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Prologue

Hugh Howey Must Live
 
Hugh Howey was hungry. The New York Times bestselling author used a bony finger to scan the books on his luncheon tray, but he had trouble deciding exactly what he wanted to eat. Nabokov again? Nah, how many times a week can you eat Nabokov? There was some O’Henry here and a book of Chekhov plays… those looked good. Ahh, here was Henry James’s Travel Writings. He picked up the volume and sniffed it. Delicious. A literary/culinary delight that would satisfy him perfectly until the evening meal. As he opened the book, ripped out a page, and shoved it into his mouth, he was just thinking that for supper he’d have some Neil Gaiman, or perhaps he’d dip into that A.G. Riddle book that was storming the charts.
Hugh hadn’t seen his friend Bombo Dawson since they’d parted at the airport in London back in January. That was after the two authors had saved England—and probably the whole world—from an infestation of zombies that ate only good writers. He thought back on that crazy time with a bittersweet mixture of sadness and nostalgia. The two men had raced—well, walked briskly; it was still more than enough to leave Bombo gasping for breath—through London’s darkened streets during the height of the zombie infestation, being chased by thousands of writers-turned-zombies.
Luring the zombies to the Tower of London had been simple enough. The zombies were all former writers—good, talented writers—who’d been infected with a virus that caused them to want to attack and consume other good authors. These undead scribes were the product of a British military experiment gone horribly awry. So Bombo and Hugh had been used as bait, to lure the biters to their re-death.
The ploy was as implausible as it was farfetched, and had been designed by some mid-level pencil-pushing wonk who hadn’t slept in two days, but ultimately it was successful… at least, mostly so. Unhappily, in the midst of the mission, New York Times bestselling author and all-around great guy Hugh Howey had been scratched on his leg by the zombie formerly known as Sue Grafton.
Now, he was mostly zombie-ish. Mostly.
He wasn’t all the way dead. At least, not yet. His transformation from unassuming author to unassuming undead zombie was moving along painfully slowly. He’d only just begun to stink. And Bella, his dog, had started to chew on his fingers and toes a bit now and then.
He’d received such a low dosage of the virus from the undead Sue Grafton that his body had, so far, been able to fight it off. So, in a way, it was like he had a long-term zombiesque cold. His condition was slowly getting worse, but he was still in the fight.
His wife, along with the lawyers at Simon and Schuster, had decided to chain him to his desk inside his Florida home so he could keep writing—and to keep him away from any well-meaning persons who might choose to smash his brains in with a pitching wedge. And so he wrote; and frankly, his fans couldn’t have been happier. His already prolific output had multiplied, which satisfied everyone involved. Sure, he didn’t do many unboxing videos anymore. Not since that time when he’d unboxed his GRIT Omnibus, and the overwhelmingly delicious smell wafting from the box had caused him to rip into the books hungrily with his teeth, without any thought that he was recording the video to put up on his blog. Nobody wanted to see that.
The bestselling author of The COTTON Omnibus also agreed—as a gesture to the memory of Sue Grafton and as a gift to her legions of adoring fans—to ghost-write the next novel in her famous alphabet series. It just so happened that Ms. Grafton had become a zombie before finishing her “W” novel, so Hugh had just put the finishing touches on the next, absolutely and undeniably awesome Sue Grafton title…
 
“W” is for WOOL
 
He thought it was catchy. Probably no one else would. What kind of name was that for a book? Sounded like a scouring pad, or a sweater of some sort. Would followers and fans of the book be called “Woolites”? Oh well, in literature, he thought, there was no accounting for taste.
Hugh’s “office” was a room in his cozy Florida home near the beach. Though he was chained to the desk, there was a bathroom attached to the office, and when the need happened to arise—even zombies had to go sometimes, and boy, those John Grisham and Stephanie Meyer novels went straight through him—he could use the bathroom. His chain was just—long—enough.
The bathroom was mostly unspectacular, but it did have ceramic tile and a claw foot bathtub in case he had a particularly sweaty day of writing. Now, as he tore out another delicious page from Henry James’s Travel Writings, the door to that bathroom swung open, seemingly of its own accord.
Hugh felt the hunger pains grow worse as a hooded figure emerged from the bathroom. Well, maybe not from the bathroom so much as from a glowing, ethereal light that glowed forth from the bathroom.
The figure was dressed in white robes and wore atop them a long, white cloak. The figure’s face was cast in shadow, but from the rumbling in his gut, Hugh Howey was certain that this was an author of great renown. In fact, he knew that whoever this figure was… he or she would be delicious.
The head tilted slightly and Hugh knew that the figure was sizing him up too. “Are you the international bestselling author Hugh Howey?” said the figure in white. It was a man; there was no sense in pretending otherwise. That’s not to say that a woman would be inferior in any way, just that this otherworldly, perhaps magical being, just happened to be a man. okay?
Hugh Howey nodded slowly, his blue eyes fixed on the figure standing before him. The man, who was unusually tall, drew back his hood to reveal a face framed by a mop of blackish-brown curly hair. Kurt Vonnegut.
Hugh dropped the book he’d been eating—a tiny piece of one of the pages still bulged from his mouth—and pointed at the specter. “Kurt Vonnegut?” he mumbled. Howey’s voice shook a little, and he didn’t know whether he should kneel down or genuflect or… you know… offer to give Vonnegut a high-five or something else appropriate like that. He’d seen a lot in his lifetime, but having a dead author—one of his favorites, mind you—step out of his crapper in a glow of heavenly light was unusual to say the least. He could tell right away that Vonnegut was no zombie, but he was still quite dead.
So it goes.
Howey choked down the rest of the page he had in his mouth, and Vonnegut smiled. He looked younger than he had when he’d died back in 2007. As a matter of fact, he looked just like he had in his author photo on the back of Slaughterhouse-Five. “This is probably a big surprise to you,” Vonnegut said. “God knows, it was a surprise to me when Mark Twain showed up at my house on Cape Cod back in 1971.”
“Excuse me?” Howey said.
“Never mind,” said Vonnegut. “Close your mouth, son. Being mostly dead, you’ll start to attract flies sooner or later, and zombie or no, flies aren’t a good part of any diet. Now listen up. I’m here as a representative of the Legendarium. Ever heard of it?”
Hugh closed his mouth and shook his head no.
“Didn’t think so,” Vonnegut said. “The Legendarium is a library, but not like the one down the street from your house.” Vonnegut gazed around the room and then nodded at Hugh. “Say, Hugh, this is a nice house.”
“Thanks.”
“Anyway, the Legendarium… it’s a metaphysical library. It exists at the nexus of the multiverse, at the point where all stories intersect.”
Hugh nodded his head and then shrugged. “Of course it does.”
“Are you being obtuse, Hugh?” Vonnegut asked.
“No, sir,” Hugh said. “I’m just sitting here thinking that… of course there’s a bad-ass super library out there, now that I’m becoming a zombie and can’t really visit it.” He pulled his chain and rattled it for Vonnegut.
“You’ll get to see it someday. I’m sure of it,” Vonnegut said.
Hugh shrugged again. “Probably not. Certainly not as long as I’m in this condition.”
“I can dig it,” Vonnegut said. “But all of that is neither here nor there right now.” Vonnegut stuck his hands into the deep pockets of his white cloak. “As I was saying: there exists this… super library, as you called it. It exists out there, and every story ever written comes together at that one, critical point, at the nexus of the multiverse. Does that make any sense to you?”
“Not a bit,” said Hugh Howey.
“They should’ve sent C.S. Lewis,” Vonnegut grumbled. “He could have explained this better than me. But I wanted to meet you.”
“Me?” asked the exceedingly humble bestselling author.
“I read your fanfic,” Vonnegut said.
“Oh,” said Hugh Howey. He flushed, if such a thing was possible for a zombie. “I… um… Kindle Worlds asked me to write that and…”
“I loved it,” Vonnegut said.
“You did?”
“At first I was skeptical about other people using my characters,” Vonnegut said. “You know about the whole thing with Venus On The Half-Shell, right?”
Hugh Howey nodded.
“But then I read a few of the fanfic stories, and… wow. Your story had me in tears, Hugh.” The two authors just stared at one another for a few seconds before Vonnegut took a deep breath and continued. “Anyway, the Legendarium is in trouble, and I’ve been sent to recruit some authors to defend it.”
Hugh looked at the chains binding him to his desk. He thought about the zombie virus that was slowly eating away at him from the inside. He knew he was in no condition to save this Legendarium. “I’m sorry,” he said, “but I don’t think I can help you.”
Vonnegut scowled.
“Besides,” Hugh said, “turning me loose in a library right now would be like taking George R.R. Martin to an all-you-can-eat buffet. No one wants to see that.”
Vonnegut took a closer look at Hugh Howey, and as he drew nearer, Hugh had to resist the urge to lunge at the great writer. The desire to get a taste of the man who’d written Slaughterhouse-Five was overwhelming. He’d really be the Breakfast of Champions, Hugh thought to himself. He laughed at his own joke and realized that he was glad that he was chained. He’d never forgive himself if he ate Kurt Vonnegut. He didn’t stop to wonder whether one could actually eat a ghost at all.
“You look like something the cat dragged in,” Vonnegut said. “What happened to you?”
“It’s a long story.”
Vonnegut frowned. “Maybe another time. For now, I need a few heroes to save the world. If you can’t help us, can you suggest anyone that can? It has to be a writer, and it has to be someone really good. Someone with heft… you know? A serious author with an overwhelming hunger. Someone with literary gravitas.”
Hugh Howey smiled as he thought of his new friend, Bombo Dawson. He said, “I think I know just the person.”
 
 
 
 



Chapter One
The Drawing of the Two
 
Breakfast on the terrace is a great idea—provided that three, and only three, requisite circumstances are met. First, the weather should be pleasant. That one is a given, and doesn’t merit much comment. Second, pests of all kinds—this includes bugs, children, and dogs—should not be present at such an important time. Third (and this was the big one), rules… well… they should be kept to a minimum.
It’s just plain un-American, that’s what it is, Bombo thought. Choices shouldn’t be this hard, and what kind of person buys a dozen assorted donuts and then tells you that you can only pick one? What kind of thing is that?
Carol, Bombo Dawson’s new wife, had her largish man on a tight leash, gastronomically speaking. She’d completely failed in her attempts to get him to trim his voluminous beard or to shower more often, but she’d insisted that he go on a diet. She was concerned about his weight. He wasn’t concerned at all about it, but she was. Apparently his performance in the harrowing three-mile chase—from the offices of The Colonel Magazine to the Tower of London, while being chased by writer-eating zombies (who had impressive stamina, he’d thought at the time)—caused Carol to be of the opinion that perhaps Bombo wasn’t in the best shape of his life. But who is? he thought. I was in the best shape of my life when I was twenty, and since then it’s gone downhill. But it’s sure been an enjoyable downhill ride. The thought of now eating only one donut sickened him. Communism, that’s what it is. I’ve married a communist.
As if she were reading his thoughts, just then Carol pushed open the sliding glass door and joined her new husband on the terrace. She nonchalantly sprayed him with a can of Febreze, an act that had become something of a ceremony between them. In fact, he’d come to expect it, and he’d even grown to appreciate the linen and sky aroma. Like Pavlov’s dog, whenever he smelled that particular scent, he knew that Carol was around, and that things were mostly right with the world.
She pointed a finger at Bombo. “Are you going to just stare at them, or are you going to pick one?”
“You’re a commie, aren’t you, comrade?” he asked.
Carol’s jaw dropped. She was used to her husband’s eccentricities already, but that didn’t stop her from being shocked at the things that came out of his mouth. “What? Bombo? Me, a commie? What are you talking about?”
Bombo narrowed his eyes at Carol and pointed a finger back at her. “Right now, without thinking about it, Carol—just spit out an answer. In which city would you rather live: Volgograd? Or Stalingrad?”
“What? I don’t even know what you’re asking me, Bombo.”
“Ha! Trick question!” the chubby author said. “They’re both names for the same city, Carol, and you wanted to say Stalingrad, I could see it in your little pinko eyes. But you knew that if you said Stalingrad, you’d be exposing your communist underbelly!”
Just then, the phone started to ring in the house. Carol’s head turned at the sound, and Bombo took advantage of the diversion to grab two donuts: a crème-filled and a chocolate-covered with sprinkles. He’d already swallowed half of the crème-filled donut and was walking by Carol through the still-opened door when Carol began her protest. “Bombo!”
“Don’t deny it!” Bombo said, his mouth filled with donut and vanilla crème as he shuffled, surprisingly dexterously, past Carol, “I should have known better than to get a wife in Great Britain. That place is crawling with commies…”  
Ding.
“Stop calling me a commie, Bombo!” Carol started to argue but Bombo interrupted her with a chocolate-covered finger stuck in front of her face. “Hold that thought, comrade. My phone just dinged.”
Bombo reached into the pocket of his red flannel shirt and produced a device the size of a pocket calculator which contained a computer more sophisticated than the machines used to put a man on the moon. That’s assuming, of course, that you believe a man actually walked on the moon. Bombo still wasn’t completely sold on that particular notion. He slid a chocolaty finger across the face of his phone and began to read. His body tensed noticeably and Carol took an involuntary step back.
“What is it?” Carol asked, her bellicose tone from moments before evaporating like superheated water.
“Someone just gave a one-star review to Anne Askew In The Tower,” Bombo said. He blinked back tears as the words of the review twisted in his heart.
“Let me see that,” Carol said. She took the phone and read the review. As she was wholly occupied reading, Bombo smiled to himself and moved stealthily to the box of donuts. He took a Boston crème and bit into it without thinking, allowing the combination of chocolate and pastry and vanilla pudding to soothe his troubled spirit.
“Whoever wrote this is a complete wanker,” Carol said. “He’s probably—hey, are you eating another donut?”
Bombo shoved the rest of the Boston crème into his mouth, spilling a bit of pudding into his beard as he did so. “No,” he said with his mouth full.
“Bombo! I’m just worried about your health,” Carol said. “You can’t keep eating like this and hope to live a good long life. I don’t want to be a widow, you know?”
Bombo nodded, swallowing most of the donut in one gulp.
“I’ve been reading this book about vegan dieting—” Carol began, when something very peculiar happened. 
The terrace door opened, spilling blinding light into the Kentucky morning. It was impossible, Bombo knew, but the light coming from the other side of the door was actually brighter than the sun. It took a minute for his eyes to adjust, but when they did, Bombo saw a man in a flowing white robe standing next to the grill. The figure had a long white beard and penetrating eyes. Bombo lowered his cell phone and stared. He’d been licking the chocolate off the screen when the specter had first appeared, which may be why the figure before him was now staring at him with narrowed eyes. Bombo recognized the man at once: it was Leo Tolstoy.
 
* * *
 
The review was posted on Amazon, Goodreads, and the critic’s personal webpage. It read as follows:
 
Anne Askew In The Tower is the worst piece of crap that I have ever read in my entire life. It’s the kind of book that is so hackneyed that you just can’t look away. It reads like it was written in one sitting by a redneck high on donuts and cappuccino. And the author, Bombo Dawson, he looks like a long-lost relative from that show Duck Dynasty. I mean, he makes Patrick Rothfuss and George R.R. Martin appear well-groomed. Whatever you do, don’t buy this book. Not even the e-book. Don't get it even if it’s free on Amazon Prime. I give this book 1-star because they won’t let me go into negative numbers. It’s that bad.







 
The reviewer’s name was Alistair Foley. He was a thirty-five-year-old man with thinning hair on top, a ponytail in back, and wrinkles at the edges of his eyes. He had a neatly trimmed mustache and a hoop earring in his left ear. He wore vests and ties and a sports coat, once belonging to his grandfather, with patches on the elbows. He was a creative writing teacher at the community college in his hometown of Carmel, Virginia.
Alistair Foley was also a frequent reviewer of books on the various websites listed above. He had the tendency to give scathing reviews to practically everything he read. He patrolled—or, more properly, trolled—literary territory like a shark looking for victims. He enjoyed fantasy and science fiction, but was extremely particular even then. If the author was Martin or Rothfuss or King or Salvatore, his reviews were usually positive. If the book strayed too far away from what he considered to be “high literature” however, more often than not Alistair would fillet the author.
Foley sat at his desk in his empty classroom at the community college. It was lunchtime, and he was enjoying the break between classes by critically shredding Bombo Dawson’s literary debut. The book had only been on the market for a few months, and already it had eighty-seven five-star reviews and thirty-one four-star reviews. It had only one one-star review: Foley’s. Critics and industry people were calling Anne Askew in the Tower the next big thing. Alistair was calling to have it flushed down the commode.
He’d just finished an hour-long session with his creative writing students. He’d told them that writing was a great way of working out your feelings. He’d told them that symbolism was the most important part of any work of fiction. He’d told them they should submit their manuscripts in twelve-point Courier font, double-spaced. And he told them that they should never, ever, under any circumstances, ever consider self-publishing their work.
“Indie publishing is for hacks,” he’d said. “No one will ever take you seriously if you go that route. It’s undervaluing your art, and participating in it is joining the pitchforked multitudes in overthrowing our cultural and literary heritage.”
“What about Hugh Howey?” asked a bright-eyed student in the third row.
“Whom?” said Alistair. It was a rhetorical question. Alistair had read and enjoyed Hugh Howey’s work just like a million other people across the planet, but he wasn’t about to admit that to his students.
“You know, he wrote The COTTON Omnibus? Hugh Howey. Everyone’s talking about him.”
“Oh,” said Alistair. “Him. Well, he’s an exception that proves the rule.”
“What about Bombo Dawson?” asked another student. “He sold his novel to a publisher in the UK, but self-published it here in the United States. Everyone is talking about him too.”
Alistair leaned over his desk. His face tightened and his eyes narrowed. “Don’t say that person’s name in my class ever again, do you hear me? We discuss literary luminaries here—not cartoonish, donut-chomping buffoons who manage to bang out fifty thousand incoherent words on a computer between snacks. Dawson is a hack, do you understand me? H-A-C-K. What does that spell?”
 
* * *
 
Alistair was still trembling with rage after his students had left. He couldn’t eat—just the thought of Bombo’s novel made him sick—and the last thing he needed was to throw up all over the cafeteria. Especially not in the social media age. Someone would take a picture with their smartphone—maybe one of those retro-looking pictures—and post it on Facebook. And that, as they say, would be that. If he didn’t get fired, he’d probably have to quit just from the shame and embarrassment of it all, and then he’d have nothing left to live for. As it was, the only thing that gave meaning to Alistair’s life was literature. He spent considerable time in various realms of fantasy—since his real life basically sucked.
He lived alone in a one-bedroom apartment that was within walking distance of the community college. And his girlfriend of five years had recently dumped him like a bad habit.
“You’re a great guy,” Lisa had said. “Actually, that’s not true. You’re an asshole, and after five years I’ve realized that I could do better than you by literally picking any stranger off a street corner, or randomly dialing numbers until someone single picked up.”
“Please,” Alistair had said, “give me another chance. I can change. What do you want me to change?”
“Everything.”
“Is there anything about me that you do like?”
Lisa thought about it. “No,” she’d said. “Not that I can think of.”
So, angry and feeling bitter, instead of eating lunch, Alistair decided to write a review of Anne Askew In The Tower. He’d read the book over the weekend, and to his disgust, couldn’t get it out of his mind. He shared his review on his Twitter account, snickering to himself all the while. This is going to drive Bombo’s fans crazy, he thought as he pressed the tweet button. 
That was the moment—the very instant when Alistair’s tweet went live—that something amazing happened. The classroom’s closet door swung open, spilling a terrible light into the room. It had an otherworldly glow that gave Alistair a terrible sense of vertigo. He braced himself against his desk. This is like something out of a fantasy novel, he thought.
And then Thornton Wilder stepped out of the closet.
 
* * *
 
Tolstoy had an epic beard that put even Bombo’s to shame. It was long and white and completely unkempt. Another man might have mistaken him for a biker, or a homeless person that had wandered into the house while Bombo and Carol were having breakfast on the terrace, but not Bombo Dawson. He recognized Tolstoy at once. Immediately he grabbed a deck chair and prepared himself to smash in his all-time-favorite author’s head.
“Wait!” Tolstoy shouted. “I’m not a zombie.”
“You’re not?” Bombo asked. “Do you feel like eating me?”
Tolstoy scowled. “Of course not.”
Bombo turned to Carol, “He’s not a zombie, dear. So that’s good.”
“Who is this man?” Carol asked. “Do you know him?”
“It’s Leo Tolstoy,” Bombo said. He rolled his eyes like anybody should just know that.
“He doesn’t look like a zombie,” Carol said.
“I’m not,” Tolstoy said. “We already covered that. I’m a ghost. There’s an important difference.”
“Oh yeah?” Carol said. “What could possibly be the difference? Both are dead, right? Or used to be? And both get reanimated somehow to walk around and do things and stuff?”
Tolstoy glowered at Carol. “The difference is significant, I tell you!”
Carol stared at him for a moment as the terrace began to rotate slowly all around her. 
“Carol?” Bombo said. “Are you all right?”
“I don’t feel so good,” she said. After a few wobbly seconds, her eyes rolled back in her head and she fainted. Lucky for her, Bombo was remarkably light on his feet for a man his size. He caught her as she fell back and eased her gently to the deck.
“Your wife appears to have fainted,” Tolstoy said.
“Sorry about that,” Bombo said. “She’s been on a vegetarian diet and we all know that avoiding meat isn’t actually all that healthy.”
“I’m a vegetarian,” Tolstoy said. “Or, I used to be when I was alive.”
“Oh,” Bombo said. “I didn’t realize…”
“That’s fine,” Tolstoy said. “Don’t worry about it.”
“Would you like a donut?” Bombo asked. He picked up the box and offered it to the author of War and Peace. Tolstoy looked over the box with great care, as if the next decision he made might affect the fate of the world. After several moments, he selected a plain glazed.
“Thank you,” Tolstoy said. 
“No problem,” said Bombo. He looked from Tolstoy to Carol. “Maybe I should try to wake her up or something.”
“Perhaps you should wait,” Tolstoy said. “What I’m about to tell you might be upsetting to her.”
“She survived a zombie apocalypse,” Bombo said. “She’s pretty tough… for a vegetarian.”
“Be that as it may,” Tolstoy said, “what I have to say is for your ears alone.”
Bombo nodded. “Okay then, lay it on me.”
“I come from a place called the Legendarium,” Tolstoy said. “It is a sacred place to all writers.”
“Is it a place where all the stories are collected?” Bombo asked.
“Yes,” Tolstoy said. “How did you know that?”
“Lucky guess.”
“There are forces at work to destroy the Legendarium…”
“And you want me to help defend it, right?”
“Yes,” Tolstoy said. “And how did you know that?”
“Hugh Howey called me about twenty minutes ago,” Bombo said. “He told me this crazy story about Kurt Vonnegut and this metaphysical library. I thought he was playing a practical joke or trying to lure me down to Florida so he could eat my brain.”
“I can assure you,” Tolstoy said, “this is no joke.”
“Well,” Bombo said,” I suppose I’ve got nothing better to do. What about Carol?”
“She’ll be fine,” Tolstoy said. “You can tend to her when you get back.”
Bombo looked from Carol to Tolstoy. He looked from Tolstoy to Carol. He looked at the donuts. He took one with zebra-striped frosting. “Okay,” he said and took a bite. “Let’s do this!”
As he spoke, donut crumbs sprayed out of his mouth, and a few caught in Tolstoy’s beard. Bombo reached over to the Russian’s beard and began trying to pick out the crumbs but as he did, sugar clumps that had been stuck to his fingers replaced the crumbs he was trying to remove. Overall, as he worked in silence, the problem of donut shrapnel in Tolstoy’s beard got worse and worse. After an awkward thirty seconds or so of the author of War and Peace glaring at him, the great writer finally smacked Bombo’s hand and pointed toward the glowing door.
Bombo stepped over Carol and followed Leo Tolstoy through the door—and into the glowing light of the Legendarium.
 
* * *
 
The distance from the surface of Alistair Foley’s desk to the floor seemed to wobble and stretch as the creative writing teacher attempted to rise. He lurched forward and nearly fell, but managed to keep his feet.
“Are you quite all right?” Thornton Wilder’s voice rose in the middle of every sentence and tapered off at the end. His hair was cut so short that he was almost bald. He wore round, Harry-Potter-type glasses and had a neatly trimmed mustache.
“I—I think so,” said Alistair.
“My name is Thornton Wilder,” Thornton Wilder said. “Are you Alistair Foley?”
“I, um… yes.” Alistair shook his head, trying to make sense of what was happening.
“I’m going to say some things that might upset you,” said Thornton Wilder. “They might hurt your feelings if you’re particularly set in your mind about scientific laws and the structure of the universe. But what I have to say is important, and—“
“How can you be here?” Alistair said. “You died almost forty years ago.” He staggered, and would have fallen if Wilder hadn’t caught him at the last minute. The Pulitzer Prize-winning author helped the creative writing teacher back to his seat.
“I need you to listen,” said Thornton Wilder. “This world isn’t all that there is. There are thousands—”
“Are you one of those zombies they had over in London last year? The ones that only ate good writers?”
Thornton Wilder sighed as he leaned against Foley’s desk. He shifted his Harry Potter glasses on his nose. “If I were, I imagine you’d be perfectly safe. But I’m not.”
Alistair winced. “Ouch.”
I’ll try to explain,” he said. “It’s like this: when a writer dies, a part of their spirit lives on in a place called the Legendarium.”
“Like Tolkien’s Legendarium?”
“No,” Wilder said. “Well, sort of. That was pure fiction. This Legendarium is a real library, a repository of every story ever told. It touches every world—”
“Every… world?”
“There are thousands, millions of other worlds out there,” Wilder said. “One for each novel or short story ever published. Some scientists might call it a multiverse, and that’s as good a name as any. Of the other worlds, many are just like this one, only with subtle differences. In some, the South won the Civil War. In others, the North won, but perhaps Abraham Lincoln was never assassinated. Do you follow me so far?”
“Like alternative histories?” Alistair said.
Wilder nodded. “Yes, but in the Legendarium the history of those stories is not alternative. It is the real world created by that author. And although the writer’s words do not directly affect what happens or exists in this world, they do affect the readers of those words that live in this world. In that way, the relationship between worlds is very, very real.”
Alistair rubbed his eyes and then scratched his head. “Okay, if those worlds are real to the people in them, then how do I know that I’m not the character in someone else’s story? How do I know that I’m real?”
Wilder smiled, and when he did, his glasses slipped a few centimeters down his nose so that he was looking over them at Alistair. “I’ll answer your question with a question, sir. In what fictional world would any writer worth their salt allow you to teach people about writing? All you have is a degree; you’ve never actually published!”
Alistair scowled. “That hurts… just a little bit.”
“My apologies, sir,” Wilder said. “But I wanted to keep you on point. We have no time for digressions. So, do you understand what I’ve told you so far?”
“I think so,” Alistair said. In truth, he was beginning to think that he was suffering a schizophrenic episode. This was not entirely out of the range of possibility. Alistair’s great-grandfather had suffered from schizophrenia, and it was a very real possibility that any male descendant of that great-grandfather could one day be rendered a lunatic, unable to distinguish reality from fantasy. Still, Thornton Wilder had a point about Alistair being allowed to teach creative writing at the college level. He hoped to be a great writer one day, but he was hardly an expert. That alone gave some credence to the idea that perhaps what was happening was actually real.
“There are yet other worlds,” Thornton Wilder was saying, “where human beings live alongside elves and other creatures, and dragons are real. I don’t mean to go on and on, but I want you to understand that all of these worlds exist within the mind of God. They exist, and in every single one there is a place where it overlaps all the others. We call that overlapping place the Legendarium.”
“I don’t understand any of this,” Alistair said. “Maybe I have food poisoning. Am I going to be visited by three ghosts?”
“Of course not,” Wilder snapped. “Don’t be ridiculous. This isn’t that world.”
“I’m hallucinating.”
“I can assure you,” Thornton Wilder said, “that you are not.”
“But you’re dead. And you appeared out of the broom closet. And you’re Thornton Wilder.”
“Jesus wept. Listen to me,” Thornton Wilder said. “The Legendarium is very real—and it is in trouble. Something is corrupting the multiverse, and if it isn’t put to a stop, all human knowledge will be wiped out. Do you understand that? If you don’t help me, the world is going to slip back into the dark ages, or worse.”
Alistair stared at him without comprehension. Food poisoning would be easier to deal with than schizophrenia, and it would explain the way his stomach lurched when Thornton Wilder walked into the room. On the other hand, Wilder seemed quite real and the nausea was now gone.
“I need you to come with me,” said Thornton Wilder. “I’ve been sent to recruit you. Will you help me?”
Foley sighed. Whatever the cause of this hallucination, it wasn’t going away. Perhaps he had to let it play out to the end, and then everything would return to normal. “I have another class in twenty minutes. Is this going to take a long time?”
Thornton Wilder adjusted his glasses again. “Time has no meaning in the Legendarium,” he said. “When you return, if you return, it will be at the exact moment that you left.”
“Well, that’s convenient,” Alistair said.
“Will you go then?” Wilder asked. “Will you defend the Legendarium?”
Alistair Foley’s eyes scanned his classroom. He thought about all the books he’d read where this kind of thing happened. He thought about all of the one-star reviews he’d given those books on his blog. “Might as well,” he said at last. “Do I need to bring anything?”
“Your wits,” said Thornton Wilder. “You’re going to need them.”
The Pulitzer Prize-winning author of Our Town extended his hand, and Alistair Foley took it. He rose and followed the great writer to the broom closet. It excited Alistair more than a little to hope that somewhere—somewhen—he’d be coming out of the closet with Thornton Wilder into a whole new reality.
Wilder turned the doorknob and opened the door. A terrible white light spilled into the room, but this time Alistair was expecting it and he felt fine. Wilder stepped through the doorway and into the light. A moment later, Alistair Foley followed him into the Legendarium.
 
 



Chapter Two
Through the Looking Glass and into the Fire
 
The first thing that hit Bombo Dawson as he entered the Legendarium was the smell. It was musty and leathery and sweet and acrid all at the same time. It was the smell of eternity and ink and the distilled creative labors of lifetimes.
It took a moment for his eyes to adjust, and when they did, Bombo saw that he was standing in a circular room filled with books from floor to ceiling. Maybe it wasn’t a circle, he thought. Maybe it was an octagon, or an oblong cylinder. He’d forgotten everything he’d ever learned in geometry class, but it certainly seemed circular-ish. Or maybe it was oval-ish. Anyway, there was one half of a French door behind him—and it looked exactly like the door that led to his terrace.
“Wow,” Bombo said as he stared at the painted domed ceiling overhead. A fresco painted on the underside of the dome portrayed the Battle of Helm’s Deep from The Lord of the Rings.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Tolstoy said. “And this is just the parlor.”
Bombo wiped a tear from his eye. “The fresco… I don’t like fantasy much, but it’s amazing.”
“Leonardo da Vinci painted it,” Tolstoy said. 
“You’re joking,” Bombo said. “He died something like four hundred years before Tolkien was born.”
“Time has no meaning in the Legendarium,” Tolstoy said.
“I thought you said we were in a hurry,” Bombo said.
Tolstoy glared at Bombo. “Even in timelessness things happen in order.”
Bombo winced, sheepishly. “Well, you see… the word ‘order’ implies—”
“Quit being insolent, fat man,” Tolstoy interrupted. “I don’t have time to explain it all to you.”
“You see, there you said—”
“SILENCE!” Tolstoy shouted. “I know what I said! I am a committed pacifist, Mr. Dawson. Please do not try my patience any further!”
“All right, then,” Bombo said. “Proceed.” After he said “proceed,” though, he giggled to himself.
Leo Tolstoy glared at Bombo Dawson, but said nothing.
Bombo finally stopped giggling when he saw that Tolstoy was truly irritated with him. “You see… sir… even the word ‘proceed’ has a time element to it.”
“Are you quite finished?” Tolstoy said.
“Yes,” Bombo said. “But… again… the word ‘finished’…”
Tolstoy went back to glaring at Bombo, which cut the chubby author short again.
“I’m sorry, sir,” Bombo said. “All done.” A muted giggle erupted from the large man, but this time he successfully silenced it.
Tolstoy waited for a half minute (which had no meaning in the Legendarium) to make sure Bombo was indeed finished before he continued. “Now, if you will please follow me, we have to get down to business.”
They crossed the large chamber, and the brisk pace winded Bombo. He realized that he was beginning to regret that last donut. Maybe Carol is right, he thought. Maybe I should go on a diet. The thought filled him with profound sorrow, but he didn’t have time to ponder if for long. On the far side of the room was an archway that led into an enormous room. The ceiling seemed to stretch up forever, and on every story were landings filled from floor to ceiling with books.  
“Wow,” Bombo said. “This place is just… wow.”
“You should see the Russian room over in the east wing,” Tolstoy said. “Breathtaking. I’ll have to show it to you once you’ve completed your mission.” He paused, cleared his throat, and then added in a whisper, “Assuming you make it back alive.”
“I was wondering something,” Bombo said.
“What’s that?”
“What about Vonnegut?” Bombo said. “Hugh Howey told me that he was visited by Kurt Vonnegut. Why did they send you instead of him?”
Tolstoy looked embarrassed, but quickly recovered. “To tell you the truth,” he said, “I wanted to meet you. I really enjoyed Anne Askew in the Tower.”
“Really?” Bombo said. “Thanks.”
“Of course,” Tolstoy said, “I didn’t realize you could be such an insufferable clown in person.”
“I have my serious times,” Bombo said.
“Let’s hope you do, young man.”
As they spoke, they heard footsteps approaching in the distance. They turned in the direction of the footsteps and saw a white-robed figure that appeared to be Thornton Wilder. At his side was a middle-aged man in a threadbare professor’s jacket.
“Leo,” Wilder said. “It’s good to see you.”
“And you,” Tolstoy said. The ghostly writers shook hands. Tolstoy gestured toward Bombo. “I want you to meet—”
“Bombo Dawson!” said Alistair Foley. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“Excuse me?” said Thornton Wilder.
“What is he going on about?” said Leo Tolstoy.
“Do you know me?” Bombo asked. “I don’t think I know you. Nice ponytail, by the way, ma’am.”
“I am a man, and I know all about you,” Alistair spat. “I just reviewed your stupid little novel. It was terrible. Terrible!”
Tolstoy straightened. “If you are speaking of Anne Askew in the Tower, I must strenuously disagree, sir!” The great Russian author put his hands behind his back and stuck out his chest. “I read Mr. Dawson’s book, and I found it to be quite good.”
Alistair sneered. “Well, what would you know? It took you almost two hundred pages to describe a dinner party!”
Tolstoy’s anger flared again and he took a step toward Alistair, but Bombo stepped forward first, his face reddened with fury. “You,” he said. “You’re the jerk that wrote that one-star review.”
“I would be that jerk,” said Alistair.
“Gentlemen,” said Thornton Wilder. “Please, we need to brief you on your mission. The fate of the world is at stake.”
“You didn’t tell me that I would be working with this idiot,” Alistair said. “Now I know that this is a hallucination, because there’s no chance that Bombo Dawson—of all people!—would be chosen to defend this so-called Legendarium.”
“And what makes you qualified for this mission?” Bombo asked. “I’ve had one hundred and nineteen reviews of my novel, and one hundred and eighteen of them are four-star or better.”
Alistair started to answer, but he stopped himself. He turned to Thornton Wilder. “That’s actually a good question,” he said. “Why would you choose me? I’ve never published anything.”
Wilder and Tolstoy exchanged a look.
“You’ve never published anything,” Wilder said, “but you have written something.”
Alistair’s eyes widened. “How do you know that?” he demanded.
“I’ve read it,” said the man who’d won not one but two Pulitzer Prizes (most people don’t know that). “The finished version, that is.”
“Me too,” said Tolstoy. “It still needs some revision in the now, but the future final version… it’s good.”
“Was it written in crayon?” Bombo said, laughing at his own jab.
“You’re one to talk,” Alistair snapped. “At least I had the good sense not to publish before I was ready. Ever heard of an editor?”
“Have you ever heard of a wannabe that criticizes people because they’ve done something that he can’t?” Bombo took a threatening step toward Alistair. He stood at least six inches taller than the creative writing teacher, and outweighed him by well over a hundred pounds (though this might have been cut to sixty or seventy pounds if Bombo had adhered to Carol’s dieting advice).
Tolstoy, the father of Christian anarchism and a profound pacifist, shoved himself between the new author and his harshest critic. “You must stop this,” he said. “There are larger things at stake than your foolish egos.”
“A minute ago you wanted to pound him, Leo,” Bombo said, glaring at Alistair.
“I’ll admit he is… a frustrating man,” Tolstoy said. “But let’s not lose our heads.”
“You two are going to have to learn to work together,” said Wilder, “or the multiverse is doomed. Worlds are dying while you two stand around arguing.”
Bombo and Alistair stared into each other’s eyes like two professional wrestlers about to embark on the match of their career. The tension was palpable.
“I can never work with this idiot,” Alistair said. His voice was slow and steady.
“Well now,” Bombo said. “Something on which we can both agree!” His eyes cut upward as he tried to recall exactly what he was claiming to agree with. “Well… except the part about me being an idiot. We completely disagree on that part. He’s the idiot. And he has a ponytail.”
Wilder and Tolstoy exchanged an exasperated look. There was nothing either ghost writer could say that would make an impression on Bombo Dawson or Alistair Foley. The two ghosts’ eyes met and they both nodded. This was no time for words; it was a time for action.
Tolstoy moved casually behind the living authors as they continued their argument. Wilder, meanwhile, knelt down and pulled on a heavy iron ring in the floor. A trap door opened, and white light spilled into the room. Tolstoy reached out with both hands and shoved both Bombo and Alistair toward the opening. They teetered for a moment on the edge of the light, their arms waving in a futile effort to regain their balance, and then they were falling…
Falling…
Falling…
 
* * *
 
They landed with a splash.
Alistair Foley, who maintained a membership at a local health club and swam twice weekly, bobbed right to the surface. Well, apparently gravity isn’t meaningless in the Legendarium, he thought. He spit out a mouthful of salty water and tried to get his bearings. He was in a pond in the midst of a sylvan wood. Birds sang in the distance, and he could smell the slightest aroma of sulfur in the air. There was a sound like someone sobbing, but looking around, Alistair couldn’t see anyone. It was at that moment that something brushed against him. It took him a moment to recognize that it was a flannel shirt. 
Bombo’s shirt. Empty. Meaning that there wasn’t an overweight, bearded writer in it.
“Dawson?” Alistair shouted. “Where are you?”
There was no response.
“Stupid fat moron,” Alistair whispered. “Of all the terrible hallucinations, I’m stuck—”
Something grabbed Alistair’s ankle. He screamed and kicked his feet, knocking whatever it was away. He looked down into the abyss, and saw a terrible sight: Bombo Dawson was on the bottom of the pond, his face contorted in fear, and his hands reaching toward Alistair in desperation.
Instinctively, Alistair took in a huge gulp of air and dove. The saltiness stung his eyes, but he kicked downward anyway. He touched the bottom of the pond, grabbed Bombo by the collar, and pushed off. They rose together steadily, Alistair kicking his feet all the way, and a moment later breached the surface of the water.
The creative writing teacher took a huge gulp of air. He was alive, but he wasn’t sure he could say the same thing about Bombo. With one arm over the shoulder and across the chest of his mortal enemy, Foley lay back in the water and began paddling toward the shore. In this way, he kept Bombo’s head above water, though the man was unconscious, and his large head lolled from side to side with each stroke. It felt like an eternity, but within a minute they were on the bank of the small pond. With much effort Alistair dragged Bombo out of the water and checked for signs of life. 
Bombo wasn’t breathing.
Alistair turned Bombo’s head to the side, allowing the water in his mouth and nose to drain away. Next, he turned the bearded man’s head forward and prepared to give him mouth-to-mouth.
It was at that moment that Bombo’s eyes popped open. He saw Alistair hovering over him, lips pursed and just beginning to open.
“No!” Bombo shouted. He gagged and coughed. “Don’t do it!” He squirmed to the side, narrowly avoiding an uncomfortably intimate moment with his most hated rival.
“Oh, thank God,” Alistair said. He rolled off of Bombo and pushed himself to his feet.
The two writers scurried away from one another, both avoiding eye contact as if it might reinitiate the terrible scenario they’d just endured. An uncomfortable silence descended on the two, the only sound that of someone weeping in the distance.
“Um, thanks,” Bombo said. He halfway stuck his hand out like he wanted to shake, but midway through the gesture he stopped and just kind of awkwardly waved at Alistair. “You saved my life.”
“Don’t mention it,” Alistair said. “I would have done it for anyone.” He put his hands on his hips and then looked around. “Except for that Tolstoy. I could kill him for pushing us down that hole.”
Bombo shrugged and then bent over with his hands on his knees to catch his breath. “He’s already dead.”
Alistair gave Bombo a nasty look. “I was speaking metaphorically.”
“No,” Bombo said, “you were speaking ironically, only even you didn’t know it.” He inhaled deeply and then stood up again and nodded his head at Alistair. “What you meant to do is use hyperbole. I can’t believe they let you teach young people.”
“Why didn’t I just let you die?” Alistair said.
“Now that,” Bombo said, “was meant to be rhetorical, I suppose.”
Alistair glared at Bombo and his hands clenched into fists.
“I never learned how to swim,” explained Bombo.
“You never learned how to write either,” said Alistair.
Bombo started to go on the attack again, but then changed his mind. He would allow the snide remark to pass, at least this once. He owed Alistair Foley his life; not responding to his obnoxious trolling for five minutes was the least he could do.
Over in the pond, Bombo watched as his flannel shirt drifted lazily toward shore. The weeping in the distance went on and on.
“What’s that sound?” Bombo asked.
Alistair listened for a moment. “It sounds like somebody crying.”
“Do you have any idea what story this is?” said Bombo as he reached into the pond and retrieved his shirt.
“None,” Foley said. “This little piece of forest could be virtually any scene in almost any book, a fairy tale, a fantasy novel… anything.”
“I hate fantasy,” Bombo said. “Most fantasy novels are so lame.”
“I love fantasy,” Alistair said, “but I know what you mean. So many are just cheap knockoffs of—” he stopped, realizing that he had just agreed with Bombo on a point concerning literature. He wondered if somewhere, in another part of the Legendarium, Hell was freezing over. But he didn’t have to worry. His agreement with Bombo didn’t last long.
“I mean, what’s the deal?” Bombo said. “It’s like a bunch of pre-teens sitting around a campfire making up a story on the fly.” He adopted the voice of a young boy. “Okay, a guy named Bob was going to Cleveland to sign some insurance papers.” Then Bombo imitated the voice of a young girl. “No, no, no… His name isn’t Bob, it’s Bogrith the Vendarme.” Bombo was now hopping back and forth between the two characters, acting out his scene. In the boy’s voice: “Okay, so Bogrith the Vendarme is going to Cleveland to sign some insurance papers… No wait! He’s not going to Cleveland. He’s going to the ancient city of Chlamydia!” Now Bombo hopped over to the girl’s place and put on her voice: “Yes! And Bogrith the Vendarme is going to Chlamydia to rescue the Oracle of Boobstone!”
“Stop it,” Alistair said.
“Oh, and there were elves and dwarves and stuff,” Bombo added in his childish voice.
“Just stop it,” Alistair repeated. “You are a complete nit.” The sound of the person crying in the distance caught his attention again, but he couldn’t leave off without trying to knock some sense into Bombo. “Just because most fantasy stories are nonsense doesn’t mean that fantasy isn’t a valid form of literature. When it’s done well, it can be very good.”
Bombo laughed, but his his laugh dripped with sarcasm and derision. “It sucks because it isn’t real.”
“All fiction is unreal at some level,” Alistair added. He was now staring into the middle distance with a philosophical look on his face. “Maybe that’s why we need to save the Legendarium. Because at another level, all fiction is very real.”
Bombo pulled on his flannel shirt and buttoned the top few buttons. “I guess.”
“As much as this pains me,” Alistair said, “it appears that we’re going to have to work together if we have any hope of returning to our normal lives.”
“Yes,” Bombo said. “I have to return to a world where I’m a bestselling author, and you have to return to a world where that ponytail is okay. So… any idea where we go from here? I don’t see a yellow brick road.”
“We should track around and see if we can find the source of the crying,” Alistair said, deciding not to take the bait on the ponytail comment. “That seems like the logical thing to do here.”
Bombo thought about it for a minute. “Agreed. Let’s do this.”
The soggy writers walked along the perimeter of the pond, their wet socks squishing with every step. Soon they came to a tiny stream that led into the woods. The sound of the weeping seemed louder in that direction, so they agreed to follow the stream and see where it led.
“Hopefully whoever is up there crying is doing it next to a warm fire,” Alistair said.
“Hopefully they have some marshmallows and chocolate and graham crackers,” Bombo said. “I could go for some s’mores.”
As they walked, Bombo mimed making a s’more. First he held an imaginary coat hanger with a marshmallow on it over a fire. Then he pulled back the marshmallow and blew on it to cool it. He touched it with his fingers and pulled them back and shook his hand to show his companion how hot it was. He looked over at Alistair, who was staring at him with a look of contempt on his face. Bombo pulled off the marshmallow and put it on an imaginary graham cracker, covered it with an imaginary chunk of chocolate, placed the graham cracker that went on top, and then sank his teeth into his invisible snack. When he was done, he sighed.
“I would love a s’more right now,” he said.
“I’d like this dream a lot better if you would shut up,” Alistair said.
“Or hot dogs,” said Bombo. “I really like hot dogs.”
 
* * *
 
They reached the source of the stream after thirty minutes of hiking. The sun was now shining brightly and the heat was inundating the forest. Bombo was breathing heavily, but his clothes were nearly dry, except for the areas where his sweat had kept the clothing damp.
Alistair wasn’t even winded. After all, he was in good shape, thanks to his gym membership—it wasn’t like he had anything else to do after work.
“Has anyone ever told you that you smell funny?” Alistair asked. “You just took a salty bath and already you reek.”
Bombo shrugged. “It might have been mentioned before. I don’t really recall,” he said. “I prefer to think of myself as being odiferous.”
“You smell like broccoli,” Alistair said.
“Now that’s just hurtful.”
“Or maybe asparagus.”
“That’s more like it,” Bombo said with a smile.
The sound of someone crying increased with every step, and finally the two writers saw a man in silver armor leaning against a tree in a small clearing in the woods.
“It’s Don Quixote!” Bombo said. “The ingenious gentleman knight himself!”
Alistair shook his head. “No it isn’t.”
“It is!” Bombo said. “And we’re in La Mancha! So sweet! I love this story!”
“We’re not in La Mancha, you dolt,” Alistair said. “Look at his ridiculous mustaches. A blond mustache that completely covers his mouth. Quixote was a Spaniard, and they didn’t usually wear mustaches like that. And certainly not a blond one covering his mouth. Cervantes would have said something about it if the man looked that way.”
Bombo leaned forward to stare at the knight. “But…”
“But nothing,” Alistair said. “And where is Sancho Panza? Do you see Sancho Panza?”
“Well… no.”
“This is another story, then,” Alistair proclaimed, triumphantly.
The weeping knight did indeed have ridiculous blonde mustaches that completely covered his mouth. And the man seemed to be not only the source the weeping, but of the stream as well. His tears fell down his face and ran downhill toward the pond. Bombo and Alistair followed the stream with their eyes, and then they looked at one another. It seemed that the pond they’d landed in was actually the collected tears of this one anguished knight.
“Sirs,” said the weeping knight, “I wonder if the both of you hast seen a sword during your travels?”
“No, sir,” Bombo said.
“We haven’t seen anything,” said Alistair. 
“Beware the Jabberwocky, my son!” said the knight. “So spake my lord as I departed the castle. The jaws that bite, the claws that catch! How shall I battle the fiend without my sword?”
Bombo and Alistair shared another look.
“Now do you recognize this story?” Bombo asked.
“Alice in Wonderland,” Alistair said. “Or is it Through The Looking Glass?”
“Looking Glass,” said Bombo. “I wonder if the books share a world, or if each one has its own door.”
“If I recall correctly,” Alistair said, “the knight in Lewis Carroll’s poem defeated the Jabberwocky with the vorpal blade. Perhaps if he doesn’t have it…”
“Then the Jabberwocky might play a different role in the story. It could hinder Alice…”
“Or kill her or otherwise change the ending of the story.”
“The vorpal blade went snicker-snack,” Bombo said.
“Yes!” said the knight. “That’s my sword. Have you seen it?” There was desperation in his eyes.
“We haven’t,” Bombo said, “but we’d be happy to help you look for it.”
“When did you see it last?” Alistair asked.
The knight thought about it. “I broke for camp upon this spot last eve,” he said. “The vorpal sword ’twas by my side where I keep it always. When I awoke upon the morn, it was gone.”
“Someone stole it in the night,” Bombo said. He rubbed his chin and nodded his head like he’d come to some fantastic conclusion.
“’Tis true,” said the knight. “And without it, the Jabberwocky’s reign of destruction will continue unhindered.”
“How in the world are we going to find his sword?” Alistair said. “Which way do we go?”
“That depends a good deal on where you want to get to," said a smug voice.
Bombo and Alistair looked up into the trees, where they saw a disembodied grin hovering in the branches overhead. A striped cat—the Cheshire Cat—began to materialize behind the smile.
“I guess this answers the question of whether this story shares the same world as Alice in Wonderland,” Bombo said.
“When I get home I’m going to review both of these books,” Alistair said. “Have I ever mentioned that I hate Lewis Carroll?”
“Well, I see I’m in good company,” Bombo said. “You hate Bombo Dawson, Leo Tolstoy, and Lewis Carroll.”
“I don’t hate Tolstoy,” Alistair said. “I was just irritated.”
Bombo nodded. “But you hate me and Lewis Carroll?”
“Deeply,” Alistair said, nodding.
“But Wonderland is fantasy—and you love fantasy.”
“Wonderland is just nonsense. Are you saying that you like it?”
“Yep.”
“But you hate fantasy,” Alistair smiled triumphantly, as if he’d just caught Bombo in a trap.
“My mom read it to me when I was a boy,” Bombo said. “I’ve had a soft spot for Lewis Carroll ever since.”
“You like a fantasy novel.”
“So shoot me,” said Bombo. “At least there aren’t any elves.”
“I saw who took his sword,” interrupted the Cheshire Cat. “Or is it whom? Who… whom… who… whom… I can never remember.”
“Who,” said Bombo.
“Whom,” said Alistair.
“There was a Jubjub bird,” said the cat. “A black bird. A raven. Or maybe it was a rook. It was quite large.”
“It took the sword?” Alistair asked.
“Who did?” said the cat.
“The raven,” Alistair said.
“The rook,” said the cat. “The rook took the sword.”
“Did you see which way he went?” Bombo asked.
“Who said she was a he?” asked the cat.
“Did you see which way she went?” said Alistair.
“That way,” said the cat. Its tail writhed this way and that, and then pointed toward the west. “Say, have you tried the borogoves? They’re delicious.”
“Please,” the knight wept, “you must find my sword.”
“Come on,” Bombo said. “The sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can get home.”
“Hopefully,” Alistair said. “Because this awful dream is getting old. This wouldn’t be so bad if you were a beautiful woman instead of the worst writer I’ve ever read.”
“Did you say something?” Bombo asked. “I couldn’t hear you with your head stuck so impertinently up your own ass.”
They headed north through the tulgey wood, and the slithy
toves
gyred and gimbled in the wabe. They seldom spoke as they walked, preferring silence to each other’s company. Alistair was writing a review in his head for the beloved works of Lewis Carroll. The review was scathing. He was hoping to use the word “syphilitic” somewhere in his review, but he hadn’t quite gotten the words right just yet. You can’t stick “syphilitic” just anywhere in the text—not without really thinking about it and making it just right, he thought.
For his part, Bombo thought of donuts as he walked. Donuts made the world a better place. Blueberry cake donuts were his favorite. One day his new wife asked him why he liked blueberry cake donuts. He’d just looked at her and said, very slowly, “Blueberry. Cake. Donuts. Right there in the name are three things I like about ’em.” She’d replied with, “Well, I like blueberry muffins.” His response had been, “Okay, so take that delicious muffin, deep-fry it in grease, then coat it with sugar, and you got yourself paradise, m’lady.” Yep. He could use a blueberry cake donut right about now. And a cigar would certainly improve the situation. The one he’d had in his shirt pocket had been ruined by his plunge into the knight’s lachrymal pond, and unless he came upon a hookah-smoking caterpillar, his chances of a good smoke in this world were highly unlikely.
“Now, I’m just asking this out of curiosity,” Alistair said as they walked. “But what do we care if a few stories here and there blink out of existence?”
Bombo thought about the question for a moment before answering. “The way Tolstoy explained it to me,” he said, “was that every story affects someone, even if it is only the original author. And those effects change history at some level. Every one of them. I know that when I was young boy, I was profoundly affected by a book called A Squirrel Forever, by Douglas Fairbairn. It was a book I checked out of the public library when I was ten or so. Not many people ever read that book, and almost no one remembers it today, but I read it, and it affected me so much that it made me want to write my own stories.”
“I get that,” Alistair said. “The book Rascal, by Sterling North, had the same effect on me.”
“On the other hand,” Bombo continued, “another book I read at that time was the non-fiction story of Kon-Tiki by Thor Heyerdahl. A lot of people read that true story about men sailing across the Pacific Ocean on a raft, and its effect was far more universal. Some of the original Apollo astronauts credited reading Kon-Tiki with motivating them to become explorers. If those books hadn’t been written, then I’d be a different person today, and the results would cascade outward for good or for evil. One way or the other, the whole world would be a different place.”
Bombo and Alistair lapsed into silence as they continued through the forest. And the farther they walked, the more they noticed a strange sort of feeling creeping over them. There was something in the woods watching them. They were not alone.
“Foley,” Bombo said, “do you feel that?”
“The feeling that the shadows between the trees are alive and hostile?” said Alistair, “or the feeling of utter revulsion that washes over me when you call me by my last name.”
“That first thing you said,” Bombo said. “The one about the shadows being hostile.”
The temperature dropped drastically, and if Bombo had been a beautiful woman, Alistair would have gladly snuggled up to her. But he wasn’t, so the creative writing teacher simply stood there, shivering, as the shadows in the woods began to move.
 
* * *
 
They were called the Mome Wraiths, creatures of living shadow that dwelt in the space between worlds. They were an ancient race, and some say that they were the fallen angels of lore. They had no knowledge of peace or joy, no understanding of love. Theirs was a life of emptiness and hatred and ignorance. They saw light in men’s eyes and they wanted to extinguish it.
The Mome Wraiths were born of the void in which the world was made. They were the darkness on the face of the deep. They were present at the foundation of life on earth, and they would never rest until all knowledge was wiped out and the world was returned once more to shadow and chaotic emptiness.
The Mome Wraiths watched as two beyonders passed through the Tulgey Wood. They watched, and their black hearts burned with hatred. These squabbling heroes had the power to unravel the darkness and save the worlds from destruction. The Mome Wraiths would not let that happen.
As the beyonders passed by, the Mome Wraiths poured from the trees like oil spilling from an undersea well. They seeped toward our heroes, moaning and shrieking and stretching forth their clawed hands. One touch was all it would take. One touch would suck out a living creature’s soul and turn that creature into a Mome Wraith.
“Run!” shouted the largest beyonder. He shoved his companion toward a narrow opening between the Mome Wraiths, and the Mome Wraiths moved quickly to close the gap. In a few seconds, these heroes would become living shadows, and the last hope for the world would slip into darkness.
 
* * *
 
“Run!” Bombo shouted. He shoved Alistair, and the smaller man nearly stumbled. Bombo grabbed him by the shirt at the last possible second and helped his arch-nemesis to regain his balance. Bombo was surprisingly nimble for such a large man, especially when he felt like he was in danger. 
Together they ran, narrowly slipping past the encompassing shadows before the Mome Wraiths closed their circle. The trees sped past—or, in Bombo’s case, lumbered past, —but both of our heroes understood that it was only a matter of time before their luck would run out. The woods were teeming with the living shadows, and there was nowhere to go. 
Still they ran and ran. Alistair’s lungs were burning, and Bombo was certain he was about to die. His thoughts flashed, for just a moment, to the time that he’d run through the streets of London with Hugh Howey—being chased by zombies. He remembered how he’d admitted to himself at that moment that he probably needed to get into better shape. Human minds often thrash around in moments of peril, he thought, and promise things here and there like offerings at the altar of some covetous deity. That’s probably what all that nonsense was around New Year’s Day—the resolutions and so forth. But now, the desire to amend his ways seemed very real. These weren’t some slowpoke zombified writers he was running from. These things were spiritual. They gave off the odor of actual evil, embodied in shadow form, only with scary claws and other assorted devilish whatnots.
If only I’d listened to Carol, he thought. He wondered if she was still lying on their deck, unconscious. Of course she is, he thought. The ghost writers had told him that time was meaningless in the Legendarium. Bombo shook his head. It seemed like hours since they’d told him that, but it was probably only minutes ago. He wondered what Carol would think if he died here. If when she awoke he was just gone and never came back.
They entered a small clearing, and for a moment it looked as if they might have outrun the immediate danger. They paused to catch their breath, their eyes searching the tree line for the onrushing evil.
“What are we going to do?” Alistair said through labored inhalations.
“I… don’t…” Bombo struggled for a breath. “I… don’t…” His face was slowly regaining a bit of color. “I… don’t… know,” he panted.
“I know,” said a familiar voice.
The Cheshire Cat faded in to opacity on the ground at Bombo’s feet. His eyes twinkled playfully, as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening.
“Tell us quickly, cat,” Alistair said. “How do we fight those creatures?”
“What creatures?”
“Those shadows,” Bombo said. “They tried to kill us back there.”
“They are called the Mome Wraiths,” said the cat. “But, they weren’t trying to kill you.”
“Ummm… I’m pretty sure they were trying to kill us,” Bombo said, “Or at least it sure did seem like it to me,” he added.
“If a Mome Wraith touched you,” said the cat, “you would become one of them.” He gave a perfect imitation of a Mome Wraith’s terrible moan. 
“How can we fight them?” Alistair demanded.
“You can’t fight them,” said the cat. “You have to find the vorpal sword.”
“Can the vorpal sword hurt them?” asked Bombo.
“The vorpal sword can kill the Jabberwocky,” said the cat, as if this were something that everyone should know without asking.
Bombo and Alistair looked at one another in exasperation.
“You’re saying that we should keep looking for the sword?” Alistair said.
“Try the door,” said the cat. He pointed once again with his tail and then began to fade.
Bombo and Alistair turned and saw something peculiar, if anything in Wonderland can be called more peculiar than any other. A metal door like something on the starshipEnterprise was standing just a few yards off the path. 
“Where do you suppose that goes?” Bombo asked.
Alistair shrugged. “Anywhere is better than here.”
“But we haven’t found the sword.”
“Maybe the rook took it through the door,” said Alistair.
There was a ghastly rumble and the sound of approaching dread, and the two authors turned and looked over their shoulders. Behind them, the Mome Wraiths were writhing and boiling through the trees, their moans growing more ominous with every second.
Bombo grabbed Alistair by the elbow and pulled him forward. “Let’s go, Foley.”
As they rushed toward the door, it slid open with a swish. White light poured from the opening, obliterating any view of what was on the other side. The Mome Wraiths were only inches away when Bombo and Alistair leapt through the portal and the door swished closed behind them.
 



Chapter Three
Beyond the Stars
 
They emerged, through an airlock, into what could only be a science fiction story. They knew it was an airlock because the words “AIRLOCK 03” were stenciled in black paint above the door that swished closed behind them. And they knew it was a science fiction story because of the airlock. And the rivets. There were rivets everywhere. Everywhere. Because in the future, apparently everything is riveted together just like it was in the 1940’s.
“Where in the multiverse have we landed this time? Bombo said.
Alistair’s eyebrows furrowed as he scanned the room. “This seems familiar,” he said, “but I can’t quite place it.”
Before they could consider the matter further, another door swished open on the opposite side of the airlock. A man in a pair of dark blue coveralls stepped through the door. He had a round face and a large, pointed nose. A lit cigarette hung from the corner of his mouth. The name HENRY was embroidered over his heart—though whether this was his first name or his last, neither Bombo nor Alistair could say—and he had rank insignia on his collar.
“Ensign Foley,” he said. “Did you recover the borogoves?”
Bombo and Alistair looked at one another in confusion. “Borogoves?”
“Sonofabitch!” said Henry. “We sent you down to that planet to collect some borogoves. You know that’s the only thing that can save the captain.”
“Borogoves?” Alistair asked again.
“Borogoves!” Henry repeated angrily.
“Oh!” Bombo said, as if struck by a sudden understanding. “Borogoves!” He looked at Alistair and nodded. He didn’t have the slightest clue what anyone was talking about, but he liked to keep the conversation moving.
Then Alistair gasped. He knew this story. He had no time to process this knowledge, however, because Henry shoved past Bombo and grabbed Alistair by the shoulders. “You knew that the captain’s life was in your hands, Ensign Foley! Why the hell did you come back without the borogoves?”
“Um, sorry,” Alistair said.
Bombo snickered. “Ensign Foley,” he repeated.
Henry took his hands off of Alistair and stepped back a half-step. He took a drag on his cigarette and then dropped it to the deck at their feet. He stamped it out with the toe of his boot. “It doesn’t matter now,” he said. “The Martians are on their way to the station with an armada. We’re all going to be dead in a few minutes.” He paused for a breath, then added: “Thanks to you two.”
Shaking his head in frustration, Henry turned and headed back through the swishy door through which he’d entered. He disappeared into a sterile corridor, leaving Bombo and Alistair alone inside the airlock.
Bombo turned to Alistair and was amazed to see that his nemesis was now wearing blue coveralls that matched Henry’s. The name FOLEY was embroidered over his heart. Bombo looked down at himself and saw that he was also wearing a matching uniform.
“What is this place?” he asked. “Oh, and I love uniforms!”
“The space station Alamo 02,” Alistair said. “You love uniforms?”
“Not really,” Bombo said. “I was being ironical.”
“Actually you were being sarcastic,” Alistair said. “And if I’m not mistaken, this is The Last Outpost, the final novel in the Beyond the Stars series.”
“Beyond the Stars?” Bombo said. He nodded his head and then stopped and shook it vigorously. “I tried to read the first one. I couldn’t get past the second chapter.”
“You have really terrible taste in books,” Alistair said. “No surprise given how poorly you write.”
“You’re a real pleasure to be around, Foley,” said Bombo. “Has anyone ever told you that?”
“Beyond the Stars is one of the most important works of science fiction ever written, and Russell Benjamin’s magnum opus. Do you know how many young African-Americans were inspired by the story? Martin Luther King mentioned Benjamin by name in his inaugural address.”
“I know, I know,” Bombo said, “But just because President King liked a book doesn’t mean that I have to. And just because I didn’t like it, doesn’t mean that I don’t know and appreciate the history of it. Benjamin wrote about a black man commanding a space station in a time when black men weren’t allowed to drink from white water fountains. But the story itself is so dated. You saw that character with the cigarette…”
“You’ve been complaining about wanting a cigar for hours,” Alistair said.
“That’s different,” said Bombo. “Cigarettes are bad for you.”
Alistair just stared at the big man for a few seconds. At last, he decided not to grapple with Dawson on this point. Some fights you have to leave for a more opportune time.
“Anyway, we have a major problem here,” Alistair said.
“Why’s that?”
“That character who just spoke to us was Doctor James Henry,” Alistair said. “In the novel, he sent an away team on a mission to recover some plants that he used to save the life of the station’s commander.”
“So what’s the problem?”
“We didn’t recover the borogoves,” Alistair said. “Without them, Captain Haley is going to die, and the Martians are going to destroy this station.”
As if to emphasize this point, an alarm klaxon began to sound all over the station. A voice crackled from a speaker overhead: “All hands to battle stations. Lieutenant Dawson, report to Ops. Ensign Foley, report to the Infirmary.”
“How is the story supposed to end?” Bombo asked.
“Doctor Henry revives the captain just in time,” Alistair said. “And he uses his cunning to defeat the Martian armada.”
“And what do you think will happen if the ending changes?”
“The story will collapse, we’ll die, and the history of the past sixty years will be altered in our own world,” Alistair said.
Bombo sighed. “Of all the novels in the world, this is literally the last one in which I’d want to find myself.”
“What about A Game Of Thrones?”
Bombo thought for a moment. “Well, you got me there. I think that would be even worse.”
“You’re serious? Everyone likes A Game Of Thrones.”
“No,” Bombo said, “not everyone. I don’t like it. And believe me, I tried. They march around for two hundred and fifty pages, then someone gets murdered and someone gets raped or something. Then they march around for another two hundred and fifty pages talking about some place they never seem to be actually going. Then someone gets murdered or raped or both, and then the book ends and they never even got close to going to the mythical place they were all talking about.”
Alistair shook his head in disbelief. “What about The Crystal Shard?”
“Could I meet some elves? That would be just peachy.”
“You are the reason that everyone hates Americans,” Alistair said. “You, you, you!”
“What can I say? Fantasy sucks, and so does space opera.”
“Well, we’re here,” Alistair said, “so get over it.”
“Do you think it was a good idea for Benjamin to name this space station after the Alamo?” Bombo asked.
Now it was Alistair’s turn to sigh. “It was foreshadowing.”
Bombo nodded. “I hate it when I’m in a story and there’s foreshadowing of doom.”
 
* * *
 
Bombo arrived in the Alamo-02 Operations Center after a hearty jog through the corridors of the space station. He was winded from the exercise, and desperately craving a cigar and a donut, and maybe a cup of black coffee. If he was going to die, he wanted to do it in comfort. They probably didn’t have donuts at the original Alamo either, he thought.
“Lieutenant Dawson,” said a man with slicked-back hair and a set of overlarge sideburns, “so glad you could join us.”
“Yes, sir,” Bombo said. He stared awkwardly at the man and then saluted him, because it seemed liked the right thing to do. The name embroidered on the man’s coveralls was STUYVESANT. An insignia on his collar indicated that he held the rank of commander.
“Take your post,” Commander Stuyvesant ordered. “The Martians will be here any minute.”
Bombo took a look around Ops. There were rolling office chairs parked in front of archaic computer terminals. What appeared to be an old-fashioned television loomed over the room;it must have been three feet wide and was nearly as thick. There was a dedication plaque mounted on one wall, and beneath it, a sword wrapped in an American flag and clutched in the claws of a screaming eagle. Apparently the Good ol’ US of A was alive and well in this futuristic world. 
“Excuse me, sir,” Bombo said. “Could you please tell me which post is mine?”
Commander Stuyvesant glared at him. “Were you injured on your away mission?” he said.
“No, sir.”
“And the reason you didn’t return with the medicine that could have saved the captain…?”
Bombo shuffled in place. “We… um… we forgot.”
“You forgot,” Stuyvesant said. Scorn dripped from his words. “Now the captain is going to die because of your stupidity.”
“We could go back…” Bombo said. He indicated with his thumb back over his shoulder.
“And not just the captain—everyone else on this ship too,” Stuyvesant added.
“…back through the swishy door to get the borogoves,” Bombo said.
“There’s no time for that,” said Stuyvesant. As if to emphasize the point, another officer interrupted their conversation.
“Commander,” he said, “we are receiving an incoming transmission from the Martians.”
“Put it on the monitor,” said the commander.
The television set flickered to life, and Bombo saw, to his surprise, a living shadow staring back at him. It made a terrible, high-pitched sound that rang throughout Ops. Everyone covered their ears. Behind the creature, other living shadows boiled and shifted in the background. 
“Oh my,” Bombo said. “The Martians are Mome Wraiths.”
 
* * *
 
When the doors slid open onto the infirmary, Alistair saw the captain of the Alamo-02 lying on his deathbed. Doctor Henry was standing over his commanding officer, the first negro to ever command a space station. The word negro, of course, belonged to Russell Benjamin, the author of this story. It was common usage at the time, but Alistair was nevertheless surprised when it appeared as part of his mental vocabulary.
Doctor Henry looked up as Alistair entered the room. “You,” he snapped. “Get over here.”
Ensign Foley scurried across the room. The captain’s eyes were closed tight, his breathing labored. His close-cropped hair glistened with sweat. 
“You let him down,” said the doctor. “You let us all down, and I want you to watch as your commander breathes his last.”
“Is that truly necessary?” Alistair said. “I feel really bad about—”
“Ensign,” came the strained voice of the captain. “Come close. I want… I need… to tell you…”
Alistair leaned over the captain. He looked just like Russell Benjamin. “Sir,” he whispered. “I’m truly sorry…”
“Listen,” the captain said. “Don’t lose sight of your mission.”
“To defend the station?” said Alistair.
“No,” said the captain. His breathing was strained, and he seemed to be speaking purely by force of will. “This station is called the Alamo-02, son. You should have picked up on that.”
Alistair wanted to say “I did,” but he didn’t have the heart.
“Yes, sir,” was all he said.
“No. You must find the sword,” the captain whispered.
“Sir?”
“This world is dying,” said the captain. “You can’t save it now. You must get the sword.” He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and then exhaled slowly. He did not take another.
Doctor Henry bowed his head. “He’s dead.”
“Jim?” said a nurse in a tight-fitting uniform. Her hair was stacked and curled and swooshed in a manner that was unmistakably fifties. She gave Alistair a disgusted look and then turned her back on him.
As Doctor Henry and his nurse discussed something privately, Alistair made his way over to a computer terminal. The machine was archaic; it hummed and clicked and was covered all over with inexplicable switches and dials. There was a chrome-plated microphone bolted to it, and since he saw no keyboard or monitor, Alistair assumed that this was how he was supposed to interface with the machine.
“Computer,” he said. “Search the term borogove.”
The computer whistled and rattled and chugged, and a moment later a slip of paper rolled out of a slit in the machine. Dot matrix words were printed on the paper. They read:
 
1 reference for the term “borogove” was found. Term is a nonsense word from Lewis Carroll’s poem “Jabberwocky” which appeared in Through The Looking Glass and What Alice Found There.
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“Lewis freakin’ Carroll,” Alistair said. “That son of a—” 
“What are you doing?” It was the stern voice of Doctor Henry.
“Oh, um, I’m sorry. I was researching—”
“The captain is dead, the station is about to be invaded by Martians, and you’re wasting time on the computer? Whose side are you on, son?”
Foley averted his eyes. Was there some way of saving this story? “I’m sorry, sir,” he said. “Is there anything I can do?”
“Ensign,” said the doctor, “I think you’ve done quite enough already.”
Just then, the space station’s loudspeakers crackled to life, and Bombo’s voice boomed. “Ensign Foley, please report to Ops on the double.”
 
* * *
 
When Alistair stepped into the Operations Center, the first thing he noticed was the terrible look on Bombo’s face. Not that Bombo was ever much to look at, what with that ridiculous beard and all, but now he looked downright ill.
“Bombo?” Alistair said. “What’s wrong?”
Bombo moved closer to Alistair so that he wouldn’t be overheard. “The Martians,” he said. “I saw them on the monitor.”
“And?”
“They’re Mome Wraiths, just like the ones we saw in Wonderland.”
“Mome Wraiths?” Alistair said. “That’s odd.”
Bombo fidgeted with his beard. “You bet your bippy it’s odd.”
“Do you have any idea where we might look for the sword?” Alistair asked.
“None whatsoever,” Bombo said. “And in about five minutes, this station is going to be overrun with evil shadow monster thingies.”
“I accessed their computer,” Alistair said. “Borogoves are some kind of plant from Lewis Carroll’s Jabberwocky poem. At least, I think it’s a plant. It’s hard to tell with him.”
“I know that poem,” Bombo said. He thought for a minute. “Doesn’t it say something about Mome Wraiths?”
Alistair took another look at the printout. “It says mome raths,” he said. “Maybe Lewis Carroll somehow predicted the coming of the shadows, but he got the name wrong. Like Nostradamus when he talked about an evil tyrant named Hister.”
“Maybe it’s just a nonsense word,” said Bombo. “Sometimes a hat is just a hat.”
“And sometimes it’s a symbol of the underlying theme of the story. Did you ever think of that?”
Before Bombo could answer, a barrage of enemy fire shook the space station. 
“Return fire!” shouted Commander Stuyvesant. 
A weapons officer flipped some switches and turned some dials on the massive mainframe that dominated one corner of the room. “Direct hit,” he said. “We’ve destroyed their lead ship.”
“How many does that leave?” Stuyvesant asked.
“Two hundred ninety-nine,” said the weapons officer.
“We’re doomed,” said the commander. “If only Captain Haley were here.”
“No,” Alistair said loudly. “We have to fight. I know a way to defeat the Martians.”
The station shook as Martian fire bombarded their shields. “Shields down to fifty-two percent,” said the weapons officer.
“Fire at will!” shouted Stuyvesant.
“What are you doing?” Bombo said.
“I’ve read this book a dozen times,” Alistair said. “I know how Captain Haley bested the Martians.”
Commander Stuyvesant took a cautious step toward Alistair. “Ensign,” he said, “were you part of the mission to retrieve a plant that could have saved the captain?”
“Yes, sir,” Alistair said.
Stuyvesant scowled. “That mission was a failure!” He pointed a bony finger at Alistair. “So what makes you think I’m going to trust you with the fate of every member of this crew?”
“Because you have no choice, sir,” Alistair said. “I know a way that we can defeat the Martians, and unless I’m mistaken, you’re out of ideas.”
Another barrage of enemy fire rocked the station. “Shields are down to nineteen percent,” said the weapons officer.
Though he was nearly thrown off his feet, Stuyvesant steadied himself and glared at Alistair. “I do not like you, Ensign Foley.”
“Welcome to the team, sir,” Bombo said.
Stuyvesant looked from Alistair to Bombo. “You worked with this man, Lieutenant. Should I trust him?”
For Bombo, giving an endorsement of Alistair Foley was about the hardest thing he ever had to do—except maybe for trying to stay on Carol’s diet—but this was a matter of life and death. He swallowed his own dislike of Ensign Foley and nodded his head. “He’s an excellent officer, sir. I think you should trust him.”
Stuyvesant nodded his head thoughtfully as the station shook once again. “Fine,” he said. “What’s your plan, Ensign?”
“If you adjust the station’s shield harmonics,” Alistair said, “to match the harmonics of the Martian’s shields, and then calibrate our deflector dish to generate a reverse resonance burst—”
Before he could finish explaining his elaborate plan, Alistair was cut off by the weapons officer. “Shields have collapsed,” he said. “And the deflector dish has been destroyed.”
“Well, so much for that,” Bombo said. “It was a good plan for the five seconds it was under consideration.”
Alistair stared at Bombo in shock. “That’s how Captain Haley did it in the book,” he said. “Now I don’t know what to do.”
“We’re being boarded!” Stuyvesant shouted. “All hands, abandon ship!”
“Abandon ship?” Bombo said. “That’s an odd phrase to use in the inky blackness and oxygen-less void of space.”
Mome Wraiths began to materialize all over Ops. The weapons officer stood and shot one with a laser pistol. The shadow exploded with a shriek, but it was too little, too late. A swarm of Mome Wraiths converged on the officer, stretching their claw-like hands toward the doomed man. His frightful screams tore through the room as the shadows enveloped him. Within a few seconds, he had become a Mome Wraith, screeching like all the others and slithering toward Bombo and Alistair.
“Come on,” Bombo said. “Time to get out of here.” He grabbed Alistair and dragged him toward a swishy door. Above the door were stenciled the words Escape Pod. The door swished open and they barely made it inside before a host of Mome Wraiths swarmed them. One creature reached its shadowy hand into the pod just before the door swished closed, severing the Mome Wraith’s hand. It lay twitching on the floor for several seconds before it melted into nothing and disappeared.
The escape pod had a small round window that allowed the two writers a momentary view of the raging battle for the Operations Center. Stuyvesant, brave and heedless of the danger, was still fighting, shooting Mome Wraiths and narrowly dodging the reaching hands of other shadows, but it was only a matter of time. In the seconds before the escape pod launched, Bombo and Alistair watched in horror as Stuyvesant’s laser pistol failed. 
Weaponless, the first officer dodged one Mome Wraith, leapt over a railing, and grabbed the ceremonial sword that was mounted to the wall. Stuyvesant unwrapped the American flag from the blade and draped it over his shoulder, never letting it touch the ground. The sword gleamed under the fluorescent lights of the space station as Stuyvesant used it to chop an approaching Mome Wraith in half.
At that moment, the escape pod’s thrusters fired and Bombo and Alistair were propelled into space. The Alamo-02 receded in the distance, and the battle that raged inside receded too.
Bombo and Alistair turned to one another. “Did you see that?” Bombo said. “He must have had some kind of fencing training. That was awesome.”
“We’re idiots,” Alistair said. “That was the vorpal sword.”
Bombo stared at Alistair. “The ceremonial sword that was on the wall?”
“The vorpal sword,” Alistair said.
“That’s quite a leap,” said Bombo. “Why would the vorpal sword be on the space station? It doesn't even belong in this story.”
“Neither do the Mome Wraiths or borogoves,” Alistair said. “The worlds of the Legendarium are bleeding together.”
“This is exhausting,” Bombo said. “I could really use a donut.”
“We have to get back to the station,” said Alistair. “We have to recover the—”
Before he could finish, the space station Alamo-02 exploded. Orange light flashed across the faces of the two men as they realized that their mission had failed. Stars began to wink out all around them, and their escape pod drifted through a darkening void as the evil living shadows engulfed the universe.
 
 



Chapter Four
The Face of the Deep
 
They drifted through the void.
 
* * *
 
Back in the real world, in the world where you are reading this story, a tsunami of changes crashed over the space-time continuum. 
Martin Luther King, who should have been inspired by Russell Benjamin’s Beyond the Stars series as a young man, had now never read it—and so was never elected as the fortieth president of the United States. Instead, he was assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee on April 4, 1968. 
The peace treaty between Israel and Iran moderated by Jimmy Carter in 1988 was never signed. 
Russell Benjamin, instead of being the first African-American to win both the Nebula and Hugo awards, went mad in 1953 and was committed to a sanitarium for the rest of his life.
A hundred thousand other changes rippled up and down the timeline. Life for some; death for others. Dreams fulfilled; dreams shattered. The changes were systemic, and you’ll never know what the original world was really like. Sorry.
 
* * *
 
They drifted for what seemed like an eternity, and in truth, millennia did pass unnumbered as Bombo Dawson and Alistair Foley floated through the darkness.
They talked because there was nothing else to do.
“These emergency rations are running low,” Alistair said. It was perhaps five days into their odyssey. It was also, perhaps, five hundred years. If time is meaningless in the Legendarium, it is both tedious and confusing in an escape pod with Alistair Foley and Bombo Dawson.
“I wish there were donuts,” Bombo said. “I’d do anything for a donut.”
“You ate all the freeze-dried ice cream,” Alistair said. “You could have at least saved me one package.”
“I’m starving to death,” Bombo said. “I’m wasting away to nothing. Look at me. My space coveralls are just hanging on my gaunt and emaciated frame. This is an emergency.”
“You haven’t even lost a pound, Bombo. We’re floating through the emptiness of a ruined universe. Alone. In an escape pod. Together alone, Bombo. This is my own personal hell.”
“And yet, I’m probably starving, which is the real issue at hand,” Bombo replied.
“If you die,” Alistair said, “I’m going to eat you. I want you to remember that.”
“There won’t be anything left to eat,” said Bombo.
Alistair rubbed his temples. His head had been throbbing for hours, or centuries, or millennia. “Of all the people to be stuck with… lost in the vacuum of space… why did it have to be you?”
“You’re not exactly pleasant company yourself,” Bombo said. “I wish there was something here to read.”
“I have an e-reader on my smart phone,” Alistair said, “but the battery died back in Wonderland. “It kept searching for signal.”
“I highly doubt that there is anything on your Kindle that I would want to read,” Bombo said.
“That’s probably true,” said Alistair. “I doubt your taste in literature is that refined.”
“Please,” said Bombo. “My taste in books is way better than yours.”
“You don’t like Russell Benjamin,” Alistair said.
“And you don’t like Lewis Carroll,” said Bombo.
They stared at one another, mentally drawing up sides in the contest of one-upmanship that was about to follow.
“What about Tolkien?” Alistair said.
“He’s okay,” said Bombo. “I don’t like fantasy. I thought we covered that.”
“Margaret Weis and Tracy Hickman?” Alistair asked.
“You’re joking, right?”
“Stephen King?”
“Hate him, although his time travel book about the Kennedy assassination was at least interesting.”
“J.K. Rowling?”
Bombo stuck his index finger in his mouth and mimed throwing up.
“Vonnegut?”
“Love him.”
“Well, that’s a relief. Salvatore?”
“Who?”
“R.A. Salvatore.”
Bombo chuckled under his breath.
“Dayton Ward? Kevin Dilmore? 
“They write Star Trek novels,” Bombo said.
“Right. Do you like them?”
“They write Star Trek novels,” Bombo said again.
“Moron,” Alistair whispered. 
“What was that?”
“Nothing. How about James A. Owen?”
“Um.”
“Hugh Howey?”
Bombo smiled. He knew Hugh Howey personally. Together, they had saved London, and perhaps the entire world, from a zombie apocalypse. “I love his work,” Bombo said.
Alistair nodded enthusiastically. “Me too. I didn’t want to like the COTTON Omnibus, it being self-published and all, but after I read it, I had to admit that it was brilliant.”
“What’s wrong with self-publishing?” Bombo asked.
“There’s so much potential for crap,” Alistair said.
Bombo shrugged. “Same with legacy publishing. The cream rises to the top,” Bombo said. 
“I suppose that’s true,” Alistair said.
“When was the last time you were in a bookstore, Alistair?”
“I go to bookstores all the time.”
“How would you rate most of the books in the last book store you visited?”
“A tsunami of crap,” Alistair said, nodding his head. “But the cream rises to the top.”
“And probably none of them were self-published,” Bombo said. “There’s crap everywhere, but still we find what we want to read. You know, we have dozens of tools that we use every day to decide what we might like. The indie world is no different.”
“I suppose you’re right,” Alistair said.
“Since we’re apparently going to drift through this empty universe until we starve to death,” Bombo said, “would you mind answering a question?”
“Go for it.”
“What was it about Anne Askew in the Tower that you hated so much that you decided to give it such a terrible review? I mean, your opinion was not remotely in line with the vast majority of readers of every possible stripe. I mean, everyone has their own opinion, but really: one star?”
Alistair paused thoughtfully. He had never before come face to face with the victim of one of his scathing reviews. “I think it was the stream of consciousness,” he said. “I really don’t care for that style.”
“I can dig that,” Bombo said, “Did you like the characters? The plot?”
“Those were fine,” Alistair said. “Truthfully, the book wasn’t that bad. It’s just…”
“Just what?”
Alistair averted his eyes, unable to look Bombo in the face. “I guess I was jealous,” he said.
“Jealous? Of what?”
Alistair gazed through the escape pod’s portal into the abyss. The abyss also gazed into him. “Do you remember when Thornton Wilder said that he’d read my book?”
“Yeah.”
“I’ve been sending it out to literary agents for three years,” Alistair said. “I have a pile of personal rejection letters, each one telling me how much they love my book and that they wish me well finding someone to represent it.”
“That sucks,” Bombo said. “But what agents want and what readers want are often very different things. Publishing has gotten top-heavy. In many cases it isn’t agile enough to track with what readers want to buy. Have you ever considered self-publishing?”
“No,” Alistair said. “I mean, yes. I mean, I’ve thought about it, but who would ever read it? How would I market the book?”
“Indie publishing really isn’t about trying to make a book a bestseller, Alistair. It’s about the art of writing. It’s about finishing the work and making it as good as it can possibly be. Then it’s about publishing it and letting readers decide if they want to buy it. Besides, Hugh Howey is just one of hundreds of other successful authors that have done all right with self-publishing,” Bombo said.
“That’s different,” Alistair said. “He’s an outlier.”
“Thornton Wilder and Leo Tolstoy seemed to like your writing,” Bombo said. “What are the chances that War and Peace would ever be published by a mainstream publisher today? Close to zero? But two of the greatest authors in history liked your work! That should be an encouragement to you.”
Alistair smiled slightly. “Yeah. Maybe you’re right.”
“I mean, I’m absolutely going to give it one star no matter whether I like it or not,” Bombo said, “because you’ve been such a tool—but maybe it could find an audience. Stuck in a drawer somewhere… it never will. And you’ll never know unless you try.”
Alistair sighed. “I guess I owe you an apology,” he said. “That review was pretty crummy of me.”
“You can say that again,” Bombo said.
“Maybe I should revise it,” Alistair said. “If we ever get back.”
“I don’t think there’s much chance of that happening,” Bombo said. “Besides, I don’t think anyone reads your blog.”
“Has anyone ever told you that you’re an asshat?” Alistair said.
“Lots of folks,” Bombo said. “My wife tells me at least once a week.”
“You’re married?”
“Why do you sound so surprised?”
Alistair stared out the porthole into the nothingness of the void. “I don’t know. It seems like everybody has somebody except me.”
“You sound like a country and western song,” Bombo said.
Alistair growled. “I hate country music.”
“Shocker.”
“Are you happily married?”
“Yep.”
“Your wife isn’t a psycho or something?”
“She’s a communist and a vegetarian, although she denies that first thing… just like a good communist would do.”
“Oh,” Alistair said. “Well, that makes me feel a little better.”
“But she’s smoking hot, and I know she loves me.”
“How do you know?”
“Have you seen me?”
“You have a point. She loves you.” Alistair sighed a deep, pathetic, look-at-me kind of sigh. “I had a girlfriend up until about two months ago,” he said. 
“She dumped you?”
“How did you guess?”
Bombo shrugged. “A hunch.”
“She was… so… beautiful.” Alistair wiped at his eyes.
“Hey man, there’s other fish in the sea.”
“I don’t know,” Alistair said. “I think I’m done with women.”
Bombo backed away from Alistair, creating as much space as humanly possible in the tiny escape pod. “Cut off that stupid ponytail,” he suggested. “I’m sure there’s someone out there who could tolerate you. Have you tried online dating?”
“You’re such a—”
The small craft was rocked by a violent jolt, and both writers were thrown across the escape pod. They landed in a pile, arms and legs akimbo, as their transport crash-landed onto something solid. When the pod had skidded to a stop, a deafening silence settled over the pod as Bombo and Alistair just looked at one another, wide-eyed and not at all sure what might happen next.
Wherever here is, Bombo thought, here we are.
 
 



Chapter Five
The Pugilist
 
Bombo was the first to his feet. He staggered across the debris that now covered every square inch of the escape pod, and finally reached the door. 
“Wait!” Alistair said.
“Wait for what?”
Alistair climbed to his feet and dusted himself off. “What’s the plan?”
“I plan to open this hatch,” Bombo said.
“But you don’t know what might be out there,” Alistair said. “Maybe we crash-landed on the Mome Wraiths’ home planet or something.”
Bombo smirked at Alistair. “You know I love you, right?”
Alistair scowled. “Of course not.”
“Exactly,” Bombo said. “So then you’ll understand why I’m going to open this hatch no matter what’s out there.” He pulled a lever and blew open the escape hatch. There was a hissing noise as the pressurized air of the vessel whooshed into the atmosphere outside. Bombo was relieved, and a little nervous, when he saw the white light that signified their passage into another world.
“Foley,” he said, “come on, let’s get out of here.”
The creative writing teacher was now standing with his back against the wall of the escape pod. He was breathing dramatically in through his nose and out through his mouth.
“What in the world are you doing?” Bombo said.
“Hyperventilating,” said Alistair.
“We don’t have time for that.”
“You’re telling me!” Alistair wheezed with each word, and it took every bit of willpower Bombo had not to grab the great fool by the shoulders and shake him. But that would probably just make the situation worse.
“There’s another world being threatened,” Bombo said. “Maybe we can save this one.”
“And maybe we can let it die, just like Beyond the Stars!” said Alistair. “Who knows what kind of changes have occurred to the timeline now? And it’s all our fault!”
Bombo grabbed the smaller man by the scruff of the neck and dragged him toward the hatch. “There’s nothing we can do about that now,” he shouted. “But if we stand around here doing nothing, even worse things might happen.”
“But—”
Bombo slapped Alistair across the face. Alistair’s mouth fell open, and tears welled in his eyes. “I can’t believe you did that,” he said, shocked. “No one has ever slapped me before.”
“Too bad,” Bombo said. “Maybe if someone had taken the time to scold you once in a while you wouldn’t be such a prig. Now come on, we have a world to save.”
“Fine,” Alistair said, “but if you ever hit me again, I’m going to take you down.”
“You could try,” Bombo said. “Besides, I could probably use a smack now and then too.”
The writers stepped through the light and emerged inside a poorly lit saloon. The walls were brick, the floorboards scuffed and worn, and there wasn’t a single window in the place. An oak bar dominated one corner of the room, and pub tables filled every available space. The place was filled with people, all laughing and carrying on, blissfully unaware that their universe was on the verge of extinction.
The first thing Bombo noticed as he stepped into the saloon was Alistair’s clothing. Only a moment before he’d been dressed in the dark blue coveralls of the Alamo-02 space station, but now he wore a brown suit that looked like something out of the 1920’s. Bombo looked down at his own clothes and found he was wearing a gray suit of similar design. “I don’t know how the Legendarium works,” he whispered, “but I like these threads a lot better than the last ones.”
“Just wait until we find out that we’re trapped in an F. Scott Fitzgerald story,” Alistair said. “Or James Joyce. Maybe the world would be a better place if we let a few of those snoozers wink out of existence.”
“You have to be kidding me,” Bombo said.
“Do I look like I’m kidding?”
“No. You look like an idiot, and your words confirm the theory.”
“Hey, you two,” said a huge man in a black suit. “Are you here to drink or run your mouths?”
“Definitely drink,” Bombo said.
“Um, drink?” said Alistair.
“Bar’s that way,” said the huge man. His hair was close-cropped, and as far as Alistair could tell, he had no neck.
They waded through the crowd and approached the bar. “I’ll take a beer,” Bombo said, “and my friend here will have…”
“A glass of white wine,” said Alistair. “Something with nice mouthfeel.”
The bartender looked at him with derision. “Very funny,” he said. “We have moonshine. You can have it straight, on the rocks, or in a cocktail. I’d suggest the cocktail, unless you like the taste of gasoline.”
“Moonshine?” Alistair said.
“Oh,” Bombo said, realizing that they’d just stepped into the era of prohibition. “We’ll take two cocktails,” he said. “Whatever you think is likely to taste the least like gasoline. Thanks.”
When the bartender turned away, Bombo leaned over to Alistair and whispered, “Prohibition! Isn’t this cool?”
Alistair shook his head. “If you find a Tommy gun please shoot me in the face.”
“Oh man, this just gets better and better,” Bombo said with a smile.
The bartender set about making their drinks as Bombo explained to Alistair what he’d deduced about their situation. Given the time period, Alistair’s earlier remarks about the possible author of this story now seemed highly likely. “This is the Jazz Age,” Bombo said. “We're probably dealing with a member of the Lost Generation,” he said. “Maybe if we could figure out our exact location, that would give us an indication of what we’re dealing with.”
They looked all around, but the walls were bare. Very likely this speakeasy was in the basement of another establishment, a business that was run merely as a front for the saloon.
“Here you go,” said the bartender. He handed them their cocktails. “That’ll be two dollars.”
Bombo and Alistair exchanged a look. They had only the clothes on their backs and the cash in their wallets—which was going to be in modern bills. Alistair reached into the pocket of his trousers and took out his billfold. He removed two crisp dollars and was amazed to see that they were both dated 1925.
“Here you go,” Alistair said. “Thank you.”
The bartender looked at him with disgust. It wasn’t until they found a table in a corner of the saloon that Alistair realized he’d forgotten to give the man a tip.
“Do you recognize this bar?” Bombo said. “I’ve read a lot of literature from this period, but it doesn’t ring a bell.”
“Not at all,” Alistair said.
“It’s not Paris or Spain from what I can tell, what with it being prohibition and all.”
Alistair just grunted and held up his drink in a mock toast.
They sipped their cocktails and sat amid the din and activity of the other drinkers. Bombo found himself watching a man and a woman sitting at the next table. The man had dark hair and thick eyebrows, a mustache and a square jaw. He had cauliflower ears and a crooked nose and a twinkle in his eyes and a five o’clock shadow. He was a man’s man—anyone could see it. The woman was a blonde, with full, pouty lips and a figure shaped like an hourglass. She was clearly drunk, her voice rising and falling as she spoke. Bombo and Alistair listened closely, hoping that fate, luck, providence, or whatever it was that was steering them through the Legendarium would once again guide their steps.
“I can’t believe you would do this to me,” the blonde bombshell said. “It’s like you don’t care at all about how I feel.”
The man quaffed a cocktail in one manly gulp and banged the glass down on the table. “It doesn’t matter how you feel,” he said. “I’m gonna win the fight and that’s that.”
“But what if you lose?” she said.
“I won’t,” he said.
“But what if you do?” she said.
“Woman,” he said, “that isn’t going to happen, so you don’t need to worry about it.”
“Oh my God,” Bombo said. His eyes had a faraway glassy look as his memory registered what was happening. “This is Hemingway.”
Alistair’s eyes widened. “That dreadful man is Ernest Hemingway?”
“No,” Bombo said. “This is his first novel: The Pugilist.”
“I’ve never even heard of it,” Alistair said, and took another sip from his cocktail.
“No, I don’t believe you would have,” Bombo replied. “You’d have to have even a cursory knowledge of literature and history, coupled with a love for the written word.”
“Stuff it, Dawson,” Alistair sneered.
“I just can’t believe you would treat me like I’m your property,” said the blonde. She took a sip of her cocktail.
The man shrugged. “Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it,” he said. “Everything is going to turn out fine.” And with that, he stood, hoisted the woman to her feet, and kissed her.
“He seems like a real asshole,” Alistair said.
“He’s a man’s man,” said Bombo.
“I can’t stand Hemingway,” Alistair said. “O-ver-rated.”
“You have just cemented your position as the worst literature critic in the history of the world, Alistair. Did your mother have any kids that lived?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Alistair said, waving his hand. “What happens in this story?”
“That guy is Jack Walcott,” Bombo said. “He’s a boxer.”
“That sounds like a Hemingway story,” Alistair said.
“The woman is his lover, Agnes. Jack owes a lot of money to a man named Danny Hogan. Danny is another boxer. He owns a gymnasium in New Jersey.”
“Let me guess,” Alistair said. “Jack bets a night with Agnes that he can beat Danny in a boxing match.”
“Right,” Bombo said. “I thought you didn’t know this story.”
“I hate Ernest Hemingway,” Alistair said.
“What books do you like?” Bombo asked.
“I really enjoyed the Harry Potter series,” Alistair said. “I gave all of those five stars.”
Bombo just stared at Alistair and blinked. He couldn’t think of anything appropriate to say.
“This story is appalling,” Alistair said. “Maybe we should just let it go.”
“How can you say that after what we just went through?”
Alistair took a sip of his drink. He was beginning to appreciate the faint gasoline flavor in the beverage. “I know, I know… you’re right,” he said. “But what are we supposed to do here? Are we still looking for the vorpal sword, or was it lost on the space station?”
“I don’t know,” Bombo said. “We just need to keep our eyes open and act whenever it seems like the story is about to go off the tracks.”
“What happens next?” Alistair asked.
“The fight,” Bombo said. “Jack and Agnes are probably on their way to the gym right now. We should go.”
The writers finished their drinks and followed Hemingway’s protagonist out of the saloon. They tailed the boxer and his girl through the filthy streets of Jersey City, occasionally having to step over or around an unconscious wino as the lights of Manhattan glowed in the distance. Before long, they came to an ancient gymnasium with a sign overhead that read:
 
THE HEALTH FARM
 
A bouncer stopped them when they reached the front door. He appeared to be the identical twin of the bouncer at the speakeasy.
“Five dollars each for admission,” he said. His voice was thick and slow. He was a no-nonsense fellow who’d seen his share of troubles.
Alistair reached into his wallet and produced a ten-dollar bill. Once again, the Legendarium had provided exactly what they needed, exactly when they needed it. How it was able to do this, and yet was seemingly incapable of protecting its stories from destruction, was a mystery to Alistair.
The writers slipped into the gymnasium and were immediately overwhelmed by the aroma of sweat and greed and broken dreams. Half a hundred men in working-class clothes were jammed into the small space. A throng they were—a hive mind buzzing with hopeless activity. They were crowded around a boxing ring that dominated the room like an altar in the high church of despair. The purpose of this fight, for the audience in any case, was to offer something, anything, upon which they could gamble. It was a frantic grasp at a solitary instant of hope… hope that lightning might strike and the sun would shine on them for a moment. Like all such worshipers, the men peered up at the altar with prayerful eyes. They would have bet on anything—turtle races, dog fighting, whatever—but two men knocking one another senseless was the main event of this particular evening.
“Who wins the fight?” Alistair asked.
“Danny Hogan,” Bombo said.
“He gets the girl for the night?”
“Yeah. She leaves Jack standing in the locker room with a broken heart and ten grand in debt.”
“Is that the end of the story?” Alistair asked.
“No. Jack hangs himself from the rafters,” Bombo said. 
“That’s terrible,” Alistair said.
“It’s Hemingway,” said Bombo. “It is what it is.”
“I hate Hemingway,” Alistair said.
“I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t care much for you either,” Bombo replied, “but who could say, considering you’ve never published anything.”
“You’re a real peach,” Alistair said.
The lights dimmed then, and a skinny man in a black suit climbed into the ring. He raised a bullhorn to his lips and spoke.
“Ladies and gentlemen!” he said. “This fight is scheduled for ten rounds. Introducing first, in the black trunks… Danny Hogan!”
A man in a black bathrobe appeared out of the locker room. He had thinning hair and a scowl permanently fixed upon his face. He walked slowly to the ring, his eyes darting all around as if he expected someone in the crowd to jump at any moment. Boos and catcalls filled the gymnasium.
“You know what I like?” Alistair said.
“What do you like?” said Bombo.
“Professional wrestling,” Alistair said.
Bombo gave Alistair the long, slow blink again.
“Professional wrestlers are at least as athletic as participants in any other sport, and since the stories are plotted out in advance, they almost always put on a good show.”
“It’s fake,” Bombo said. “You do know it’s fake, right?”
“Of course I do,” Alistair said. “Don’t be silly. That’s the point. Because it’s fake, I don’t have to feel guilty about them actually hurting one another. It’s all just great fun.”
“Have you ever looked at the statistics on dead wrestlers?” said Bombo. “It’s like the most dangerous entertainment there is, other than maybe… I don’t know… bullfighting or something.”
“Shhh,” Alistair said. “He’s going to announce the other guy.”
“And now,” said the announcer, “his opponent, in blue trunks… Jack Walcott!”
There were cheers and wolf whistles, but Jack didn’t show up immediately. The announcer said his name again, and after a few long moments, the man from the speakeasy appeared in the entryway that led from the locker room. He wore a white bathrobe and had a cocky smile plastered on his face. His girlfriend darted out from the locker room several seconds later. She looked like she’d been crying.
“Maybe I should go after her,” Alistair said.
“And miss the fight?” asked Bombo.
“She might be the cornerstone of this whole story,” said Alistair.
“This is Hemingway,” said Bombo. “I kind of doubt it, but whatever you think is best. Say, do you think they have any concessions? I’m starving. Bring me back a hot dog, will you, precious?”
Alistair disappeared after Agnes while Bombo settled back in his seat to watch the fight. A referee climbed through the ropes and called the two fighters to the center of the ring. They touched gloves in a show of sportsmanship as the referee explained the rules of the fight. He wanted a fair fight. He wanted them to observe the rules of boxing and sportsmanship and civility. He wanted them to put on a good show. He dismissed the boxers to their respective corners so they could pray or make peace with God or whatever.
A concession vendor walked past, and Bombo ordered a Coke and a bag of popcorn. He had just enough money in his wallet to pay the tab. He was still full of the vain hope that Foley would return with a hot dog, but he wanted to tide himself over until then. He munched nervously as the bell rang and the boxers darted back to the middle of the ring.
 
* * *
 
Agnes ran out a side door of the Health Farm and was pacing up and down in the alley smoking a cigarette when Alistair found her.
“Excuse me, ma’am,” he said. “I couldn’t help but notice that you were crying.”
“Mind your own business, creep,” Agnes snapped. Her mascara ran down her face in grayish streaks. She turned from Alistair, hiding her face.
“I’m sorry,” Alistair said. “It’s just that—I overheard your conversation with your boyfriend at the speakeasy. I know about the bet.”
Agnes bowed her head and cried. “How can he treat me like that?” she asked. “I’ve been good to him. I stood by him when everyone else thought he was a loser.”
“I know,” Alistair said. “It makes me sick to think he could treat you that way.”
“It’s like he doesn’t respect me at all. He treats me like a dog.”
“You shouldn’t put up with that kind of behavior,” Alistair said. “You deserve better.”
Agnes was angry now. She wiped away her tears, further streaking her mascara. “You’re right,” she said. “I’m not going to let him use me as a wager. I don’t belong to that bastard! I could get another man just like that.” She snapped her fingers and nodded before taking a puff from her dwindling cigarette.
“That’s right,” Alistair said. “You’re beautiful and smart and obviously loyal to a fault.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” said Agnes. She was in a feisty mood now.
“Nothing,” Alistair said. “So, what are you going to do?”
“I’m getting out of here,” Agnes said. “If you see Jack, tell him to forget he ever knew me. Which may not be all that hard after he gets his head caved in tonight.”
“I’ll do just that,” Alistair said. He smiled as he watched her walk away. She was a gorgeous broad, a woman any man would kill for.
Agnes reached the end of the alley and stepped out into the street.
Broad? Alistair thought. Where the hell did that come from? It was then, when it was too late, that he realized—to his horror—that his job here was not to save the dame from her abusive boyfriend. Rather, his mission was to see that this story unfolded in the way that Ernest Hemingway had originally intended. If Agnes walked out of the story, any number of things might happen, but most of them were bad.
“Wait!” Alistair shouted, but the damage was done. As Agnes stepped into the street, she turned at Alistair’s call. A white delivery truck was speeding down the street and she never saw it. She was killed instantly.
“No!” Alistair screamed. He ran to her, but as he ran, the bricks that formed the alley floor crumbled beneath his feet and transformed into quicksand. In a flash, he was sinking. As he sensed death approaching, he looked back down the alley and noticed the looming black shadows all around him. 
Mome wraiths.
 
* * *
 
Bombo was on his feet, cheering wildly as Jack landed two quick lefts into Danny Hogan’s face. The man in the black trunks staggered backward as Jack Walcott pressed his attack. He landed left after left on Danny’s head and shoulders. Finally, the owner of the gymnasium reeled and lowered his guard, and Jack connected a punch squarely on his jaw.
Danny went down like a sack of feed and the referee began to count.
In the crowd, Bombo’s eyes narrowed as he realized that something was wrong. “This isn’t how this was supposed to happen,” he said aloud.
“No,” said a sad voice, “it’s not.”
Bombo turned to see an old man with a bushy white beard sitting beside him. He wore a plain suit and a sweater vest. Bombo would have recognized the man anywhere.
It was Ernest Hemingway.
In the ring, the referee was signaling the timekeeper to ring the bell. 
“Sir?” Bombo slid closer to the old man. “What’s happening?”
“You’re friend broke my story,” Hemingway said.
“He’s not my—what? What happened?”
“He talked Agnes into walking out on Jack. Now she’s dead, and this world is collapsing.”
“Alistair!” Bombo said. His anger was tempered only by his own sadness. “He destroyed your first novel… I—I don’t know what to say.”
“Ladies and gentlemen,” said the announcer through his bullhorn, “the winner of this bout, by knockout: Jack Walcott!”
“That’s not all,” Hemingway said. “Do you know how I died?”
“Liver cancer brought on by hemochromatosis,” Bombo said. “You died in 1971. I remember—”
“No.” Hemingway’s eyes were full of despair. “I never saw those last ten years. I took my own life in 1961.”
“What? No. I remember…”
Danny Hogan was still lying flat on his back. The referee and the announcer were checking on him, but it was evident to Bombo that something was wrong. The man hadn’t moved an inch since he’d collapsed.
“He’s dead,” Hemingway said. “Jack killed him with that last punch. I almost had the story end this way, but I thought my other ending was more powerful. I thought it displayed more of the human condition.”
Bombo rubbed his temples as a terrible pain throbbed in his head.
“Your brain is being recoded,” said the old man known as Papa. “Information that you’ve been storing for years is being overwritten.”
“What do you mean?”
“In the new now, the manuscript for this novel, The Pugilist, was lost when my first wife decided to pack all of my work into a suitcase and hop on a train to meet me in Geneva. She left the suitcase on the train… and The Pugilist was gone forever.”
“Your first novel—” Bombo began.
“—was The Torrents of Spring,” Hemingway said. “I managed to rework some of this material into another story, but this—this perfect first novel—it died.”
“I’m going to kill Alistair,” Bombo said.
“No. You need him,” Hemingway said. A depression had settled on the man, one that would never really leave him. “Neither one of you alone can save the Legendarium.”
“I’m so sorry,” Bombo said. “About what happened to you.”
“There’s one more thing,” said Hemingway. “Remember how Cuba became the fifty-first state in 1959?”
“Oh, no.”
Hemingway nodded sadly. “Batista and his cronies were overthrown by communists and we’ve been in a pissing contest with them ever since. Almost caused a nuclear war, but at least we managed not to bomb the human race into oblivion.”
Bombo was speechless. His mouth hung open and tears formed in his eyes.
“A thousand-thousand other changes happened too,” Hemingway said. “For example, how’d you get the name Bombo?”
“Don’t tell me…”
“I have to tell you, young man, so buck up and listen or I’ll cuff you one on the ear,” Hemingway said. “Roberto Clemente, the great Puerto Rican outfielder for the Pittsburgh Pirates, was in Havana when that city fell on New Year’s Eve in 1958. The next morning, on New Year’s Day of 1959, Clemente saw so many of the poor and needy flooding the streets of Havana that he pledged his life to ease human suffering. That, in and of itself, was a good thing. But every change ripples through time and changes other things.”
“No…” Bombo said. “He tried to clasp his hands over his ears, but Hemingway, still strong and fiery, wrestled Bombo’s hands down again.
“Roberto Clemente was killed flying relief supplies to earthquake-stricken Nicaragua in 1972.”
“Oh my…” Bombo said, “Not Clemente! He was my favorite player growing up! Him and another great Puerto Rican player: Bombo Rivera. In fact, my mother nicknamed me after Bombo.”
Hemingway looked into Bombo’s eyes. “Now you see.”
“Bombo took up baseball because he idolized Roberto Clemente. They played together for several years after Clemente got the Pirates to trade for Bombo in 1976. In fact, they were neck-and-neck for MVP in ’78.”
Hemingway shook his head. “Nope. Now none of that ever happened. Bombo Rivera got to play a few seasons in the majors, but with Clemente dead, he was never traded to the Pirates. He never was mentored by Clemente. Bombo spent most of his career in the minor leagues. He’s more famous for his name than for anything he ever did in the game.”
Bombo was still shaking his head. He couldn’t believe that in the new world, no one would even know why he was nicknamed Bombo.
“It’s all true,” Ernest said. “It’s all the new truth.”
“I can’t believe Clemente died in ’72,” Bombo said.
Hemingway exhaled. “Yes, he died when you were just a boy. It’s not just something that changes when a literary world dies. Everything changes.”
“This is a disaster,” Bombo said. “An absolute disaster. Is there anything we can do to fix the situation?”
“The best you can do is to not let it happen again,” Hemingway said. “Half the world has read the Wonderland books. If those disappear, anything could happen. You could even lose your wife.”
“Okay,” Bombo said. “Fine. What should I do right now?”
“Your friend is outside drowning in quicksand,” said Hemingway. “You might want to help him. I’d do it, but I think I’d probably knock the son of a bitch out cold if I saw him.”
“He’s not my friend,” Bombo said.
“Whatever,” said Ernest Hemingway.
 
* * *
 
As Bombo left the Health Farm he noticed the living shadows descending from every corner of the gymnasium. The Mome Wraiths were here, devouring all life, and soon this world would cease to exist, just like the science fiction world created by Russell Benjamin.
Bombo pushed through the crowd and toward the side door through which he’d seen Alistair depart in search of Agnes. He stepped through the doorway and nearly toppled into the quicksand that consumed the city beyond. Tall buildings were sinking in the sand, and as they leaned they crumbled and collapsed. Overhead, the sky was black with Mome Wraiths, and their screeching filled the air with a hellish din.
“Help!” Alistair screamed.
Bombo looked down and saw his partner and nemesis almost completely submerged. He had one hand out, grasping for a lifeline, for anything to save him from the pull of the sand. I’m the lifeline, Bombo realized. He lay down flat on his stomach and stretched his upper body over the quicksand. His hand brushed Alistair’s fingertips, but he couldn’t—quite—reach him.
“Your… shirt,” Alistair gasped. The quicksand had reached to the bottom of his lip.
Bombo removed his flannel shirt—strangely he was wearing it again now, and the gray suit was gone—and rolled it up tight. He tossed one end to Alistair, who grabbed it and held on for dear life.
The bearded author pulled with all his might and managed to yank Alistair out of the sand and into the relative safety of the doorway. The two sat there, panting, while living shadows consumed the gymnasium to one side of them and a city collapsed on the other.
“Agnes is dead,” Alistair said. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I talked her into leaving Jack.”
“You don’t know the half of it,” Bombo said. “You really screwed up this time.”
“I know,” Alistair said. “I know.”
“How are we going to get out of here?” Bombo asked.
“I was hoping you had a plan.”
“Well, we can’t go outside,” Bombo said. He looked around. “If there’s a doorway to another story or back to the Legendarium, it must be inside the gym. Come on then, let’s find it.”
They stood and entered once more into the Health Farm. Mome Wraiths had devoured nearly everything, but an old man with a white beard was valiantly trying to fend them off with a folding chair.
“Is that Ernest Hemingway?” Alistair asked.
“Yep. Don’t let him see you, though. He’ll feed you to the Mome Wraiths.”
“Hemingway doesn’t like me either?” Alistair asked.
“Not even a little bit,” Bombo replied. “In fact, to say he dislikes you would be a fantastic understatement.”
They raced across the gymnasium and headed for the locker room, because it was the only internal door in the building and the only direction that was mostly free of screeching Mome Wraiths. When they reached the door, Bombo threw it open. They were disappointed to see only lockers on the other side.
“Maybe there’s another door,” Alistair said. “Come on.”
They darted past the lockers and through the shower area, and found another door deeper inside the locker room. It was constructed of ancient teak, narrow, and hung on antique hinges. It rested between two metal lockers and had a crystalline knob that seemed out of place in the utilitarian gym. 
“Where does it go?” Alistair asked. “This has to be it. I mean, just look at it.”
“There’s only one way to find out,” said Bombo. He opened the door, and the two men stepped through the blinding light, with no idea what they’d find on the other side.
 
 



Chapter Six
Or, The Whale
 
They appeared on the heaving deck of an old-fashioned sailing ship and knew within seconds into which story they’d arrived. Scrimshaw decorated the gunnels of the ship, and a golden doubloon was nailed to the mainmast. It was a clear, beautiful afternoon at sea, and a man in the crow’s-nest high above was bellowing at the top of his lungs.
“There she blows! There she blows! A hump like a snow-hill! It’s Moby Dick!”
“I love this story,” Bombo and Alistair both said at the exact same moment. The deck rose again as the ship handled the swells, and the two authors looked at each other in amazement. They were both dressed as deck hands from the 1800’s, and for the first time since they entered the Legendarium, Alistair’s ponytail looked only sort of out of place.
“You do?” Bombo asked.
Alistair nodded with a silly grin on his face. “It’s my favorite book.” 
“Five stars?” Bombo said.
“Six. I even have a Moby Dick tattoo. See?” He pulled up the sleeve of his newly acquired sailor shirt to reveal a picture of a white whale’s tail and the word AHAB.
Bombo shielded his eyes. “TMI, Foley. I really don’t want to see that.” He pointed his finger at Alistair. “Two main rules, Foley. No mouth-to-mouth, and we don’t show one another our tattoos. Got it?”
The deck of the Pequod was a scramble of activity as sailors from all over the ship sprang to life. They clambered into whale boats that were attached to the sides of the big ship and took their places as the smaller boats were lowered toward the ocean. The deep blue sea spread all around them as far as the eye could see, as if the ocean was all there ever was, and all there was ever going to be.
Bombo and Alistair hung back, trying desperately to not get in the way after the disaster with Ernest Hemingway. This was Herman Melville‘s greatest work, and perhaps the greatest work of American literature. If Moby Dick were lost, the repercussions would be catastrophic.
Within minutes, the deck of the Pequod was all but empty. Most of the crew was gliding across the water in a desperate race to catch the white whale.
“This is the first day of the chase,” Bombo said. “The peak of the novel is on the third day.”
“In the last two worlds, the Mome Wraiths attacked near the climax,” said Alistair. “Of course, Moby Dick isn’t like any modern novel. The climax is so spread out… I can’t imagine any modern publisher even considering it.”
“Yep, it would never happen,” Bombo nodded. “And a book where the antagonist is a whale? Not unless the whale was also a robot, or if the whale was anthropomorphized and could communicate to either a young boy or a teenage girl overwrought with angst and brimming with unknown superpowers.”
“I agree,” Alistair said.
“Melville would probably have to self-publish,” said Bombo. “Think about that.”
“I’ll think about it later,” Alistair said. “Right now we’ve got to figure out how we can save this story.”
“You, sailors!” shouted a commanding voice. The writers looked up on the quarterdeck and saw a severe-looking man with a black beard glaring at them. They recognized him at once as Starbuck, the first mate of the Pequod. “Get to work, men,” he snapped. “I want these decks scrubbed and ready for when they return.”
“Yes, sir!” Alistair said.
The writers set themselves to work, formulating their plans as they scrubbed the boards. Bombo lowered a bucket into the ocean and pulled it up again filled with seawater. Meanwhile, Alistair retrieved some soft sandstone, known as holystone, from belowdecks.
“I’ve been thinking,” Alistair said, handing Bombo one of the holystones. “Remember how the doctor in Beyond the Stars wanted borogoves, a plant from Through the Looking Glass?”
“Yeah.”
“And I didn’t realize it at the time, but the Cheshire Cat actually suggested to us that we try them. Do you remember that?”
“I think so.” Bombo dipped his holystone into the seawater and began to scrub the boards.
“If we had taken some, we would ha’ve had them when we landed on the space station, and then the captain would have been saved, and the story would have proceeded normally to its original ending.”
“The Cat, or the Legendarium, was trying to help us,” Bombo said. 
“Just like when I found the exact amount of cash that we needed in my wallet,” said Alistair. “Anyway, I think it’s the revision that caused an opening for the Mome Wraiths to attack.” Alistair sank wearily to his knees and began scrubbing. “The Mome Wraiths are like a virus, and the infection starts when the story is allowed to change."
“Same thing happened in The Pugilist,” Bombo said. “When you decided that you knew better than Ernest Hemingway…”
“I feel like such an idiot,” Alistair said.
“I can understand why you would feel that way,” said Bombo.
“If I had convinced Agnes to go along with the bet—as appalling as that seems to my modern sensitivity and my sense of moral uprightness—everything would have been different.”
Shouts in the distance caught their attention. The writers looked up and saw that the whaling boats had ceased their frantic race across the face of the deep, and sea birds were now circling around the tiny boats. 
“Clearly we have to see that Moby Dick achieves its original ending.”
“Exactly,” Alistair said. “We have to watch for any weak point where the Mome Wraiths can attack.”
“For all we know, they might already be here,” Bombo said. “This novel has a hundred pages about the history of whaling.That was difficult for even me to read. If there was any point where they could enter this story, that’s it.”
“No. The attack is going to come on the third day,” Alistair said. “I’m sure of it. Or maybe even in the epilogue. If Ishmael drowns with the rest of the crew, that’s it.”
“Or if Ahab manages to kill Moby Dick.”
“We need to keep our eyes open for any sign of deviation from the original text,” said Alistair. “That’s our mission. I just wish I’d understood that sooner.”
“You’re pretty good at analyzing stories,” Bombo said. “I hate to pay you a compliment, you being such a blowhard and all, but that really is a strength for you.”
“Thanks?”
“I mean it,” Bombo said, “I’ve never outlined a story in my life—”
“No!”
“—or spent five minutes analyzing my stories, but you really have a good understanding of what makes a story work.”
“Too bad no one other than slush pile interns have ever read my work,” Alistair said.
“That’s your own damn fault,” said Bombo. “You know what you should do.”
“Has anyone ever told you what an annoying jerk you are?” Alistair said.
“My wife tells me that all the time,” Bombo said, “and she loves me.”
At that moment, in the distance, they both saw the white whale burst from the water like a missile. His jaws were open wide and he was preparing to sink Ahab’s boat. The captain prepared to strike with his harpoon, but Moby Dick, showing his malicious intelligence, crashed into the small craft. Ahab was inside the monster’s jaws, and Bombo and Alistair stopped their work and stared at the scene unfolding before them. Was this the end?
“Sail on the whale!” screamed Starbuck. “Drive him off!”
Almost instantly, the ship was alive. Starbuck was turning the wheel as sailors pulled at the rigging. Bombo and Alistair dropped their holystones and followed suit, lending their strength to that of the sailors who’d remained on board when the whaling boats lowered. As he pulled, Bombo realized that he was standing right behind Ishmael, the omniscient protagonist of the novel.
The Pequod raced across the waves as Ahab slipped from the jaws of death and into the sea. Moby Dick swam around the bobbing sailors like a shark, but the ship effectively parted the whale from his victims and drove him off.
The captain and his men were hauled back on board the Pequod, and the old man was raving all the while about the condition of his harpoon and the eternal sap of vengeance that was coursing in his veins. Having been the first to spot the white whale, Ahab claimed the doubloon that was nailed to the mainmast.
Night closed around the Pequod as Ahab ordered the ship to keep full before the wind. They did not want to overrun the white whale in the night.
Bombo and Alistair found their bunks belowdecks and waited anxiously for morning. And throughout the long night, the old man paced back and forth on deck, his false leg tap-tap-tapping on the boards overhead.
 
* * *
 
They were up at daybreak on the second day. The sailors rose without complaint and set about their business as the Pequod plowed through the sea, leaving great, foamy furrows in her wake. As the men went about their duties, Alistair worked and thought on what was supposed to happen today. They would spot Moby Dick a second time, and once again mad Captain Ahab would lower after the white whale. The rest Alistair knew by heart as well. Once again Ahab’s ship would be capsized, and this time the enigmatic harpooner Fedallah would be lost at sea.
The masthead cry came as if on cue. “There she blows! She blows—right ahead!”
The crew of the Pequod moved as one man as Moby Dick breached. The men scrambled toward their boats, ready to slay the monster upon whose head Ahab had bent his fury.
“Breach your last to the sun, Moby Dick,” said the old man, “thy hour and thy harpoon are at hand.”
The boats were lowered, but Moby Dick did not flee as he had done before. He turned toward the tiny boats and met them head-on. He was intent on annihilating every plank of these mortals who pursued him. The whale was pierced all over with rusted harpoons, and now, as Bombo and Alistair got their first close look at the monster, they saw something peculiar.
“Do you see that?” Bombo said. “Sticking right there, near the whale’s dorsal fin?”
Alistair looked closer, and his eyes widened when he saw it. There was a sword plunged halfway into Moby Dick’s back.
“Is that the vorpal sword?” Alistair asked. “It looks just like the same sword Commander Stuyvesant was using back on the Alamo-02.”
“I think so,” said Bombo.
“You know what that means!” Alistair said. “We need to be on one of the whaling boats tomorrow. To end this endless procession of stories in peril, we need to retrieve that sword.”
“That’s all you,” said Bombo, shaking his head. “I really, really don’t like water.”
“Fine,” Alistair said. “I’ll do it.”
At that moment, Ahab heaved his spear at Moby Dick. It sank into the whale, and as the line tightened, Fedallah, Ahab’s harpooner, was pulled from the boat. 
The whale darted, and the lines extending from his flanks dragged two boats across the water. They smashed together, sending a dozen or more sailors into the sea. Ahab cut his line as the white whale turned and smashed his boat.
The whale departed, allowing Ahab one final opportunity to turn from his vain attempt at vengeance. Once again, the captain was dragged back on board the Pequod, and everyone took it as an ill omen when they saw that his ivory leg had been shattered.
“Sir,” said Starbuck, “Shall we keep chasing this murderous fish till he swamps the last man? Shall we be dragged by him to the bottom of the sea?”
Ahab had a pensive look upon his face. His harpooner was dead and his false leg shattered, all because of his quest for vengeance on a dumb beast. “Perhaps you’re right,” he said. “Might be we should abandon this chase and return to Nantucket. We’ve lost so much already.”
Every shadow on the Pequod seemed to be alive, to almost strain with expectation. Alistair and Bombo knew immediately that this was it, the moment when the story could change and, in the process, be wiped from existence. Knowing the consequences if they allowed that to happen, Alistair and Bombo both sprang into action.
“No!” Bombo shouted. He stepped forward and raised his hand like a senator in ancient Rome, rising to speak before Caesar. “He took your leg and the Parsee’s life,” he shouted. “No! You must kill the white whale.”
“A dead whale or a stove boat,” shouted Alistair. “You must slay Moby Dick!”
Ahab’s features hardened as he turned his back on Starbuck. “Ahab is forever Ahab, men. I am the Fates’ lieutenant. Aye, men, Moby Dick will rise once more, but only to spout his last.”
In the hours that followed, a new leg was fashioned for the captain, and the sails were shortened as on the previous night. Ishmael was chosen to replace Fedallah on Ahab’s boat, just as it had happened in the novel. The next day would be the last, either for Ahab or for this world.
 
* * *
 
The morning of the third day dawned fair and fresh, but this time Moby Dick was nowhere to be seen.
“We've sailed over him,” Ahab said. “Aye, he’s chasing me now, not I him.” He ordered the ship turned into the wind, to the dismay of Starbuck.
An hour went by before the mad captain saw his prey. When he did, he spoke in a long soliloquy that was at the same time poetic, unrealistic, and utterly insane. It was brilliant writing—touching and frightening. Even two such diverse tastes as Bombo Dawson and Alistair Foley could agree on that, and they couldn’t find much at all on which they could agree.
“It’s time,” Alistair said. He moved closer so that only Bombo could hear him. “Don’t forget that after the whale destroys Ahab’s boat, Moby Dick is going to ram the Pequod and destroy the ship. You’re going to need to find something to hang on to.”
“I’ll stick like glue to that coffin,” Bombo said, indicating the wooden box built for the harpooner Queequeg earlier in the novel. After the cannibal had recovered from his illness, the coffin had been turned into a life buoy. 
“To the boats!” Ahab cried.
Alistair and Bombo moved toward Ahab’s boat, and only then did they realize the flaw in their plan. Only one member of Ahab’s crew had been lost the previous day, and Ishmael, the novel’s protagonist, was meant to replace that man in the captain’s boat. There was only the one available spot in the boat, and if Alistair took it, Ishmael would be killed on the Pequod when the ship went down. Ishmael couldn’t die. He was telling the story. He needed to live. 
Bombo and Alistair looked at each other, each searching the other’s face for an answer. What are we going to do? they thought.
A thought crossed Bombo’s mind, and he didn’t give it much time to linger at all. He acted immediately. Stepping up behind another member of Ahab’s crew, the large man tapped the crewman on the shoulder. When the sailor turned around, Bombo dropped him with a single punch to the jaw. 
“That’s for Ernest Hemingway,” Bombo said. 
Alistair climbed onto the boat behind Ishmael and they lowered into the sea. Sharks circled around them, biting at their oars as they pulled with everything they had. Then the white whale breached, and the men saw, to their horror, the body of Fedallah bound to Moby Dick’s flanks by a spider web of ropes. 
“Pull on!” Ahab ordered. The ship came alongside the whale as Moby Dick turned to face them once more. His horrible teeth reminded Alistair of the Cheshire Cat, and the teacher recalled what would happen should he fail once more in the quest to recover the vorpal sword. He couldn’t let that happen.
“Towards thee I roll,” Ahab said, “thou all-destroying but unconquering whale. To the last I grapple with thee; from hell’s heart I stab at thee; for hate’s sake I spit my last breath at thee. Sink all coffins and all hearses to one common pool, and since neither can be mine, let me then tow to pieces while still chasing thee, though tied to thee, thou damned whale! Thus I give up the spear!”
The captain threw his harpoon as Moby Dick surged forward. Alistair stood up in the boat, waited for just the right moment, and then leapt upon the white whale. His hands closed over the hilt of the vorpal sword. At that same moment, Ahab’s own line caught the captain around the neck and he was pulled from the boat.
Back on the Pequod, Bombo watched the scene unfolding before him. Ahab was in the water, being towed behind Moby Dick as the whale smashed up the other boats. Alistair clung to the monster’s back, screaming in terror as he held onto the vorpal sword for dear life. The white whale charged in malicious fury toward the Pequod and rammed her with all the force of hatred that had existed in the world since it was made.
Bombo held fast to the coffin life buoy as it hit the water. He took a deep breath and held it as he sank beneath the surface and the waves rolled over his head.
 
* * *
 
The drama’s done. Why then here does anyone step forth? Because three did survive the wreck.
The coffin, lovingly built by the carpenter’s hand, bobbed to the surface at the heart of a great swirling eddy. Bombo held fast to the life buoy, his beard frizzing out in a thousand directions as he coughed and stammered for breath. He first came upon Ishmael, the lone survivor of the original novel, and pulled the brooding man on board their peculiar craft. There was no sign of Alistair. For long moments it was as if the sound had been turned down, or perhaps the air had been sucked out of the universe. Bombo began to wonder if they had failed in their mission, and he thought that maybe Mome Wraiths would soon be circling the survivors like the sharks. But there were no living shadows in the sky, and though the sea was alive with sharks, no Mome Wraiths could be seen.
“There!” Ishmael cried. He pointed to a dark spot in the water.
Bombo reached into the deep and plucked out his greatest critic with one hairy hand. Alistair was soaked to the bone, but he held in his hand the vorpal sword that they had so long sought.
“What do you think of Melville now?” Bombo asked.
“Seven stars,” Alistair gasped. He spewed out sea water and then smiled at Bombo. “Best. Novel. Ever.”
Bombo smiled back. “What now? Do we wait for the Rachel?”
“The Rachel?” asked Ishmael. “The ship we met a few days back that was searching for her lost crewmen?”
“She’s going to find you tomorrow,” Alistair said. “Just hang on and you’ll be rescued.”
“How do you know this?” asked Ishmael.
“He’s read the book,” Bombo said. “I mean, um… do you have any donuts?”
“I think there’s another way out of here,” said Alistair.
Bombo looked around at the limitless expanse of ocean, stretching beyond the horizon. “Oh?”
“Let’s open the coffin.”
They slid into the water as the sharks circled closer and closer. Bombo ran his fingers across the opening and pushed open the lid of the coffin. White light poured through.
“You first,” Bombo said. He helped Alistair to climb inside, then followed after him a second later.
 
 



Chapter Seven
The End
 
They fell through the open coffin, through worlds stacked upon worlds, through the ever-growing, ever-shifting, but always overlapping realms of the Legendarium. They fell through the works of Herman Melville, through what remained of the works of Ernest Hemingway, and through the smoldering ruins of Russell Benjamin’s bibliography. The hope of all civilization swelled in their hearts, and the regret for their missteps weighed heavily on their shoulders. They had the vorpal sword, the artifact for which so many fictional beings had given their lives, and all that remained was to deliver the sword into the hands of the weeping knight.
They fell up, through a trap door, into a building under siege. Stacked feed sacks and stalls—containing baa-ing, stamping, trembling sheep—indicated that they had arrived in a barn.
“Is this Wonderland?” Alistair asked.
“I don’t know,” said Bombo. “I just got here, genius. It could be anywhere.”
“Here you are at last,” said a familiar voice. The Cheshire Cat materialized on a rafter over their heads, his tail swishing this way and that in the empty air. “It’s about time.”
“We have the sword,” Alistair said. He swung the weapon in a wide arc, nearly cutting off Bombo’s beard.
“Watch where you’re swinging that thing,” Bombo said.
“Sorry.” Alistair slid the sword into his belt like a boy with a wooden toy. The sharp blade sliced the belt like it was made out of wet tissue paper, and the vorpal sword fell to the wooden floor.
“Are you kidding me?” Bombo asked. “Pick it up, man. This isn’t The Three Stooges.”
“I cut off my belt!” Alistair said with some consternation. “This thing is sharp!”
“Where’s the knight?” Bombo asked. “Are we too late?”
The barn shook as if in answer to the question. A terrible, high-pitched shriek pierced the air, a sound both writers associated with Mome Wraiths.
“The knight is hiding in the dark,” said the Cheshire Cat, grinning.
“More nonsense,” Alistair said. “The more I’m around the works of Lewis Carroll, the less I like them.” As he said this, his pants fell down, and he had to quickly catch them and pull them back up.
Bombo, bending down to pick up the sword, looked up at that moment and saw a pair of red-rimmed, human eyes staring at him through the slats of one of the stall doors.
“Sir Knight?” Bombo said. “Is that you?”
The knight stood up, his armor clanking. “Um, yes. Yes. Good to see you both again.”
“We found your sword,” Bombo said. He extended the weapon toward the knight.
“Th-thank you,” said the knight. “That’s wonderful.” He made no move to take the sword.
“Where is the Jabberwocky?” asked Alistair. “You have to cut off its head.” He was clutching his pants against his hips and trying to act nonchalant as he did so.
The knight rubbed his hands together. “Yes, yes. About that… You see, um… I’m just not sure I can do it.”
“What?” Bombo and Alistair said in unison.
“He’s a formidable beast,” said the knight. “His jaws are death and he has these terrible claws, and I… I just don’t think I can do it.”
“You have to!” Bombo shouted. He was angry, and rightfully so. “We’ve crossed worlds and risked our lives to bring you this sword.”
“I’m sorry. Truly I am,” said the knight. He burst into tears and ducked down inside the stall once again. 
Before Bombo or Alistair could react, the barn’s roof was torn off and tossed aside like it was nothing. A hideous monster loomed above them, its buckteeth snapping and clicking as it poised to strike. It was the Jabberwocky, and its eyes were aflame. The sky behind it was alive with Mome Wraiths, as black as the world before the sun was made.
Bombo reacted without thinking. He swung the sword just as the Jabberwocky lowered its head to strike. The vorpal blade went snicker-snack, and the Jabberwocky’s head rolled free. Instantly, the Mome Wraiths vanished as if a light switch had been flipped. The sun appeared and burned them into nothing. They returned to the void from whence they’d come, and once more Wonderland was free to meander through utter nonsense toward its natural end.
“Callooh! Callay!” shouted the knight. His armor rattled as he jumped up and down in the barn stall.
“Nicely done,” said the Cheshire Cat. “It took you long enough.”
“You did it!” shouted Alistair. He threw his arms around Bombo and hugged the man—then, realizing what he was doing, quickly detached himself.
“Don't. Ever,” Bombo said. He brandished the vorpal sword at Alistair to indicate what would happen if he tried. “That’s three things now.”
“Don’t what?” Alistair said. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Three things!” Bombo said. “The mouth-to-mouth, the tattoo sharing, and the hugging. Three things never to do, Alistair.”
Bombo turned to the knight and handed him the vorpal sword by the hilt. When the armored man took the weapon, another stall door opened, and white light poured into the barn.
 
* * *
 
Once again, as in the beginning, the two authors stood in the immense library that was the Legendarium. Ghost writers from every generation surrounded the heroes. Leo Tolstoy was there, and Thornton Wilder. Lewis Carroll. Ernest Hemingway. Kurt Vonnegut. Herman Melville. Russell Benjamin was absent, for he was still among the living, trapped like a caged animal in a sanitarium in New York City. A hundred others had surrounded Bombo and Alistair as they’d emerged through the doorway.
“You did it!” Tolstoy said. “You saved the Legendarium!”
“Well done,” said Thornton Wilder. “I wasn’t sure about you two at first, but you learned to work together.”
“It wasn’t easy,” Alistair said. “I know that I’m not the easiest person in the world to get along with.”
“You can say that again,” Bombo said.
“And this idiot spent most of his time complaining about being hungry,” Alistair continued.
“You wouldn’t happen to have some donuts around here?” Bombo asked.
Tolstoy and Wilder exchanged a look, and then Samuel Clemens, dressed in white robes and hair askew, appeared from an alcove—carrying a silver tray piled high with donuts.
As Bombo and Alistair attacked the donuts with rabid ferocity, the ghost writers laughed and cheered. Confetti and ticker tape filled the air, dropping from somewhere high up in the Legendarium, and Bombo, stuffing his face with a blueberry cake donut, clapped Alistair on the shoulder. For a moment, it was like they were old friends.
“I still think your reviews are garbage,” Bombo said with his mouth half full, “and no one will ever take you seriously as long as you have that ponytail… but I will admit that maybe I could learn a thing or two from you. You’re organized, and you have a good sense of story. My own writing is so manic…”
“Maybe we could work together on a project,” Alistair suggested.
Bombo and Alistair stared at one another for a long moment as the idea hung in the air between them. Then they both laughed.
“Nah,” Bombo said. “I don’t think that would work out very well.”
“You’re probably right,” Alistair said. “That would be a disaster.”
“You should still consider self-publishing that novel of yours,” said Bombo. “I’d be happy to give you a cover blurb.”
“You would?”
“The worst novel I’ve ever read,” said Bombo, “written by the biggest jerk I’ve ever met.”
He smiled and Alistair smiled.
“I guess I deserved that,” Alistair said.
“Yep,” said Bombo.
“So, what’s next for you?”
“I don’t know,” said Bombo. “Who knows what kind of trouble I can get myself into? But first, I need to check on Carol.”
“She’s waiting for you on the other side of this door,” Tolstoy said. He indicated a single French door that Bombo recognized as his own. 
Bombo bid the ghost writers farewell, turned to Alistair, and extended his hand. “Good luck to you, Alistair,” he said.
Alistair shook the extended hand heartily. “Thanks Bombo,” he said. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but I’m glad I met you.”
“Enough to give Anne Askew in the Tower another read?” Bombo asked.
Alistair thought about it. “Not a chance,” he said.
 
* * *
 
Bombo stepped through the door, and a moment later was standing on his own terrace. He rushed to Carol’s side.
“Carol, sugar plum, wake up.” He shook her gently, lovingly. Her eyes opened and she sat up. Bombo hugged her.
“What was that for?” she asked. “What happened?”
“It’s a long story,” Bombo said. “I’m not sure you’re going to believe it.”
From nowhere, it seemed, Carol produced a can of Febreze. She sprayed Bombo’s shirt and then leaned in and gave him a kiss. She licked her lips. “You taste like a donut,” she said. “Did you eat them all while I was unconscious?”
“I… um…”
 
* * *
 
Alistair emerged in his classroom back at the small community college in Virginia. He straightened his tie and sat down at his desk as if nothing had happened. His computer was still open, his browser displaying his Twitter page. There were already nineteen replies to his tweet about Bombo’s novel. Every reply questioned the reviewer’s intelligence.
Maybe I should delete my review, he thought. He moved the curser over the delete button and hesitated. So many thoughts and feelings seemed to overwhelm him.
Instead of clicking delete, he opened the folder containing his own novel.
Song of Silverglade.
He knew Bombo would hate that title, and knowing that made him smile. He double-clicked the icon, and the file sprang to life on his laptop. He had a lot of work to do if he was going to self-publish this story, and now was as good a time as any to get started.
 
THE END
 
 
 



Author’s Note
from Kevin G. Summers
 
Writing fiction is often a lonely pursuit. Stephen King suggested in On Writing that an author should write their first draft in a room with the door closed. My office door was closed when I wrote the first draft of LEGENDARIUM, but thanks to Facebook, it felt like Michael Bunker was in the room with me every step of the way.
I don’t know how Bunker is as prolific as he is. I’ve Facebooked with the man at all hours of the day and night. When I get up at six a.m., he’s online. When I finished the first draft at two in the morning, he was online. I’ve heard about Amish work ethic, but I’m convinced that the man never sleeps.
I do my writing in an office in my barn. Right now there are ewes lambing in a stall directly below me. As I sat up here working, typing away as fast as I could, I was engaged in an ongoing dialogue with my co-author about nothing and everything. When I needed to know something about Bombo Dawson, I went right to the source. When the ravens named Fear and Doubt came tap-tap-tapping at my chamber door, I asked Bunker to scare them off so I could get back to work.
I read somewhere that when Margaret Weis and Tracy Hickman wrote the Dragonlance books, Margaret wrote the verbs and Tracy the nouns. Legendarium was written in four drafts. I did the first and third, Michael the second and final. With each draft, the story grew in style and complexity. At this point, I’m not really sure who wrote what, except for the parts about donuts. Bunker wrote all of those.
When Bunker asked me if I was interested in working with him on a project, I jumped at the opportunity to work with an author I greatly admired. We became friends when we both wrote stories in the world of Kurt Vonnegut for Kindle Worlds. Since then, I’ve read a number of his books and consider myself a fan. Michael is a workhorse, and frankly, his technique of marketing the story before it’s done scares the hell out of me, but here I am, writing the author’s note on a story that was pitched only thirty-four days ago.
The characters in this book spent a good deal of time talking about books and the publishing industry in general. No matter how you look at it, the industry is in a strange state of flux these days. It’s a great time to be a reader, what with so many writers vying for your attention. Sure, there’s a lot of crap out there—always has been—but there’s a lot of great writing as well, just waiting to be discovered. If it helps, I’m giving you permission to just put down any book that you don’t like. Give it a chapter, or even just a few pages, and if you don’t like it, just walk away. It’s okay, really. Life is too short to read something you don’t like. 
Our characters mentioned a good number of authors through the course of this story. I want to assure you that even if Bombo or Alistair insulted your favorite author, that doesn’t mean that Bunker or I feel that way.  
Finally, I want to thank you for reading this book, and do hope you consider it time well spent. I know that there are a million other things you could be doing, and investing a few hours on a story from a couple of independent authors should earn you a commendation in my book. But since I left my commendations at home, I’m going to have to ask you for a favor.
Getting readers to notice your book is the hardest part of publishing. Goodreads ads and Facebook posts and Tweets don’t sell a lot of books, but what does are reviews and word of mouth. So, I’m asking you to please take a few minutes more of your precious time to review this book on Amazon, Barnes & Noble, Goodreads, Audible, or wherever you might have purchased it. And if you feel like telling a friend or two, well, Bunker and I would certainly appreciate that as well. 
Fiction begins in the mind of the author, but it ends with the reader. That makes you part of the team, and we need you to do your part. okay?
That’s all folks. 
 
-Kevin G. Summers
 
 



Author’s Note
from Michael Bunker
 
Bombo Dawson is a comedic character that I made up for my publishing/zombie satire Hugh Howey Must Die! For the most part, Bombo is a cartoonish version of me. He’s not really at all like me, except that he is an accidental bestselling author who finds himself unexpectedly writing books that a lot of people love. Also: Bombo loves food, hates exercise, and doesn't bathe often enough. So actually we may be more alike than I’d like to admit. I’m probably a little more cerebral than Bombo, but maybe if he heard me say that he’d argue the point. Of all the characters I've created as a writer, Bombo is the one about whom I receive the most fan mail and questions. People like the Pennsylvania and WICK stories, but they absolutely LOVE Bombo Dawson. At one point I was receiving an email or two every week from people asking me when there would be another Bombo Dawson story.
A year had passed since HHMD was published, and in all that time I’d intended to write a second Bombo Dawson adventure. But I’d gotten so busy with other projects, I just never seemed to get around to it. I would get wrapped up in these other, more serious projects and I’d start to forget about ol’ Bombo. Then I’d get an email from someone begging for another Bombo Dawson story, or from someone telling me how much Bombo made them laugh, and I’d think… what can I do? Bombo wants to have adventures too!
Okay, while this was happening, over that same year, I'd had maybe ten or twelve other authors contact me about doing some form of collaboration. I love the process of collaboration, and there were so many authors with whom I’d truly want to work, but again… I had so little free time. Unhappily, I kept having to say no.Then a friend (who is also an author) who’d asked to work on a book with me told me about Joe Konrath's brilliant idea for collaboration. Check it out on his blog. 
Now, I'm no J.A. Konrath. We can all agree on that. Heck, Joe probably wouldn't even work with me because I'm still relatively unknown, but I have to tell you… his plan was brilliant. Basically it boiled down to this… Authors submit story ideas to Joe that include Joe's character Jacqueline (Jack) Daniels. If Joe approves of the story, the two authors sign a very simple contract and collaborate on the story. Joe takes the story, rewrites it, pays for the cover, editing, formatting, and all publication costs. Then he splits the royalties fifty-fifty with the other author. The other author maintains control, can publish or un-publish whenever he/she wants, and controls all marketing and promotion. For the author it’s a great deal: they get to co-publish with the great Joe Konrath. And Joe gets to help out aspiring author/publishers and gets more titles out there for his readers. Everyone wins.
So this friend suggested that I look into doing something like this. At first I rejected the idea. It seemed like it was a big idea for a big-name author. I'm virtually an unknown and I'm just getting started in my own career. But the reality kept striking me in the face. All of these readers were asking for more Bombo Dawson, and at the same time, other authors were asking me to collaborate. So finally I decided to look into it. The more I thought about it, the more I liked it. It seemed to me to be a great way to help out my author friends AND satisfy my own readers.
LEGENDARIUM is the first book out of the chute for the Bombo Dawson franchise, and I hope you’ve really enjoyed it. Well, actually if you count Hugh Howey Must Die!, it’s the second book out of the chute, but it’s the first collaboration in the Bombo series. I hope there will be many more Bombo stories for you to enjoy, and I really hope Kevin will work with me again and perhaps Bombo and Alistair will revisit the Legendarium in the near future! It has been such a joy to work with Kevin (who is a fabulous writer… check him out!) that I would work with him anytime he wants. No questions asked.
Thank you all so much for reading the book, and I want to revisit what our pretend Tolstoy told Bombo (who told Alistair) in the story…
This story now exists. It is a part of us (the writers), and it is a part of you too. It is now part of the Legendarium. In the old days (before indie publishing), the relationship was very one-sided and mercenary. You parted with your money (or perhaps you borrowed the book from the library) and in exchange, the writer gave you a tale to read. Power brokers decided what books changed the world and what books never got read, or never saw much of the light of day. All of that has changed. The power is now shared equally between author and reader, and everyone else in the chain is just the hired help. This is the way it should be.If you enjoyed this book, like Kevin said… please review it on Amazon. And please force someone else to read it—even if you have to do so at gunpoint. Just kidding (a little). But anything short of gunpoint and we’re on the same page.  ;)
Thank you all again!
 
Your friend and publishing partner,
 
Michael Bunker
 
P.S. I’m still taking queries for Bombo Dawson stories. If you have one in you, make sure to drop me a line!
 
 



Connect with Michael Bunker:
 
Website: www.michaelbunker.com
Facebook: www.facebook.com/MichaelBunker
Twitter: www.twitter.com/mbunker
Subscribe to Michael’s E-mail List
 



Connect with Kevin G. Summers:
 
Website: www.kevingsummers.com
Facebook: www.facebook.com/KevinGSummersauthor
Twitter: www.twitter.com/KevinGSummers
Subscribe to Kevin’s E-mail List
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