a work week that all she wanted was to lie on the couch watching endless TV series and eating fast food. And Monday would begin with her berating herself for a weekend wasted on nothing.

	Vlad watched his wife with a smile; she’d gone slack-jawed, forgetting she disliked snow and cold. He usually gave little thought to their married life and their relationship, treating it as a given, a fixed quantity you simply always had to account for. Like in mathematics — there are no convenient or inconvenient numbers, they simply exist. So it was with his marriage.

	But now, slightly drunk on the purest mountain air, he understood that their relationship had blossomed fully, that they were both so caught up in everything new that they never quarreled. They had so many questions and no settled opinions whatsoever about their new life that quarreling was simply impossible. All they did was ask each other’s advice and put questions neither of them could answer. And then they searched for the answer together and gained new knowledge together.

	They were like the local children, growing up in this society and soaking up its ways.

	In that moment a vivid, powerful feeling came over Vlad. Standing on the mountaintop beside his astonished wife, he understood that he was happy. Not fleetingly glad at having gotten what he wanted, but deeply and unconditionally happy — with all his thoughts and feelings, with every cell of his body, every fold of his brain.

	Vlad understood that so much that was unknown and fascinating still lay ahead of them, which meant there would be a great many more happy days.

	“We changed our world,” he said.

	“Forever, I hope.” Mira nodded, understanding what her husband meant.

	He drew Mira close and kissed her on the lips, and in that instant a huge bird flew over their heads. It gave a cry that they took for one of triumph. Its sharp talons nearly grazed their heads, but they didn’t break off the kiss, only pressed closer together. The bird flew on past. They even felt the air stir from the beat of its enormous wings.

	“Shall we go find its nest?” Mira suggested.

	“Okay, let’s fly.”

	A wonderful day was only just beginning.
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	Mira plunged underwater again. The dark, oppressive undersea realm wrapped her from head to foot. Mira tried to surface, but a huge, smooth body struck her and she tumbled in the water, losing all sense of direction. Where the bottom was, where the surface, she no longer had any idea. She wasn’t even panicking now; she’d resigned herself, ready to drown, to close her eyes forever, only so she wouldn’t have to see the air bubbles scattering away from her, and the water. She glimpsed, out of the corner of her eye, the dark shapes of the monsters darting around her. They were so swift and powerful that the water, like a fierce gust of wind, caught her up and flung her from side to side like a wood chip. Mira stopped resisting; she shut her eyes and sank toward the bottom.

	When her chest was about to burst from the lack of oxygen, she woke. She surfaced from the dream, breathing hard. Such pain tore at her ribcage that Mira couldn’t take a deep breath and was left gasping in ragged bursts.

	The dreams were growing ever more nightmarish, ever more lifelike. And worst of all, they’d grown more frequent. Now twice a week she woke in a state like this and couldn’t come back to herself for a long time afterward.

	Vlad slept quietly beside her, which told Mira that, despite so violent a nightmare, she’d barely stirred in her sleep. She remembered the feeling that had gripped her in the dream. It was a feeling of resignation, of not wanting to fight any longer. That was why she hadn’t thrashed, but had decided to drown, to let the creatures do with her whatever they wanted.

	Mira was glad Vlad hadn’t woken. She didn’t want to worry him needlessly or spoil their happiness. He was over the moon, adored Hell and everything they came across on the planet, delighted like a child in each new discovery, and tirelessly explored everything around him.

	Mira slipped out of bed and hurried to the shower. She’d sweated so heavily that she looked as if she’d just come out of the water.

	For all the more frequent nightmares, Mira had come to love Hell no less than Vlad did. She loved their wonderful house and all the comforts it provided. Their new home was quiet and incredibly spacious, with a stunning view from the window and peaceable neighbors. She couldn’t have dreamed of a house like this on Earth, at least not in the city where they’d lived before. Real-estate prices were absurdly inflated, and most ordinary people would have to work themselves to the bone for an eternity, denying themselves everything, just to afford a small apartment, let alone a house of their own.

	But the most astonishing thing wasn’t that they now had the house of their dreams. The house turned out to be a marvel of technology, if you could call it that, since it was, in a sense, alive.

	The Helleans had discovered a living organism with remarkable properties: it was sturdy, self-cleaning, and immune to disease. And after long experiments, Hellean scientists had learned to program it, so that it could now reproduce any shape it was given. What’s more, it could alter that shape if need be. When Vlad had banged his head a few times on the attic doorframe, the doorway had stretched, adjusting to the taller Earthling.

	This material was used in many structures: they could be shrunk or enlarged, rooms resized, floors added, and they could even be moved from place to place. Mira and Vlad were forever joking about it.

	“So you invite your parents to visit and just quickly grow an extra wing on the house, so no one’s tripping over anyone else and there’s peace in the family.”

	“I can just picture it: on Earth an ordinary little country cottage shoots up into a skyscraper because the neighbors are competing over whose house is taller. Especially since this house never needs cleaning.”

	“And when the kids fight, you can instantly conjure an extra room and separate them. Come to think of it, it’s boundless space for a child’s imagination.”

	“Yeah, I can see it now: the kids get carried away building mazes, and Mom comes home from work and can’t find the children — or even her own bedroom.”

	They themselves changed nothing; everything suited them. Mira sometimes wondered whether the Helleans had gotten into their heads before giving them such a gift. Everything here was arranged exactly as they’d dreamed. But those thoughts didn’t trouble her much, and Vlad said that if it was true, he could only be grateful to the Helleans for thinking even of things like that.

	“Who on Earth would ever give us a gift like this? Not just hand over a house, but read your mind, find your most cherished dreams, and bring them to life? Sometimes I feel like I’m dreaming and any minute I’ll wake up in our one-room flat back on Earth. And wake up because the neighbors decided to start drilling holes in the wall first thing on a day off.”

	Mira agreed. She couldn’t get enough of the quiet and the space, and she didn’t have to spend time cleaning — the house’s porous surfaces absorbed dust. Since the house was built from a living material, it needed something to feed on, and the microorganisms drifting in the air suited it just fine. Sometimes Mira wondered what would become of a little spider that decided to spin a web in a corner. Just how alive was the house? Did it have the beginnings of a mind? And if so, how did it feel about being used this way?

	Of course they missed Earth. In time, once the first raptures over the new planet had subsided, it even grew a little sad. True, Earth had been no paradise; there were plenty of problems — ecological, demographic, political — but still it was their home, the place they’d grown up, and as time went on the bad faded from memory and only the good remained. They missed their friends and family, the verbal sparring and arguments about politics, the dinners and trips out into nature their dog had loved best of all. Mira remembered Vlada every single day, and her heart clenched with longing. Some things left behind there could never be replaced on Hell, and you had to make your peace with that.

	But if she’d been offered the chance to go back forever, to part with Hell and reclaim her old life, Mira would have refused. Here the advantages indisputably outweighed the drawbacks.

	What Mira valued most of all was the sense of certainty about tomorrow that Hell’s way of life gave her. Here you didn’t have to worry that tomorrow you’d have nothing to eat and nowhere to live, or that some terrible illness would strike you out of nowhere and your savings wouldn’t cover the treatment. And that the only thing waiting for you in the future would be a death in agony, or the helpless watching of a loved one die.

	On Earth she’d always feared helplessness — the prospect that at some point circumstances would prove stronger than her, and she’d have no choice but to give up and let her hands fall. That fear had haunted her all her life, ever since, as a young woman, she’d been forced to survive on her own, deprived of her family’s support. From then on she’d thought constantly about needing to do everything possible to secure her future: earn as much money as she could, build connections, minimize every risk. But the years went by, and Mira couldn’t say with any confidence that she’d finally reached safety. She worked hard, but the money she earned only ever covered the basics, plus a vacation once a year. Old age was still many years off, but she could find no path that would lead her to prosperity. And now, here on Hell, she could stop worrying about tomorrow. She breathed in the air of freedom with her whole chest; the certainty that she could afford anything she pleased had taken firm root in her. She could have a dozen children or none at all, travel the whole planet or even fly into space; she could choose a calling to her liking, or — if she turned out to be lazy by nature — laze in bed all day long.

	Anyone on Hell could take a day off whenever they pleased. There was no set workweek, no fixed number of hours you had to put in whether you worked or twiddled your thumbs.

	You could say all the Helleans were freelancers. Earnings depended directly on how much a person worked: you could put in just two hours a day and devote the rest to leisure and travel. But the Helleans didn’t care for an idle life, for the simple reason that work brought them pleasure and was interesting. From the youngest age, when children were only just beginning to discover the world, they began to earn.

	Mira found the cryptocurrency accumulation system incredibly complicated; she could never quite get to the bottom of it, whereas Vlad considered such an approach the only correct one. He said that Earth would come to it too, only not for a long time yet. Cryptocurrency was already starting to seep into every sphere, but for now only a few used it.

	On Hell, even a child, by performing simple tasks, received certain bonuses (as Mira called them). The Helleans valued self-development, and every child, when not asleep but building pyramids or, say, visualizing, was earning bonuses. A child’s development held enormous potential for the future of all humanity; the Helleans believed you couldn’t overstate the benefit of nurturing a new generation.

	The brightest of them, by adulthood, had quite a lot of these bonuses, enough to start a business of their own, if they wished.

	For the most part the Helleans strove to pursue science, the knowledge of the new, the study of the unknown. They came to research centers with their ideas and their cryptocurrency, and could either join a common effort or develop something of their own. If their project went on to bring great benefit to society, the pioneers’ bonus accounts grew larger still.

	The system was built so that everyone, by doing things that at first glance seemed simple and even unimportant, still brought benefit to society precisely by making their contribution.

	Vlad explained these things to his wife as plainly as he could.

	“Look: there’s a vast space — in our case the whole planet — and somewhere on it a single key is hidden. Every inhabitant of the planet is looking for that key. Whoever finds it gets a huge reward (let’s not tie it to currency). Since the planet is enormous and everyone wants to find the key, many band together in groups, and if someone in their group finds it, the reward is split among all the group’s members. What matters is the labor of everyone who searched, and it doesn’t matter who actually found it. Get it?”

	“Very vivid. I can just see the crowds of people rummaging through the bushes.”

	Vlad scratched the back of his head.

	“You can’t measure each person’s contribution in a case like this. It’s distributed among them all. Well, let me try to explain in scientific terms…”

	“No! Absolutely not. For now that image makes the most sense to me.”

	“All right.”

	“Oh, Dream’s come for me.” Mira went to meet her friend.

	Their relationship with Dream was rather unusual for Hell. The locals were strikingly self-sufficient. They didn’t like to gather in noisy crowds; they had no nightclubs or huge celebrations where thousands of people came together. For that matter, they hardly had close friends at all and weren’t the least bit dependent on their families. Of course everyone had their own circle — people they worked with and were on friendly terms with — but there was no painful dependence on one another.

	Mira thought that on Earth people clung to each other so tightly, hunting for “true” friends, refusing to part with their parents into old age, out of their own vulnerability, instability, and uncertainty about tomorrow. They were always afraid disaster might strike, and then only family and friends would come to the rescue.

	Here on Hell things were rather different. Besides the fact that children earned for their future from an early age, they could always count on the support of the authorities. No one was ever cast overboard; social security on Hell was beyond praise. They’d solved the problems of food, housing, and clothing long ago, and no rational being need ever be troubled by the cares of daily living.

	And visual communication had solved the problem of loneliness once and for all. You had only to put on the device, and you could contact any inhabitant of the planet, pick out an interesting conversation partner and, if you liked, meet up with them within the hour, even if you lived in different hemispheres.

	Dream and Mira’s relationship stretched somewhat beyond the norms accepted on Hell: the women became friends. Both enjoyed each other’s company, and while at first Dream hadn’t attached much importance to their meetings, for Mira they mattered a great deal. She sought out time with Dream, with whom she felt at ease, and she understood what Dream meant to say far better than she understood the others.

	A year into her stay on Hell, Mira spoke the local language fairly well, devoting all her time to it, unlike Vlad, who’d become an ace at image-communication. Her husband had only a weak grasp of the Hellean language, but he didn’t suffer for it. He believed that visual perception gave him far more information at once than Mira got. Mira didn’t argue, since it was true, but to this day she was wary of the visualizer.

	At first Dream had barely understood Mira; teaching her and explaining the obvious bored her. Later, when Mira learned to express herself fairly well, Dream began to show curiosity. She asked a lot of questions, took an interest in Earth’s political structure, its science, its social problems. At such moments Mira could thank her law degree, which she’d once thought useless on Hell. She could easily satisfy Dream’s thirst for knowledge, though many things Dream still couldn’t fully grasp.

	But what surprised Dream most of all were the relationships between men and women on Earth; she tirelessly plied Mira with questions about marriage and childbearing.

	“But why bind yourself by marriage to one single person?” Dream marveled, on learning of such a thing as the “institution of marriage.” On Hell there was none. “And what if you want to part ways?”

	“Then you can divorce.”

	“What’s the point of marrying, then?”

	“To raise children together.”

	“But if both of them wanted children to begin with, why should they have to do it only with a marriage document in hand?”

	“Because among us it’s very common for men to not want to care for their children afterward, and only children born within a marriage have any guarantee that the father won’t refuse to look after them, and that the child can claim support.”

	When Dream raised her brows in such astonishment, Mira felt ashamed of Earth, and would try somehow to rehabilitate their customs, but to her own ears, here on Hell, they sounded utterly unconvincing.

	“In general, people marry because they love each other. It’s a custom — to seal the relationship.”

	“A proof of love?”

	“Something like that.”

	“No one marries without love?”

	“It happens that they do.”

	“What for, then?”

	“Well, for money — currency — for property or citizenship, for instance.”

	“Oh!” Dream understood nothing.

	On Hell there was no concept of citizenship in any country, because the planet had no countries; it wasn’t divided into separate territories. The whole planet was one enormous state. A person born on Hell was simply a Hellean and had equal rights and duties with all other Helleans. They had no shortage of land or resources; everyone could live wherever they liked. Having solved the problem of crossing great distances, the locals could happily live in one hemisphere and commute to work in another. The whole planet was open to you — choose a climate that suited you; if you liked, live by the sea or beside a forest, and if you grew tired of it all, set off for another planet.

	Of course, not tied to any one place, enjoying unlimited freedom of choice, the Helleans couldn’t comprehend customs like the bonds of marriage or other vows. Why tie yourself down like that?

	“Well, but what if you love someone and don’t want to share them with anyone?” Mira offered as an argument.

	“And what — if you’re married, you can never have a relationship with anyone else again? Like a curse?” Dream laughed, using a word ancient to her ears. Mira didn’t even understand its meaning.

	She shook her head wearily. How to explain it to Dream? She fell to thinking: how could she explain it even to herself? Why did they create families? Enter into marriages? By all accounts it came down to nothing but money matters. Once, women had been afraid to raise children alone; mothers couldn’t both work and raise a child. A man, meanwhile, could always disown his offspring, declaring the child had nothing to do with him. Marriage, on the other hand, obliged him to provide for the family. But if Earth women had had enough resources to raise children on their own, would marriage have remained as desirable to them? After all, it bound everyone — men, women, even their parents.

	If at first Mira had thought she and Vlad were the only monogamous couple on Hell, she later learned that was far from the case.

	There
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