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The knight passed through the half-collapsed archway into the vast hall. Rain sprinkled the ruins of what had once been a great castle.

—  Once, this was the Hall of Arts. Do you remember it, my friend? — the knight addressed someone lurking in the darkness of the far corner.

The vaulted roof still survived there, along with the mighty colonnade.

With his sword in hand, the knight moved forward a few steps and stopped.

—  What do you say, Lancelot? Do you remember how Arthur held his feasts here? The trophies of the Round Table were once displayed in this hall.

In response, the darkness stirred.

The knight noticed the movement — two hundred paces away, behind a column beneath the arched gallery on the second level.

—  And do you remember how we dragged that chimeric beast here? Arthur cut off its head with Excalibur, and then Merlin and Morgana staged a true sacrifice.

—  Do not speak to me of Morgana, Tristan! — a voice roared from the shadows. A painfully familiar voice, grotesquely twisted by agony.

Tristan faltered. Long had it been since he’d heard his beloved friend’s speech; long had he lost hope of ever meeting him again. Yet the moment had come.

—  She cursed me...

—  All of us... I see you have not forgotten the deeds of the past.

The darkness moved forward, and Lancelot emerged from it. Not a man, not a majestic beast — something unnameable, broken, yet filled with unimaginable pain and wrath.

—  How much time has passed? — the fallen knight asked.

—  A thousand years, my prince, — Tristan replied. — That is what everyone called you. The Prince of Camelot... he granted you that title as a sign of eternal friendship. Do you remember?”

Tristan stepped closer. No more than a hundred paces separated them. Lancelot moved on all fours. In his motions, Tristan sensed a hidden, terrifying power. Pain clenched his heart when he cast a fleeting glance at his friend.

—  I remember only savage fury, — Lancelot said, sorrow piercing his words.

—  I found Morgana... searched for her for a long time... before her death, she said she had regretted her curse all these years. We recalled with horror the night you became a monster...

—  I remember... the black abyss...

—  You slaughtered everyone... tore Arthur apart, disemboweled Guinevere, Isolde... turned Galahad and Gawain to ash with your fiery breath..., — Tristan stopped at the sound of a growl.

—  Yes, you did all this, my friend, but I forgave you long ago. You could never have imagined that Morgana was secretly in love with you and dreamed of your happiness together... while you yourself dreamed of Guinevere.

—  Guinevere..., — escaped from the monster’s lips.

—  Yes, Lancelot. All of them fell because of this curse... I became part of it as well. And I want to help you. When I found Morgana, she told me everything and gave her life in atonement...

At last, Lancelot stepped into the light. His skin bulged in places with swollen sores, tufts of fur showed through in patches, and writhing tentacles encircled his neck.

—  Is that why you came? — Lancelot seemed to attempt a laugh. — Don’t you think you’re rather late?

—  It is never too late to help a friend... You devastate neighboring villages, devour people. They’ve already sent soldiers and the Inquisition after you...

—  Yes. You saw their gnawed remains in the castle courtyard? — A sound like laughter escaped him again, then abruptly cut off. — I am so tired, Tristan. But merciless rage burns within me, the dark abyss cloaks my mind, and hunger calls forth the monster.

—  Let me help you, soothe your soul. Once, we were great heroes. Ballads were written in our honor, and we became legends... Now it is time for both of us to rest, my prince. Arthur and the others have long been waiting on Avalon.

With all his strength, Tristan tried to persuade his friend, pouring all his sorrow and kindness into his words.

—  I fear Morgana’s curse will never release me, — Lancelot growled, his whole body tensing.

—  Then I will kill you.

—  Try.

The monster lunged forward, jaws gaping.

A swift sidestep, a lightning-fast swing of the sword — one paw and several tentacles fell onto the wet stone. Lancelot collapsed onto his side and rolled several more meters.

—  Is that Excalibur?

—  It is indeed. Bathed in the blood of the one who cursed you. Only thus can the bonds of darkness be broken. 

The creature charged at Tristan again, roaring in blind fury. Now this was no longer Lancelot.

The knight once more darted aside with practiced ease, he had trained too long on other monsters. The beast missed but immediately spewed a torrent of searing flame from its maw. A roll and fire.

The monster found itself once more beneath the gallery balcony. That was where Tristan hurled the bomb.

Flash. Explosion. Columns and the balcony collapsed onto the creature, shrouding the hall in a cloud of dust.

Coughing, the knight approached the rubble. From beneath the ancient stones of Camelot, only Lancelot’s head was visible.

—  What kind of magic is this? — the beast rasped.

—  You rarely leave your lair, — Tristan said sadly. — It is the sixteenth century now... that was a gunpowder bomb. 

The creature tried to break free. Stones and fragments of walls cascaded down.

—  Do not hurry, Lancelot. Our time has come.

A swing of Excalibur.

The head of the cursed knight fell to the floor. The monster’s eyes rolled back.

Tristan climbed onto the burial heap and drove the ancient sword into the stone.

Strength swiftly left the thousand-year-old knight. The curse released him as well.

Tristan sank onto the rocks, leaning on the hilt.

—  That is all, my prince. The legend of the Knights of the Round Table has come to an end.
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The trap snapped shut. The travelers were plunged into darkness.

—  Damn it, Lex, turn on the flashlight!
The broad-shouldered man scratched the back of his head.
—  Uhh..., — he drawled, — Joy, there’s a problem...

—  You forgot to take the flashlights?! — the girl couldn’t see her companion, her eyes hadn’t adjusted to the dark yet, but instinctively smacked him on the back of the head.

She hit.

Lex groaned. He loved fiery Joy, but he could never quite control his own absentmindedness.

—  Idiot, — the girl snorted, — what do we do now? Where the hell did we end up?!

Then they heard a rustling somewhere to their left.

—  You’re in the Mousetrap, — a slightly mocking voice replied, — welcome.

—  Joy immediately realized an adult man was speaking to them.

—  Sir, where exactly are we? — she asked at once.

—  Heh. Like I said, you’re in the Mousetrap... what, went after the loot? — the voice chuckled again.

—  Yeah, — Lex said gloomily, — saw that stash on the hill and decided to check it out right away... so what is this Mousetrap? — the big guy asked.

—  Oh, that’s the key question, isn’t it! — said the voice. — That loot was an illusion. The mound it lay on was a fragment of the Mousetrap’s tongue. As for her herself, she’s a mysterious creature. I don’t even know what she truly is: a worm, an amoeba, a crocodile, a snake... doesn’t matter...

—  Holy shit! And how do you open the jaws of that thing? — Lex asked.

—  You don’t, — the voice came closer.

—  You’ve got to be kidding me, man! — Joy spun around and quickly pulled something off her belt.

—  Don’t you dare throw it, — the voice said sharply and very seriously, — unless you want to be crushed into pulp in a couple of seconds. She’ll chew you up and not even notice.

Lex cursed again, long and colorfully, and Joy, her hand trembling, clipped the grenade back onto her belt. This was not how she had imagined an easy trip to Deimos. People said it was quiet here, barren but safe — no one had mentioned this kind of madness and horror. Then Lex asked.

—  Sir, who are you anyway? And do you happen to have a flashlight?

—  I’m your ticket out of here. You may call me the Guide. As for light, since you don’t have your own, I’ll give you a couple of glow tubes. Just don’t take them off.

He stepped up to each of the travelers.

—  Don’t be afraid... I’ll put them around your necks. Shake the tubes.

Lex and Joy did as told. Small phosphorescent tubes lit up on their chests, and they were finally able to see.

The Guide was right, the travelers were truly inside a living creature. One could see a certain substance flowing along the left “wall,” and the “floor” had a faint spring to it.

But most importantly — they could now see their companion. A black military spacesuit, a battered backpack, and an old-model rifle. Joy took a closer look.

—  Now I see why you’re called the Guide.
He smirked again.
—  In this kind of darkness, only a blind man could survive. Well then, ladies and gentlemen — do you want to live?

—  Uhh..., — was all Lex managed.

—  Judging by your accents, you’re from Earth. Got a watch? What time is it?

—  6:30 p.m., — Joy answered.

—  Excellent. Mark six hours, — said the Guide. — After that, gastric acid will reach this area. We move fast to the exit. Hopefully, we won’t run into the numerous inhabitants of the Mousetrap along the way.

—  Wait! So we’re not the first ones you’ve led out? — the girl asked.

—  Of course not, sweetheart, — the Guide smiled with satisfaction. — Oh yes, almost forgot. You came by rocket, right? Where’s your ticket? Hand it over — it’s a sort of payment.

Lex handed him the slip of paper.
The Guide grabbed it with his grimy hands and pulled out a rope.
—  No way!

—  Oh yes — yours will be number 1485, — the man deftly attached the ticket to the bundle with the others. — Now take the rope and tie it around your waist. I’ll tie myself on too. Then we go.

They did exactly that.

They moved quietly through the darkness. Several times they had to climb, sometimes crawl. A couple of times the Guide coldly fired his weapon into the black void. Growling and gurgling echoed in response, and afterward Lex and Joy found disgusting scraps of something foul at their feet.

At last, they reached the end. They saw light ahead and then a stunningly beautiful clearing. Joy and Lex gladly climbed out of the Mousetrap.

—  Farewell, — the Guide said from the opening. — I’m not going with you.
And he vanished.
—  What? — the travelers were stunned. 

But an even greater shock awaited them when several people without spacesuits stepped into the clearing. They approached Lex and Joy.

—  Easy, — they said, — take off your helmets and breathe. There’s oxygen here. You’re in shock — we understand.

—  Where did he go? — Joy was confused, her hands trembling again.

—  That was an illusion of the Mousetrap. The Guide is the first Earthman ever caught in its snare. It uses his ghost to lure people like us deeper into the trap, — came the reply.

—  But how?.. — Lex asked, sinking to the ground.

—  Easy, breathe slowly, the shock will pass, — the people told him. — We’ve been here five years already and still don’t fully understand how the Mousetrap works. We do know two things: there is air here, and there is some force that won’t let us leave. But we managed to build a utopia. There are almost fifteen hundred of us, and everyone lives in perfect harmony.

Joy and Lex stared at each other with stunned eyes. Neither of them could utter a word.

The people helped them up and guided their first steps into the perfect world.

—  Welcome to the Mousetrap.
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The blacksmith awoke shortly before dawn. His wife, Etnis, was still asleep, as was their son, Dalin.

The blacksmith went down to the cellar, packed a small bundle of food, then stepped into the forge, took his cloak lying by the cold hearth, and Fang. The sword pleasantly weighted his load. The blacksmith slung the scabbard across his back, pulled the hood of his cloak over his head, and took the small food bundle in his hand.

His path lay from his native Padeil to the neighboring village of Maran, where a merchant had promised to gather a couple of leather bags with horseshoe blanks for him. An easy task — three leagues one way and the same back — half a day’s walk with a stop in the forest for lunch. The blacksmith had walked this route countless times, and it held no danger for him, despite the beasts roaming the woods and the bandits forever lurking along the Vyzyma Tract. He had learned how to avoid them all and keep out of trouble.

—  Farin, — his wife called out as he was leaving the forge. She stood in the doorway of their home, so beautiful and gentle in the rays of the rising sun. The bearded, mighty blacksmith smiled warmly.

—  Why did you come outside? You’ll catch cold — it’s cool this morning, — he said as he stepped up to her and gently embraced her.

At that moment, Dalin appeared in the doorway, still not quite awake. At thirteen, he was already ready to move from junior to senior apprentice.

—  Looks like I won’t leave without a farewell today, — the blacksmith ruffled his son’s tousled hair. — Light the hearth, when I return, we’ll melt the horseshoe blanks, — he added, looking at the boy.
Dalin nodded.
The blacksmith kissed his wife, clapped his son on the shoulder, and set off down the main road.

—  Light steps to you, Father, — Dalin’s quiet farewell reached him.

—  Be careful, — added his wife’s loving voice.

The blacksmith turned back, his blue eyes smiled and his feet carried him onward.
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When the new day fully claimed its rights and the sun began to warm the earth, the blacksmith left the Vyzyma Tract to avoid bandits and turned into the forest. Through the sparse oak grove, he could cut the distance and by noon rejoin the road that would lead him straight to the village of Maran.

Beneath the canopy of oaks, through whose branches sunbeams pierced here and there, the blacksmith walked more lightly, more joyfully. Though at his homestead he was known as a stern master, on such short journeys he allowed himself to relax.

****
[image: ]


He was crossing a shallow ravine when he ran into bandits. Only about a quarter of a league remained to the main road — apparently they had sheltered in the forest to divide their plunder.

A bulging purse hung at the blacksmith’s belt — he needed something to pay the merchant with. There were six bandits, and they immediately noticed the money. The sword the blacksmith swiftly drew from its sheath did not go unnoticed either.

Word by word, the fight began. The blacksmith was no master swordsman, yet he wielded his native Fang skillfully and with eagerness.

He managed to cut down three and wound one when the leader crept up from behind and struck the blacksmith on the crown of the head. He recovered quickly, losing sight of the two remaining enemies only for a moment, and immediately rushed after the fleeing bandits.

But bursting into a small clearing flooded with sunlight, he saw only a tall old man before him. No robbers, no murderers — only this man in a filthy robe, with a barely recognizable face.

—  Greetings, Farin, — the old man spoke in a creaking voice.

—  Old man, have you seen two robbers who ran through here?

—  Forget about them, Farin...

—  But how...

The old man stepped closer, and then the blacksmith recognized him.

—  Held? The sage who lived near my forge? But you died many years ago...

—  Farin, you are dead as well, — the old man replied calmly.

—  What are you saying?!

The blacksmith spun around and ran back to the place where the fight with the bandits had taken place.

And he saw.

The surviving robbers were searching his own corpse. Even those two whom Farin believed had escaped into the forest were there. The sight struck Farin like the blow of a smith’s hammer. The thought of death pierced him like the edge of Fang.

The blacksmith tried to grab one of them by the collar, but his hand passed right through the brute. The man merely shuddered and went on gathering the scattered coins.

—  Is this some kind of bad dream?

—  No, this is limbo, — the sage Held answered behind him. — You will relive your death until you come to terms with it. You, Farin, will fight these men again and again. And you will not even remember it.

—  I don’t believe you, old man! — Farin began to rage.

The mighty blacksmith hurled himself at the bandits in a futile attempt to defeat them, but only exhausted all his strength and, losing consciousness, fell into darkness.

He awoke again in the forest.
Before him — the bandits.
Again a brief exchange, a battle, and the meeting with Held.
Then the news of death — and again the darkness of oblivion.
And again the forest, the bandits, the fight, death, and darkness.
Again and again and again.
Time after time, the blacksmith defeated his enemies, fought them savagely, bargained with them, even groveled, begging and pleading. But each time he awoke in the very same place — killing, dying, and sinking into forgetfulness.

Again, and again, and again...

At some moment, Farin regained awareness during his conversation with Held.

—  You are in limbo again.

— Where?.. Why again, sage? — Farin did not recognize his own voice, it was quiet, like the rustle of grass.

— Because you are dead, Farin.

— Once everyone
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