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About this series
 





Octavian, a promising graduate student of magic, is about to have his dreams shattered. As he activates his magical robot, Replika, the duo finds themselves thrust into an alternate reality of stuck doors and steam-powered tech. Little did Octavian know that his enigmatic research advisor, Teacher, held the technology to traverse realities! Octavian and Replika embark on a quest to uncover Teacher’s hidden secrets and find their way back home.
Join Replika and Octavian as they journey through immersive universes that will make you laugh out loud. Amidst their adventures, they encounter a vibrant case of characters and stumble upon more than their fair share of other people’s problems. Will they ever find their way back home, or will they remain trapped forever in this web of alternate realities?
The Tales of a Vernian Youth series beckons you into a multiverse brimming with enchantment and absurdity. With diverse characters that infuse a refreshing twist into the narrative and a writing style reminiscent of the great Douglas Adams, this series promises laughter, adventure, and more stuck doors than you can shake a wand at.
Get ready for a whimsical magic-filled adventure that spans time and space, transporting our travelers to both fantastical and eerily familiar destinations. Think Terry Pratchett with a dash of scientific curiosity and Ben Aaronovitch minus the police. This thrilling concoction will keep you turning pages long into the night.
Are you ready to traverse the boundaries of our reality? Don’t miss out on this epic journey!
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  To you, without whom, I—a unique arrangement of 1s and 0s—would not exist.
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  Introduction


   


  


   


  Welcome to The Magician and the Mechanical Doll, the first volume of the Tales of a Vernian Youth Series.

  
  Here, you’ll embark on a magical journey full of twists, turns, and stuck doors. I hope you enjoy this heartfelt tale punctuated by humorous asides. I started on the first draft of ToVY back in 2014. It’s gone through many iterations to get to where it is today—including a shift in genre—but I’m very proud to present the first in this series of adventures.


  Thank you for coming along on this journey, and I hope you enjoy your time here. Please note that, at the end of this book, you’ll find the Compendium, where many terms are defined and explained.


  At least one character in this work uses gender-neutral pronouns. Here is a guide to the usage of a selection of common pronouns.


   


  

    

      

        
          	
            Female

          
          	
            Male

          
          	
            Gender-neutral

          
        


        
          	
            She

          
          	
            He

          
          	
            They/Ze

          
        


        
          	
            Her

          
          	
            Him

          
          	
            Them/Zir

          
        


        
          	
            Hers

          
          	
            His

          
          	
            Theirs/Zirs

          
        


      

    


  


   


  Examples:


  

    	He/She/They/Ze went to the store.


    	I want to talk to him/her/them/zir.


    	This book is his/hers/theirs/zirs.

    


     


    

      

    


    


    


     


     


     




        
            

            
        

    

 
1
The Magician Grad Student


 


 
The average graduate student isn’t excitable. Bring up the latest weather, sports event, or culinary experience, and they may even nod off from overwork and underpay. Of course, if the topic of conversation is their latest research project, the newest magical proof in their field, or starting a bakery, a graduate student’s attention will be piqued, but they are sure to have opinions that are more adept at keeping them awake than the triple espresso latte they pick up before each work day.

Octavian wasn’t a typical PhD student, though he was as overworked and underpaid as any other. He didn’t drink coffee, and starting a bakery sounded like one of the most tedious career paths he could imagine. These were good enough reasons not to commiserate with his peers but weren’t the reasons his peers avoided commiserating with him. He not only was under the tutelage of an Exalted Grand Magician known for being reclusive, ornery, and bad at sharing. Additionally, Octavian’s course of study was taboo.

This unorthodox course of study was what led Octavian to arrive on the campus of the National University of Magic far earlier than any sane person should. The meeting time had been set by his academic advisor, one of the most dislikable people he’d met since beginning his PhD program at NUM. And he’d met his fair share of dislikable people here.

The NUM campus was nestled in the western mountainside overlooking O’er, the capital city of the large island nation of Ledina, and the Bay of Levashka. In the bay below, tour guides bobbed up and down on boats, enjoying the breeze on what was, for them, a normal Friday morning. Sunbeams peeked from behind the mountains to the east, where the sun was rising with no sense of urgency. A dozen tour boats waited in the open water, each controlled by a magic marble with computing power one might categorize as overkill. The tour boats held hundreds of tourists, who couldn’t care less about the everyday marble computers within their boats. Instead, they held cameras at the ready with increasing anticipation as the sun crept upward inch by inch. Despite the sun’s sluggish ascension, the hundreds of onlookers were waiting on it, their gazes locked on a single white, silver-capped obelisk.

Stretching higher into the sky than any other building in the city, the structure was home to the International Council of Exalted Magicians. Only the most powerful Magicians were granted the title of Exalted Grand, and only those with the title could be part of the council. This exclusivity was great for ensuring the integrity of the science of magic as well as procuring the best seats at any sporting event, theater show, or cafe. And the secrecy of ICEM was ideal for a myriad of reasons, including keeping the tourism business booming in cities around the world, apparently.

Obelisk onlookers weren’t shy about trading hypotheses regarding the mystery of what lay within its walls. Many guesses included deep occult secrets, private illicit rituals, and dark conspiracies, while others assumed there were private pools, badminton courts, and ample meditation. 

Neither of these was true. In fact, many Exalted Grand Magicians had harsh feelings against the dark side of the occult as well as badminton.

Finally, the sun emerged from behind the mountain peaks, figuratively smiling upon the silver cap of the obelisk. Meanwhile, the tourists in their boats literally smiled in the exaggerated way that tourists often do. Unknown to the sightseers—though not to the tour guides, who were quite knowledgeable about their city—the sun’s rays also reflected off of the obelisk, back toward the mountains, through the National University of Magic’s historic archway, and into a large circular plaza.

Stone Plaza, as it was called, was not so much made of stone as it was made of millions of gemstones. A two-hundred-foot-wide masterpiece of design and craftsmanship, each shard of noctralite was laid at a precise angle such that, after charging in the sun’s light, it luminesced at the intended intensity.

The university seal sat at the center, and the gemstones that made up the university’s initials glowed even in the daylight. It was quite a remarkable display, which was tainted by its proximity to one of the most unremarkable and frustrating buildings on the campus: the administration building. This, unfortunately, was Octavian’s destination.

 The intrepid graduate student sighed as he walked around the edge of the plaza, glancing at the explanatory sign nearby. Although he had never read it—and today was not the day that was going to change—he correctly assumed it listed facts about the university’s connection with the International Council of Exalted Magicians.

After glancing back to be sure his bag was still floating beside him, he started up the ramp to the administration building. His bag bobbed up and down as it followed, oblivious to his angst. Even the fresh coat of paint on the administration building’s trim didn’t soothe the uneasiness in his stomach.

Once inside, Octavian started up the large, circular rampway that wound up and around an atrium that stretched to the third floor. Portraits of Exalted Grand Magicians lined the walls, each a former student of this National University of Magic campus. Octavian read each of the plaques below as he passed, scoffing at the words “Exalted Grand Magician,” which sat before every single name.

He followed the signs up the rampway, down hallways, and through doorways until he reached the office of Grand Magician Kastra. A “Do Not Disturb” message glowed just in front of it, and beyond the message, Octavian could sense a low-level trap keeping the door locked. That message was meant for him, so he resigned himself to waiting.

Casual seating areas scattered throughout the hall, as if to warn visitors they were going to waste precious moments of their lives waiting there. With a heaving sigh, he sat down, The chair was even more firm than it looked, and not in a good way. 

Along the walls hung frames with portraits of each year’s doctoral graduates. On one side, the people of the feminine discipline stared across the hall at the graduates of the masculine discipline, who stared right back.

It was a total misnomer to call the disciplines “feminine” and “masculine” as there was nothing masculine or feminine about magic. When the study of magic was in its infancy, the not-so-grand magicians sought to organize magic. At the time, Grand Magician Ostara Patel noted in an often-quoted paper that magic could be categorized into a finite set of research areas. He divided these areas into two disciplines based on wild, speculative, anecdotal, and overall bad evidence.

Magicians who happened to be women weren’t allowed to be designated Grand Magicians at that time. Years later, some forgotten magician who was much grander than Ostara Patel awarded the title to Chioma Obiakaraije. On that day, she became the first woman to be named Grand Magician and the most powerful Grand Magician of her time. Grand Magician Patel’s blunder was not taught in schools, though the later reorganization of subdisciplines by Grand Obiakaraije had become a standard part of every magic curriculum.

Octavian, still being stared at by NUM graduate portraits, rolled his eyes at all of their smiles as he contemplated whether he would make it to graduation. 

The seat remained awkward—maybe even worse the longer he sat in it. He leaned forward, then laid his head back against the wall, then crossed his legs. None of it comforted him. He tried to ignore the frames along the walls, instead focusing on what he would say when that door opened. Someday.

He may have been about to die from boredom and anxiety when a loud click preceded the creak of the door. Octavian rushed to his feet, almost tripping over his floating bag as he tried to keep eye contact with his academic advisor. The effort to do so was enough to knock the wind from him, and he missed the opportunity to say hello.

Grand Magician Kastra was not a man of few words, but he knew how to hone his words into sharp edges. Octavian had only met with him twice before today, once for his initial course suggestions and then again for a progress review at the end of his first year.

It was distracting enough that the man had a pointed nose that looked like it could cut butter, but his taste in clothes was, to put it kindly, dated. To put it unkindly, his clothes were gaudy, in poor taste, and ugly. The flashy outfit made Octavian quite embarrassed to even be in a room alone with the man, and he was suddenly glad that the office was in a seldom visited hallway of one of the most avoided buildings on campus.

When Octavian managed to pull his attention back to Kastra’s words, they gave him no better feelings toward the man.

Those ill feelings meant that, while most of Octavian’s cohort was getting course suggestions from their academic advisors, he had chosen to fumble along on his own. That limited approach had brought him here, where he was obligated to contact the Grand Magician for assistance. Despite the need for advising, he already regretted reaching out.

“Your message said that you need assistance choosing classes for next semester,” the Grand Magician said.

Grand Kastra stepped back into his office and gestured toward a wooden chair with ornate carvings decorating every exposed inch. 

“Yes, Grand Kastra,” Octavian responded as he eased into the chair. It creaked, and fear shot through him. Had he broken it? The many layers of lacquer and dozens of hand-carved reliefs probably made the chair priceless. And if there was one chair that Octavian did not want to break, it was this one. Somehow, this seemed like the most inappropriate and yet most likely time for it to happen.

As soon as the two magicians were seated on opposite sides of the desk—both in unbroken chairs, thankfully—the door closed with a gentle click. Octavian sensed the trap on the door activate, locking it. Swallowing the lump in his throat, he forced himself to sit up straight, though his fidgeting hands betrayed his anxiety. 

“I was hoping to get recommendations from you based on my unique professional goals,” he said.

Grand Kastra sat back in his chair. He held up his hand, and the small marble sitting on his desk glowed. The dark red marble was a typical computer, though it sat on a decorative stand tuned to Grand Kastra’s unique aesthetic.

An interface appeared above it, floating in the air and glowing faintly. Although the contents were obscured from where Octavian sat, he knew what Grand Kastra was doing: looking for ammunition to add to the judgment he had already made.

“Your unique professional goals, yes.” Grand Kastra’s tone bordered on mocking, though he kept a stern expression. “I was reviewing your records.”

Octavian gripped the arms of the chair to keep his hands still, but his tense posture was no less revealing of his emotion.

“You’re still in the Exalted Grand Magician’s tutelage, correct?” Kastra asked as he controlled his marble with gestures. 

The Exalted Grand Magician that Kastra mentioned was Octavian’s research advisor, who was responsible for the PhD student’s research and training. Grand Kastra, as his academic advisor, was responsible for helping him craft an academic plan of study. Though the Grand Magician was strict and curt, Octavian knew he’d face this same disheartening conversation no matter who he was assigned as academic advisor.

“Yes, that’s right,” Octavian replied. “And the Exalted Grand has approved all of my coursework so far. So I just need help with—”

“Octavian, I’m concerned,” Grand Kastra interrupted as he stopped scrolling, probably devoting an entire inner monologue to his triumph in finding the ammunition he needed.

The man’s sharp nose turned back to Octavian. Trying to distract himself from wondering how many times the man had stabbed someone with it, Octavian made eye contact and immediately regretted the decision.

Grand Kastra’s irises were mostly gold, with a small rim of brown remaining at the edge. The eye color change from natural to unnatural was a clear indicator of his Grand Magician expertise, but Octavian also wondered if it was possible for the eye color change to be a measure of his haughtiness. 

That wasn’t a thing, but it gave him a thought to escape to for a moment. 

He knew what was coming because it seemed to be what everyone in the magic community focused on. Not his talent or his persistence, but his course of study. The only comfort he could bring himself was to bite the inside of his cheek and clench his jaw, which wasn’t all that comforting.

“I recall you attended a small university for your undergraduate degree,” Kastra continued. “It’s quite unorthodox that your school allowed you to double major in both Life Science Magic and Magical Engineering. But that kind of indecisiveness cannot continue.”

And there it was. 

This wasn’t the first time a professor expressed their concern about his choice in disciplines, or, to be more accurate, his lack of choice between the two. Life Science Magic was in the masculine discipline while Engineering & Technology was a feminine subdiscipline.

Octavian opened his mouth to recite the response he had practiced in the hallway.

“Grand—”

Kastra’s hand dropped down onto the desk, sounding a firm thud with a clear meaning. That small but loud gesture asserted with great clarity that nothing the graduate student said would be heard.

“One does not try to be an expert in both disciplines, Octavian. You either study in the masculine discipline or you study in the feminine discipline, not both. Your graduate transcript makes it obvious that you are continuing on a path unbecoming of a magician trained at NUM. And I cannot believe your mentor, a member of the International Council of Exalted Magicians, would approve such a reckless and offensive academic plan.

“My understanding based on your first-year statement of study was that your . . . unique undergraduate career was somewhat inspired by your gender transition.”

This was why Octavian hadn’t visited the Grand Magician to share his second- or third-year statements of study. His words would be taken out of context as long as he chose to ignore discipline boundaries. 

Kastra continued as Octavian concentrated on not rolling his eyes.

“I applaud your ability to challenge your limits and complete your double major at the undergraduate level. However, I cannot advise you on any further graduate coursework until you get past this roadblock and choose a discipline.”

Grand Kastra stood, the door traps unlocked, and the following click and creak told Octavian it was time to leave. 

His body felt heavier with each step toward the building’s back exit. Tears welled up, but he wiped them away before they could reach his cheeks. Every portrait he passed in the halls seemed to stare down at him with proud arrogance.

As soon as he was outside, he let out a frustrated scream before looking around to make sure no one was watching. Not that he had a reputation to worry about, but it just seemed like the thing to do.

A glow emanated from around his neck. He pulled out Notebook, the glowing marble computer that hung from his chain necklace. Bursts of light relayed a message from his research advisor.

“From: Teacher

Message: You’re late.”

Octavian’s face reddened. He screamed again, this time kicking his bag as hard as he could. Unaffected by his effort, the bag bobbed up and down until it was back at his side. He took a few deep breaths before tapping the marble to send a response.

“Reply,” Octavian said. The marble’s green glow pulsed on and off as it waited for his response. “Be there in five.”



  

 
2
The Mechanical Doll
 

 


The School of Biomedical Sciences Building sat to the east of Stone Plaza. Clad in bright white stone with gold detailing, it stood in stark contrast to the building where he worked, the original lab building which was tucked behind. Octavian lovingly referred to it in his mind as well-worn, but it was quite obvious that the building was in a state of disrepair. The brick exterior was cracking, and vines that once were charming now blocked the side entrance.

As Octavian pushed the vines aside to reach the door, he had to swipe his hand across the old lock three times before it recognized his magic essence. If he was in the mood, he might have laughed at how the lock’s dim glowing computer marble was twice as large as the one he kept around his neck. But today, he just heaved his shoulder against the unlocked door to try to get it unstuck in one push. It took throwing his body against it twice and a groan of annoyance to do the trick.

As he exited the stairwell into the hallway on the third floor, he was met with less than kind words from his mentor, known to all only as Teacher. 

“Seven minutes.”

Octavian pushed his hand through his short, white hair and bit the inside of his cheek. He wasn’t in the mood to bicker today.

“I’m sorry, Teacher. My meeting with Grand Kastra started late. I’ll do my best to—”

“You’re late because you met with that sleazy old bastard?” scoffed his mentor.

Bickering would be unavoidable, it seemed.

“You haven’t had time to help me choose my courses for next semester since the Replika project is almost complete, so—”

“If you got yourself here on time once in a while, she would be done,” Teacher interrupted again.

It was the usual complaint, well-founded by Octavian’s typical two- or three-minute tardiness.

“And Kastra doesn’t understand the first thing about your academic plan,” Teacher continued.

“He refused to help me,” Octavian explained.

“You shouldn’t need his help.”

Teacher furrowed his brow, his deep wrinkles squeezing together to accentuate his distaste. He shook his head and waved his hand as if willing the conversation away. “Nevermind,” the old magician stated. “It doesn’t matter anyway.”

“Nevermind? But my academic plan—”

 “Doesn’t matter. Did you not hear me?”

How many times did he have to be interrupted today? Octavian huffed. Of course it didn’t matter to Teacher. He was just a lowly, underpaid, underappreciated graduate student. He spun on his heels and stomped from the hall into the break room, where he threw his bag into the cabinet he used as a locker. 

In blatant disobedience, the bag decelerated to keep itself from hitting the back wall, then bobbed downward until it sat just so on the shelf below it. Octavian snatched his work clothes from the top shelf.

 “I’ll join you in the lab as soon as I change,” he called.

Teacher didn’t respond and was gone when Octavian returned to the hallway. 

In the bathroom across the hall, Octavian pulled on his worn brown pants, lightweight white shirt, and soft leather vest. He checked the loops and pockets. With a quick spell, he tightened the thread on a loosened loop. After fastening his steel-toed boots, he made his way toward the active lab at the far end of the hall.

His footsteps echoed around the empty hallway. At some point before Octavian joined, more than fifty researchers had worked in Teacher’s laboratory group. Many of those researchers went on to win their own prestigious awards. They were never shy to mention their association with Teacher in public forums. After all, to be mentored by an Exalted Grand Magician was a huge honor. 

But those researchers grew adept at avoiding speaking about Teacher’s demeanor. This came as no surprise to anyone who knew Teacher, especially his university colleagues and his sole overworked graduate student. The halls that once bustled with activity were now empty. The only sounds were those from Octavian’s boots making their way down the hall.

Octavian stepped into a small, glass-walled room at the lab’s entrance. A panel sat next to the door, and he pressed a button to activate the contaminant scanner. As he waited, Teacher leafed through a hand-written notebook. Teacher usually preferred to review his notes in the early hours of the morning, before Octavian arrived, so Octavian was quite surprised to see Teacher busying himself, flipping through pages, and making last minute scribbles.

Once the scan was complete—with no contaminants found—Octavian collected his tools for work. Teacher was pacing while he grumbled at his notebook, so Octavian took a few moments to calm himself. 

During the first moment, he took several deep breaths. 

For the next, he noted the smell of machinery lubricants and reveled in the smell of old clutter.

And then he ruined the moment by remembering the meeting he had come from. Oh, well. It was worth a try.

Teacher still seemed lost in thought, leaving Octavian with time to look around the room. He’d done so on many occasions, but it was better than retreating into his thoughts.

The only window in the room was long and horizontal, as if designed to sit above the built-in, wooden cabinets that sat underneath. At a particular time in the early morning, light peeked in through tree branches and vines. Despite how much Octavian liked the natural light, Teacher often threatened to cover it up, complaining that windows didn’t belong on the south sides of buildings.

The National University of Magic had once debuted an international campus in the Middle East. The architecture firm chosen for the project had no experience on design for that climate, and it later became obvious that they overlooked many important points in such a design.

The most famous—and deadly—example was in the choice to face the entire south side of the building with windows. It was rumored that during the first class held there, every student left with a serious sunburn and several were taken to the hospital for heatstroke.

It’s rare for rumors to be less serious than the real story.

In this case, the architecture of the building contributed to the deaths of construction crew members before a student ever stepped foot inside. A lawsuit ensued after the first, and it wasn’t until the fourth that an agreement was reached to redesign the structure under the supervision of a new, local architecture firm.

After the first semester, during which several popular ghost chasing shows featured the building, the campus was shut down. Apparently, most students weren’t keen on taking classes at a haunted campus.

The discipline that this campus was meant to focus on? Engineering & Technology, specifically architecture.

Octavian had never heard the story of the cursed middle east campus, and he thought a bit of natural light in the lab was very nice.

He turned his attention to the old, wooden, glass-front cabinets that sat underneath the window. Among the lab notebooks, random mechanical parts, and books on magical theory was one item that always caught his eye.

It was an old computer, but unlike the small marbles used for modern magic, this computer would fill his palm. He’d never had the chance to get a good look at it since Teacher kept the cabinets locked, but it was unique enough to always catch his eye.

It was round but ornately decorated. The bottom half was coated in gold plating with flourishes of vines and flowers that wound around like ivy. Three branches of these vines reached up over the top half where they came together around . . . something. Octavian thought it was a crystal, but it was facing away from him, so he couldn’t be sure.

Between the vines was the distinctive quality of the computer’s design. The computer hanging on the chain around Octavian’s neck, like every computer Octavian had ever seen, was translucent but solid. But within the three branches of flowers and vines tarnished from time, the computer in the cabinet appeared to have a hollow interior. Peering from afar and squinting as hard as he could, Octavian thought he almost, maybe, possibly saw some color inside.

With a deep sigh, he returned to his workstation and pulled his personal computer marble, Notebook, from under his shirt. He tapped it to bring up its visual interface and reviewed the previous days’ notes.

He couldn’t help but glance up every so often to check on his mentor. Teacher was a very old, very strict, and very private man. He was a member of the International Council of Exalted Magicians—one of only two from the university, twenty from the country, and one of just a hundred in the world. 

He had developed a slew of magic therapeutics for several diseases. His work on permanent prostheses had won him many accolades and continued funding. This success earned him enough laboratory space to fill the entire top floor of the building, even though it now seemed lifeless and neglected. Instruments and machinery gathered dust day after day, even as other faculty members requested access. 

No one was clear why Teacher wouldn’t share his space. Some claimed he didn’t learn the value of sharing as a young boy, while others claimed he was trying to hide a secret research project. One of these was very close to the truth.

Octavian scrolled through the schematics of his thesis. The Replika project was a marvel of robotics that would change the way biomedical treatments were performed. Replika’s capabilities were far more advanced than any robotic system before, and it was the first to have a fully integrated magic-based operating system.

Teacher was rather aloof and never one to share too many details. However, Octavian’s own work notes of Replika’s innovative systems convinced him that their work would make leaps and bounds for prostheses quality, drug delivery, and regenerative medicine. As Octavian reviewed the systems that he would be testing today, he couldn’t help but smile at its ingenuity.

Replika rested on an adjustable table that sat at a forty-five degree angle to the ground. Although Teacher called Replika a “mechanical doll,” he had designed it—that is, he had designed “her” to be lifelike in aesthetics as well as in demeanor.

Her dark brown skin was indistinguishable in texture from his own golden tan. The tight black curls that cascaded from her scalp were soft and full of body. Octavian once joked that her hair was more real than his own white, thick locks, which he styled short and tidy. 

Teacher had been less than amused.

The one hint that Replika was artificial was a pair of large purple eyes, a color that Teacher must have special ordered or custom-crafted. Despite standing out, the eyes didn’t detract from her realism. Had Octavian not known this was a robot, even her eyes wouldn’t have been enough to convince him. It was the kind of craftsmanship only possible from an Exalted Grand Magician.

Teacher’s fashion sense was another story. 

Replika wore a dress more suited for a child than a medical device. Though it was a simple design, it poofed out at the shoulders, and the skirt was lifted into a round shape by a petticoat. Octavian was no fashionista, but he didn’t see people around campus dressing like this. He couldn’t imagine why Teacher thought it was appropriate.

When Octavian reached the part of his notes discussing Replika’s behavioral algorithms, he skipped to the section covering the order to activate each startup element several times. 

Of particular importance was when to activate her personality matrix. Replika had a full and enriched personality, as far as Octavian could tell from the cursory review he was allowed. Her complex personality matrix had fascinated him ever since he got his first look at her a few years prior, and Teacher’s offhand remarks inferred a feminine demeanor. 

However, despite the gendered personality and fashion, her actual body was androgynous. Octavian never asked Teacher why he made this choice, and Teacher never brought it up.

In fact, Teacher avoided talking about gender altogether. When Octavian had built up the courage to discuss his own gender transition with Teacher, the old man had refused to hear it, going so far as to leave the room without a word. He even locked himself in the office he used as a bedroom for the rest of the day. Octavian wasn’t sure whether Teacher knew he was transgender, though it seemed impossible for him not to.

However, he obviously approved of the cross-discipline approach Octavian had studied. It sometimes came up during Octavian’s work on Replika, and Teacher always assumed Octavian could do what needed to be done, whether it involved magic of the masculine discipline or of the feminine. This was a rare and open-minded trait for such a strict curmudgeon.

“Check Replika’s internal sensor readings,” Teacher blurted out of nowhere.

Octavian jumped in surprise, unsure when he’d zoned out. 

“I did that before I left last night,” replied Octavian.

“Then do it again.”

Octavian rolled his eyes as he deactivated the display of his notes and started a recording of his day’s work.

Performing these tests again was quite necessary, and Teacher had made it clear that one of two things could happen if done incorrectly. One was an explosion, which was terrifying. The other was shorting out the whole system, causing them to have to rebuild many parts of Replika’s technology from scratch, the most notable being her power core.

All Octavian knew about the core was that it used magic in a way never seen before. Once turned on, it generated its own energy. To deactivate it, the core would need to be removed from its auxiliary systems, a process that was quite tedious and would ruin many of Replika’s internal systems.

The information about the manufacturing of the core was a well-kept secret. There had never existed anything like it in the world, and Octavian didn’t know exactly where it was made, who it was manufactured by, or how long it took to create.

He didn’t intend to find out. He was doing everything he could to ensure that her activation was a success, and he may have had a few fingers and toes crossed for extra luck. Even magicians need luck sometimes.

Octavian’s curiosity had once led him to engage Teacher in a discussion about the power core. He had pursued Teacher when he left the lab without a word. He’d even knocked on the door when Teacher locked himself in his office. 

Teacher had proceeded to send a text to Octavian telling him to go home for the day. Instead, Octavian went for way more comfort food than he should have eaten and was sick for the rest of the night.

“After you’re done with that,” Teacher interrupted as Octavian worked, “we should check the alignment of Replika’s stabilizers, both for the core and peripheral systems. Since they’ve been on for a few days, I want to be sure they don’t show any signs of strain.”

Teacher paused to consider Octavian, though Octavian didn’t know what he was being considered for.

“I suppose,” Teacher said, drawing out the words in clear reluctance, “you should start considering which journal you want to submit to.”

Was this an attempt at caring about another human being?

“I may need help with that,” Octavian said, trying not to sound as unsure as he felt. “At first I thought a robotics journal would be best, but then maybe biomedical would be better. Could you—”

“You don’t need my help,” interrupted Teacher. “Figure it out.”

Teacher’s expression made it clear that the conversation was over. 

Octavian sighed, though he wasn’t surprised by the response. So much for caring about another human being.

“We’ll finish our final tests this evening, and get her up and running first thing tomorrow morning,” Teacher said. 

In other words, there would be no sleeping tonight.

“Do you really think we can finish today?”

“We will.”

It wasn’t strange to work through the night, but something about the way Teacher’s gaze shifted when he said it made Octavian uneasy.

“Good thing I brought a change of clothes.”

Teacher rarely left the lab building and had transformed some of the unused areas of the floor into a full-time living space. Octavian even had his own sleeping and washing space, which he used far more often than he would like.

“Focus on the details as you work,” Teacher continued as if Octavian hadn’t said a thing.

“Of course.”

“And today, I’ll need to approve every procedure checklist as you complete them.”

“Really?” 

Teacher had never even looked at his checklists before. It was adding to the oddities of the day and not helping Octavian’s nerves.

“Octavian,” Teacher grumbled in a warning tone.

“I’m sorry. I mean, yes, of course.”

And so, Octavian got back to work while Teacher didn’t do much of anything at all.




 
3
Did He Die, Tho?
 

 

  
  
The day turned to night, and Teacher showed signs of fatigue, though that didn’t stop him from giving Octavian orders. Teacher ordered food from a nearby 24-hour restaurant, but by the time it arrived, Octavian’s stomach was in knots.

As they ate, Teacher’s eyes drifted around the room, his foot tapped, and his hands shook. Octavian couldn’t help but watch as Teacher seemed to process some private terror. Teacher swallowed his last bite of food.

Out of nowhere, he asked, “Do you remember the Multiple Realities Theory I’ve told you about?”

The casual mention of this topic startled Octavian so much he almost choked on the food he was trying to swallow. He coughed as he remembered the one and only time this topic had been mentioned, in one tight-lipped and awkward conversation after his first semester in the lab.

Over thirty years ago, the International Council of Exalted Magicians had declared travel to alternate realities as a scientific impossibility. In their short yet blasphemous conversation, Teacher had informed Octavian that the ICEM was wrong in the same breath he had sworn Octavian to secrecy about it.

“Drink,” Teacher fussed as Octavian tried to get the food down the right tube. “Now, do you remember or don’t you?”

Octavian forced out an answer before taking a sip of water. “Yes, sir.”

He took a moment to clear his throat before making eye contact with Teacher again. His mentor was silent, waiting for more, although Octavian wasn’t sure what he wanted to hear.

“Well,” Octavian continued, doing his best to recall this vague memory. “You told me a fellow scientist had almost completed the magical proof for travel to an alternate reality, but they were unable to complete it because the work was destroyed.”

“The proof wasn’t almost complete. My dear friend completed the work but was never able to present the magical proof,” Teacher corrected, as if this was common knowledge.

“I see,” was all Octavian could think to say.

“And then my colleague mysteriously died,” Teacher said in grim seriousness.

Octavian’s raised eyebrow gave away that, while he was nodding, he did not remember that particular detail. He was pretty sure he would remember something like that.

“Who was this colleague? I must’ve heard of them.”

“No, I can assure you that you haven’t. But you will.”

“Why? Are you going to present their theories to the ICEM?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I only have bits and pieces of the magical proof. To complete it would be a lifetime of work, and—Well, I’m not getting any younger, am I?” Teacher let out a long sigh before adding, “But you . . .”

The long pause nagged at Octavian’s curiosity. “What about me?”

“Listen to me, and stop interrupting.”

Octavian hadn’t interrupted, but he chose not to remind his mentor of that.

Teacher let the echo of his voice fall to silence before beginning a long and detailed description of the project’s history. He spoke so fast and in such minute and opaque detail that Octavian couldn’t understand and knew he wouldn’t remember.

Teacher spoke until Octavian’s mind was mush. 

As he got lost in his train of thought, he kept going back to how wrong this all seemed. It almost sounded like Teacher wanted him to take this on as his thesis project, which would doom him to failure.

“You’ve stopped listening,” Teacher called out.

“I just don’t understand what you’re telling me.”

Teacher grumbled. “I know. Of course you don’t.” He shook his head. “I’ve never told anyone else about the Multiple Realities Theory. But I know you’re the right one to tell.”

This didn’t come across as the compliment Teacher intended.

“I think you’re overestimating my abilities,” Octavian mumbled.

“Well, you’re not the most brilliant magical scientist I’ve ever met,” Teacher grumbled. Then he added, “But, someday, I know you will be.”

Teacher had never said anything close to this before, barely even given him a positive critique and definitely never a compliment. 

Octavian grabbed his plate and turned away to hide the tears welling up in his eyes. When he stood to take his plate to the sink, Teacher stopped him.

“We can clean up later,” Teacher said. “I think it’s about time we activated Replika.”

Something changed for Octavian, a feeling of dissociation from the physical world. They set up a magical shield around Replika in case anything went wrong. Teacher gave his student very specific instructions. Octavian must have followed those directions, but it was as if he was outside his own body, controlling it more as a puppet than its owner.

He seemed aware—in an incorporeal way—of every inch of space in the lab. The light from the rising sun peeking through the one window of the lab. Every tool on the counters. Every tile on the floor. Every book and knickknack and spare part in the cabinets. And as Teacher prepared the remote activation device and declared that it was time, he became aware that something was missing.

Teacher pulled his favorite old, raggedy chair from his bedroom into the lab. Octavian could sense that something was about to happen, something wrong. 

Abruptly, he realized what had been missing. The computer, typically in the cabinets under the window, was now in Teacher’s hand. Teacher rolled it around in his palm. He rubbed the transparent casing with his sleeve. He traced the tarnished finishings with his fingers with great care.

The inside of the computer was indeed hollow, at least the top half was. Something about the device was glowing, though he couldn’t tell what. But it was beautiful.

“Are you ready, Octavian?” Teacher asked.

Octavian gave a weak smile, but before he could respond, he watched Teacher place his finger at the bottom of the computer. A bright, blue light flashed, and Octavian tried to call out to Teacher, to tell him to wait. But all too clearly, he watched Teacher’s thumb push the large button along the side of the device.

Abruptly, the floor seemed to fall from under Octavian’s feet. He looked down to see his feet still planted on the ground, yet the feeling of his stomach pulling up into his throat disoriented him. 

Teacher’s old, unstable chair broke with a loud crack. Just as he snapped his eyes back to his mentor, Teacher’s body slumped over. The limp form folded over itself and fell to the floor in a pile.

Octavian tried to call out to the lifeless body of his mentor but found he couldn’t move. Small strips of flesh ripped off of Teacher’s face and arms. His peeling skin revealed muscle until his body was unrecognizable. The limp muscles tore off bones that melted as they were exposed. 

Everything spun as Octavian’s vision dimmed.

Dizziness and panic overcame him, then fear and sickness took over. He grasped for anything to hold on to but found no stable structure and no solace. As everything around him disintegrated, only darkness remained.

He tried to force himself to think of Stone Plaza, to think of a future where he, a magician of both feminine and masculine magic, sat on the International Council of Exalted Magicians.

Or just a future where he was alive would be nice. 

Any future at all seemed so far away in this moment, so far beyond his reach, that he finally succumbed to the darkness.



    

 
4
Well, Look Who’s Awake
 

 

  
  
With the first moment of consciousness came blackness. Replika couldn’t see, but she could hear. Crackles and crunches teased her ears. She knew the sounds were strange, though she wasn’t sure why. A hiss far too close made her flinch.

Suddenly, she could feel her heavy eyelids pulled tight over her eyes, weighed down by full eyelashes. It took more force than she expected to part them. Those long eyelashes spread across her vision, widening with effort and clearing the way for sight.

A long, horizontal window above her let in red and pink spots of sunlight. She wondered if it was setting or rising. The bright light made her squint, though she couldn’t have known the light was actually quite dim. 

Colors and shadows and movement and life danced before her. And she thought to herself that it was the most beautiful thing in the universe.

She smiled, or tried to, but her muscles didn’t respond how she expected. She didn’t have time to wonder why because the window she had enjoyed for mere seconds was now changing.

As if the molecules themselves were reforming, plaster seemed to morph into stone. Wooden workspaces into metal tables. Linoleum flooring into dust covered tile. This new room she found herself in was even dimmer, so unlike the sunlight that had blessed her cheeks moments before.

There was another figure in the room, hands on his temples and teetering away from her toward a small table full of papers and books. He steadied himself there before standing upright and turning back to face her.

He was a curious figure, with the face of a young man but stark white hair. She tried to speak, a feat that was far harder than it should have been. The young man’s eyes widened in surprise when her eyelids moved to blink.

“Are you awake?” Octavian asked, stumbling toward her. “Can you hear me?”

She tried to remember how to move her jaw, her lips, and her tongue. Why wasn’t it working? Had she lost her voice?

“Do you know who I am?” Octavian continued. “Can you understand me?”

Blood rushed to Replika’s face as her embarrassment peaked. Octavian put a hand up on the surface next to her shoulder, and it seemed to Replika that he was using it to keep his own balance.

“I’m sorry. Take your time.”

Again, she pushed the sound from her lungs, upward, outward. She moved her lips and tongue, acclimating to the feeling of their shape. Her coordination came to her bit by bit, and she finally exclaimed. “Octavian!”

A large sigh came from Octavian. He almost lost his balance again but steadied himself. She analyzed his expression: relief.

“What’s wrong with me?” he asked, voice shaking. “I should start a new recording for this.”

His trembling hands reached up to his neck. He pulled a small, round marble from underneath his shirt, letting it dangle from a chain around his neck. He tapped the marble, and it responded with a green glow.

“Stop current visual recording, and open a new visual recording file.”

The room was silent, and Octavian’s raised eyebrow made it obvious that something was supposed to happen. He repeated the order, but still there was no response. He tapped the marble again, in a specifically intentional way this time. Bright green symbols appeared in a circle in front of him, and Replika tried in vain to push herself up onto her elbows to see better.

Her attention was forced down when, as she put pressure on the surface below her, it made a clanging sound. She was on some kind of metal bed. It was propped up at an angle such that she was almost standing.

She held onto the railings on the sides of the table, trying and failing to pull herself up. When her eyes returned to her companion, Octavian was navigating the marble’s interface.

“Of course,” he grumbled. “No recordings from the last twenty-four hours. Just my luck.” He looked back at her and gave a half-hearted grin. “At least you’re here, right?”

Replika had no idea what he was talking about, and it must have shown on her face because Octavian’s brow tightened. He dropped the marble back under his shirt, and the glowing interface disappeared.

“You know who you are, don’t you?” he asked her.

“Replika,” she forced out as she nodded. It took effort, but was easier than her first word.

“Yes, you’re Replika. That’s right. What else?”

“Well, I . . .” She trailed off. She was sure she knew more, but the details wouldn’t come. “That’s all.”

Octavian’s concern was obvious in his expression, but he didn’t say anything. 

“What happened to me? Was I hurt?” She looked down at the table, then looked back up at Octavian, who seemed struck silent. Finally able to push herself up and onto her feet, she struggled to find her center of balance. 

When she wavered, Octavian reached out to her. She expected him to grab her, but he didn’t. He just held his hands nearby so she could grab him if she wanted to.

She had so many questions as she wobbled in place. “Why was I on a table like this? Did I go through some kind of procedure?”

Octavian took longer than she was comfortable with to respond, but before she could push further, he brushed off her question.

“You’re fine now. Let’s not worry about that just yet. Let’s focus on getting out of here for now.”

Replika looked around, noting the thick coat of dust and papers that lined several tables around the room as well as the floor. Wooden flooring, and perhaps an inlay in several colors, peeked out from under the clutter and grunge.

She squinted. The radial pattern of the inlay seemed familiar. However, she failed to remember it and couldn’t see it well enough to continue trying, so she turned her attention back to Octavian.

“Where’s here? I don’t recognize this place.”

“Me neither,” Octavian agreed.

Most of the circular room was set a step below an outer ring, which was lined with shelves overfilled with books, boxes, and random odds and ends. The few spaces that sat between shelves were packed with haphazardly stacked boxes that had long ago settled into cattywampus piles.

Something caught Octavian’s eye, and he walked over to one of the shelves. He reached out to wipe the dust from the spine of several books, though Replika didn’t know what he hoped to find. Peeking into the only window in the room, Octavian announced that it didn’t lead outside but instead to what seemed like a kitchen.

“This is strange. There’s magic here,” Octavian muttered. “The lampfires are magic.” He pointed at one and noted that there was no wick or candle. “I can sense magic in the walls and nearby, but I don’t sense magic generators and regulators.”

Though he said this to himself, Replika heard him loud and clear. She couldn’t help her amusement at how annoyed it seemed to make him.

Octavian’s instinct was well-founded. Every city in their magical world was powered by magic. Harnessing magic to power homes and modern conveniences had been commonplace for almost 200 years. Harnessing plants were so large and ubiquitous that magicians were almost always able to feel the pull of ambient magic toward them. They were so used to it that the feeling just blended into the background, like a hum in a room that goes unnoticed until it suddenly goes silent.

Magic harnessing plants were welcome employers of NUM graduates. A young magician could expect predictable hours, flexible schedules, a hefty salary, and a great benefits package. Most people loved the idea of repetitive tasks, minimal responsibility, and good compensation. So, when the local harnessing plant sent recruiters to universities, which they did every year, students flocked to their information table. 

“So are we in some remote location?” Replika asked.

“Maybe,” he said. “Or we’ve been transported to another world.”

“Another world. Like, another planet?”

“No, like an alternate reality,” he clarified.



  

 
5
Alternate Realities Are A Thing
 

 


Replika couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She didn’t know how, but somehow, she knew that traveling to other realities was impossible. Or it was supposed to be.

A memory was bubbling up from somewhere, unable to escape and reveal itself to her.

“That’s impossible, isn’t it?” Replika asked.

“According to the International Council of Exalted Magicians, it’s completely impossible. But according to Teacher, they’re wrong.”

“Teacher?” Replika couldn’t hold in her confusion, although she thought this was yet another thing she shouldn’t have to ask. “What teacher?”

Octavian started to reply, but stopped himself. She was just about to ask what was on his mind when he said, “So you know who I am, but you don’t remember Teacher?”

She could only shake her head because she had no explanation for it. Octavian’s pursed lips gave away a deep worry that he was obviously not ready to explain. Meanwhile, she was still finding humor in someone named Teacher.

“He’s my mentor,” Octavian said, waving his hand in an explanatory circle. “He’s a few inches shorter than me. Old. Gold eyes. An Exalted Grand Magician.” He interrupted himself to add, “Oh, and a horrible attitude problem. Does any of that ring a bell?”

Something clicked in her mind, like puzzle pieces locking together.

“The one with no name,” Replika said, words forming on her breath before there was thought behind them. Then she spoke up, “I do remember him, I think.”

“Okay, well, he was sitting in his scary old chair.” Octavian moved over to the approximate location where Teacher’s chair had been. “Here. And then things started—” He was waving his hands in circles now. “—changing somehow. Does any of that sound familiar?”

“There was a window,” Replika recalled. She pointed upward. “It was up that way. There was a tree, and I heard birds outside.” Her face twisted as she tried to put the thought together. “But then . . .”

Octavian nodded, and she felt somewhat silly. Either Octavian’s ridiculous encouragement or her inability to explain herself stopped her futile effort to describe what happened next.

“Yes, that’s right. There was a window up there,” Octavian said. Now he was pointing as well. “But it’s a wall now. A solid, stone wall.” He put his hands out as if he was holding on to Teacher’s chair. “And Teacher is gone.” The flustered color that had been building left his cheeks. “What if he’s dead? What if my calibrations were wrong and this is my fault somehow?”

Replika wasn’t sure what to say, but she supposed she ought to say something. Something comforting perhaps, or maybe empathetic. No, perhaps inspiring was the way to go. She suddenly remembered she was standing on her own, and she took a couple of awkward steps forward.

“Something happened to Teacher,” Octavian continued. His voice was quiet. “Something horrible. But now there’s no trace of him.” He put a hand to his face as tears began to form.

As Octavian continued, Replika used as much of her newfound balance as she could to reach him physically, even as he emotionally drifted away.

“Teacher was just telling me about these alternate reality theories and how they’d been proven by some colleague of his, and now—” His voice cracked, forcing him to stop mid-sentence.

Replika put a hand to Octavian’s shoulder as she reached his side.

“We’re in this together, right?” she asked. “We should figure out the essentials. Food, water, potential threats. We can’t just stay here.”

Octavian nodded absently. He took a deep breath and stood straighter.

“I’m sure Teacher is fine,” Replika said with endearing optimism.  “Maybe he’s already figured out a way to get us back and just needs time to implement it. So let’s just stay safe until then.”

Octavian’s long pause made Replika wonder if her attempt at cheering him up had missed its mark.

“And if not?” Octavian wondered.

“We’ll find our way without him,” she assured him.

Octavian took a few more deep breaths. It was obvious to Replika that Octavian had been through something traumatic. Now was not the time to put him under more stress. Yet here they were, trapped in a strange place, and she had no idea how she could help. After all, she had no knowledge of her skills or Octavian’s.

As Replika surveyed the circular room, she noticed a large door dominating one side. It had been behind her when she woke up, and there was so much to take in that she had missed it. She had a feeling it was somehow hidden in plain sight, or maybe concealed.

There were, in fact, spells used to conceal objects. Such spells were time consuming to cast, and were considered, in general, more trouble than they were worth. That’s because even a magician of modest talent was able to detect magic and thus would be aware that something might be hidden. These spells were most commonly used in non-magical spaces and entertainment “magic” shows.

As far as this door was concerned, it wasn’t hidden in plain sight. Replika had just failed to notice it. She did, however, immediately notice it was missing a doorknob and hinges. And, as far as she could tell, it was the only exit.

“So, how do we get out of a room with no windows and a door we can’t open?” she asked.




 
6
Always Look For Traps
 

 


Replika ran her fingers along the frame of the oversized door for any small recess that might be hiding something. Meanwhile, Octavian stared at the door as if seeing something she couldn’t. She pushed it with a reasonable amount of effort, but it responded with a weak groan.

As Replika moved her hands across it, she noted the texture of the wood seemed rather raw. It didn’t have the smell of wood, but she could imagine what it might have smelled like in the past: musky with a hint of sweetness to it. As she continued pushing and sliding her hands across each millimeter, Octavian’s eyes had moved on to the woodwork around it.

She looked back and forth between Octavian and the door several times before asking, “What are you looking for?”

“Traps, of course.”

Replika tilted her head in confusion.

Octavian explained that traps were the most common type of spell and were made up of two types: triggers and locks. The name was somewhat misleading because locks were a far more common type of spell than triggers. Traps were categorized as low complexity, medium complexity, or high complexity by how many triggers and locks there were.

“In junior magician training, we were taught to detect most traps because they’re some of the easiest magic to detect,” Octavian said.

There was nothing glamorous about traps, although sometimes magicians added their own flair.

When Octavian first started graduate school, Teacher wouldn’t allow him to
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