
The Duplicated Man

One summer evening the Boffin and the Mage were sitting outside enjoying the sunset when a 
young man came up the drive. He passed through the Boffin’s detectors and the charms and spells 
of the Mage let him through, so he didn’t appear to be dangerous. They watched him approach with 
interest.

‘Good evening,” he said. “Am I correct in assuming that you are the Boffin and the Mage of this 
space?”

The Boffin and the Mage knew what he meant when he referred to ‘this space’. Another name that 
they sometimes used for the same thing was ‘this Universe’. The Mage and the Boffin knew that 
their space or Universe was surrounded by other spaces or Universes that had at some time in the 
past split from their space or Universe. The Boffin’s students, annoyingly she thought, liked to refer 
to this theory as the parallel or alternative universe theory.

So, their visitor was claiming to come from another space or Universe. Since the Mage and the 
Boffin frequently visited other spaces or Universes by ‘stepping’ to them, they knew that it was 
possible.

“Yes, we are,” said the Mage. “Can we help you?”

The young man sagged. “Oh, I hope so, I really hope so. May I sit down? I’ve travelled a long way 
and stepped through many worlds, some of them nowhere near as nice as this one.”

“Come on into the house,” said the Boffin. “We were about to go in anyway.”

The Boffin led him to the kitchen, which is the room that they used most of the time when the 
Boffin wasn’t in her laboratory and the Mage wasn’t in his study.

“Would you like some tea? And maybe one of the Boffin’s cakes?” asked the Mage. “Then you can 
tell us your story. What’s your name, by the way, and where do you come from?”

“My name is Thomas. Tom for short. I come from a space quite a long way away, over there.” He 
gestured.

“Ah. Did you pass through a space where Kitty and Terry are the foci of Science and Magic.”

Tom nodded. “Yes, and they recommended that I search you out, and, by the way, they sent their 
regards and said that they were going to visit soon.”

“Oh good. They’re nice people and so are their kids.”

The stranger nodded. “Yes, very. They tried to help me with my problem, but we ran out of options 
after a while. So they suggested that I should seek you out. They were very busy at the time with the
elections. People insisted on consulting them, they said. Terry said ‘It isn’t hard work, but we have 
to do it. Almost all of the time it consists of just listening, then letting people make up their own 



minds. For some reason people think that you are wise when you do that. We interfere as little as 
possible and the difficult part is to convince people that we don’t support any particular option. The 
Mage and the Boffin taught us that.’.”

“Yeah, we had to work it out for ourselves,” said the Mage. “We could have saved a lot of heartache
if we had realised it earlier. Anyway, Tom, tell us about yourself. What is your problem?”

“Well, how old do you think I am?” asked Tom.

The Boffin ran an instrument over him.

“Good gracious! According to this, you are three years old. But you look, what, twenty five, twenty 
six? Can you explain this?”

Tom sighed. “Yes, that is exactly my problem. I was born twenty six years ago into a loving family. 
My father is a banker and my mother is a teacher. My parents named me Rhys, a family name, and I
have an older brother and a younger sister. I did well in science at school, and my parents sent me to
Central University where I studied physics.”

The Mage glanced at the Boffin. “They named you Rhys? But why do you call yourself Tom?”

“I’ll come to that later,” said Tom.

He continued. “I gained my degree, and stayed on to do research. We were studying matter transfer, 
under the direction of a professor of the school. We, that is Gareth and I, wanted to be able to 
transport people from, say, the Earth to the Moon. You do have a Moon here, don’t you?” he asked, 
suddenly worried.

“Oh dear. Matter transfer,” said the Boffin. “Yes, we do have a Moon. Most human spaces seem to 
have at least one large Moon.”

Tom looked at the Boffin. “You know about matter transfer?”

“Well, only in theory. Matter transfer operates at a level below the normal macroscopic level. We 
call it the quantum level, and it’s a level governed by probability, roughly speaking. Pretty much 
anything can happen, but usually doesn’t. Roughly speaking. Generally it’s easier to move things 
from one place to another the usual ways than to use matter transmission.”

“Anything can happen, as you say, but usually doesn’t. Sometimes it does, though,” said Tom, 
nodding. “And that’s my problem.”

“We had built a machine, Gareth and I,” he continued. “We’d transmitted blocks of various 
elements and simple compounds from one station to the other, and they had disappeared from the 
one station and appeared, unchanged so far as we could tell, in the other. So we sent bacteria. They 
seemed fine. We sent guinea pigs. They appeared unharmed. So we decided to go for the big one. 
We drew lots to see who would be the first human to be transferred. I won, or lost, depending on 
how you look at it.”



“Did you have no failures?” asked the Boffin.

“None at all. If we had we wouldn’t have tried the human transfer. But we were so keen to make 
history, and, ironically, that’s what we did.”

The Boffin nodded. “Go on.”

“So I stepped onto the transfer plate. I was feeling great. I had no qualms whatsoever. I gave Gareth 
the thumbs up and he hit the switch.”

“What did you feel?” asked the Boffin.

“Well, nothing. One instant I was on one side of the lab, standing on the plate, and the next I was on
the other side of the lab, standing on the other plate.”

“I’m guessing something went wrong,” said the Mage.

“So, I’m sort of getting ready to cheer, but Gareth was looking at the other transfer plate and saying 
‘Oh darn, what went wrong’ and I saw myself step off the sending plate.”

“Ah. So your machine duplicated you instead of transferring you?” said the Mage.

“Yeah, and all hell broke loose. There was two of me. I remembered appearing on the receiving 
plate, but he didn’t. For that reason Gareth and the other me reasoned that he was the real me.”

“What happened then?”

“Well, we stopped the experiments of course. The University wouldn’t have let us continue anyway.
Then there was a big discussion of what this all meant. And finally we all decided to leave it for the 
night. I and my duplicate went to our car and had a bit of a discussion about whose car it was and 
who should drive. I let him drive. When we got home, he said that he would make the guest bed up 
for me. I was outraged at first, but I gave in. My mind was telling me that he was the ‘original’ me, 
and that I was a duplicate.”

He sighed. “Then the trouble started. Every time that anyone spoke to ‘Rhys’ both of us would 
answer. So we decided that I should be called Thomas, which was our middle name. Tom for short, 
of course. But as far as the authorities were concerned, I didn’t exist. I wasn’t born, I didn’t go to 
school, I didn’t have a flat, I didn’t have a job, and what is more, I didn’t have any money.”

“Oh, Rhys helped out, of course, since he essentially was me and could understand my situation. He
was closer to me than a brother. We argued with the University that they had a responsibility to me, 
since the experiment was sanctioned by them, and so they offered me a job. But it took a long time 
to convince them.”

“Then of course, I needed ID. So we went to the authorities, who proved to be a much harder nut to 
crack. Well, our story was incredible, wasn’t it. They needed proof, which of course we didn’t have.
Only the logs of our experiment. In the end they settled for a signed and authenticated letter from 



our Professor, and I got my ID, but it was only a temporary one. So Tom now officially sort of 
existed.”

“With my ID, I could get a bank account, driver license, and all those things that one needs to get by
these days. I started back at the University and life started to return almost to normal. People at the 
University used to think that we were twins. At least, those who didn’t know what had happened 
did.”

“Our co-workers acted a bit odd around us. They talked to Rhys and pretty much ignored me. As 
one girl said, apologetically, ‘You’re not the real Rhys, are you?’.”

“In the end, I’d had enough and decided on a fresh start. I saw an advert for a job at Southern 
University and decided to apply. I told Rhys and he laughed and showed me an advert for a job at 
Northern University. ‘Let’s put the whole country between us, eh?’ he said. So we did.”

Tom paused. “Did I mention my family? I don’t think I did, did I? They were, obviously, shocked 
by the whole thing, but they eventually took it in their stride. Mum even claimed to be able to tell us
apart, but she was just kidding herself. My sister said that she wished that she had a duplicate, so 
that they could share homework and things like that. My brother wasn’t there. His Army unit was 
off somewhere rebuilding a bridge that had been damaged in floods, but he sent his love and his 
hope that we’d be able to fix things.”

“Anyway, we showed them the job adverts, and Mum, of course, didn’t want us to go so far away. 
Dad however nodded his head. He could see that we needed space to grow apart. So I headed south 
and Rhys headed north, and after that we only saw each other every few months.”

“It sounds like you made the best of a bad thing,” said the Boffin. “But what happened next? What 
caused you to step so far from home?”

“I was just getting to that. One day Rhys phoned me. ‘Are you going to home for Sissy’s birthday?’ 
he asked. ‘I’m bringing someone that I want you all to meet.’. I hadn’t been meaning to, but he was 
so mysterious, and wouldn’t say any more, so I booked my flight the same day. As it happens I 
arrived earlier than Rhys and found out that Mum, Dad, and Sissy had no idea what Rhys was up to 
either. So Dad and I drove back to the airport to pick up Rhys and his friend.“

“Rhys came down the tunnel holding hands with a girl. My heart leapt when I saw her, and I knew. I
knew we were in trouble. I knew without a shadow of a doubt that Rhys had fallen in love with her 
and was going to announce their engagement.”

“I see where this is headed,” said the Mage. “You, of course, also fell in love with her as you  and 
Rhys are, to all extents and purposes, the same person. Oh dear.”

“Yes, exactly. That weekend was terrible. Rhys did announce their engagement, and we all 
congratulated them. Milly, that was her name by the way, was so happy, but when she was 
introduced to me, she was puzzled. I cornered Rhys when she wasn’t around and found that he 
hadn’t told her about me. All he had told her was that I was his twin! At first I was annoyed, then I 
realised that I would probably have done the same, if things had been the other way around.”

“Did he tell her?” asked the Mage.



“Yes, eventually. After we had spent most of the weekend with her calling me Rhys and calling 
Rhys Tom. It was when she tried to kiss me, thinking that I was Rhys, and I refused, though I 
obviously wanted to, that she realised that something was wrong. So we three sat down and Rhys 
told her about my origins. Of course she then remembered that we had been in the news.”

“How did she take it?” asked the Boffin.

“Very well. She looked at me and said ‘You love me too, don’t you?’. I said ‘Yes, of course. But I 
won’t cause any trouble, I assure you. I want you to be happy. Both of you.’ She thought a bit and 
said ‘Will that be enough?’.”

“Was she right? Was that enough? I suspect not, because here you are, wandering through the 
spaces, looking for an answer,” said the Boffin.

“I tried hard. I really did. I stayed away from them as much as I could. I only went to family 
gatherings if I had to, and I spent a lot of time and effort dating other girls. None of it worked. I 
came to hate the other me, the original. Though I didn’t really, of course. I had fantasies where he 
died. Then I regretted my thoughts. I pretended that I hated Milly, but of course I didn’t. I 
contemplated suicide. I regularly got drunk. I didn’t resort to drugs, but I considered it. I was, 
frankly, a mess. Finally there was the wedding.”

“Ah, that must have been hard.”

“Yes. The silly thing was that I sincerely wished them well. I wanted Milly to be happy, and my 
other self too. He was or rather is me, after all. Well, I went to the wedding. I saw them happily 
married, and the only cloud was me. I decided that something needed to happen and soon, and the 
funny thing was, so did they. They dragged me aside at the party after the wedding. ‘We think that 
you need to do something, Tom,’ said Rhys. ‘You are cracking up before our eyes. So we think that 
you ought to go and see our friend, Sandra. She’s a psychiatrist, but that’s only one part of her 
skills. If you consult her, she may be able to help you.’.”

“What did you think of that? Had you consulted any doctors about this before they suggested it?”

“Funnily enough, no. It sort of seemed like admitting defeat. ‘Promise me you will go and see her,’ 
said Milly. Then she kissed me. Not a simple peck on the cheek, but a full blown mouth to mouth, 
breath destroying kiss. ‘I promise,’ I said, somewhat stunned. Rhys clapped me on the back, and 
smiled. I’m pretty sure they’d talked it out beforehand.”

“Milly, and for that matter, your other self, seem to be smart people. Did you go and see the 
psychiatrist?” asked the Boffin.

“Yes, with mixed feelings. I didn’t think I was nuts, but I was a bit frazzled. Sandra was a clever 
person, and made some helpful suggestions. She knew about me of course from the news and of 
course, Rhys and Milly had told her about me as well. It was such a comfort to tell someone, other 
than Rhys and Milly, about my problems and Sandra really listened. I was feeling positive for the 
first time. I could handle this! I told Sandra, but Sandra said ‘Well, any improvement is likely to be 
only temporary. Every time you see Rhys and Milly it will be like a slap in the face.’ She was just 
being realistic.”



The Mage nodded. “Yes, she was right. Twins sometimes suffer from this sort of envy. But did she 
propose any solution?”

“Yes, she did. She knew of my work, well, our work, and she knew about other spaces, though the 
current jargon is ‘alternative universes’, I believe.”

He hesitated. “I don’t think that Sandra was a focus for Science or Magic, like you are, but she 
knew about stepping. She showed me how to step to other spaces. I was amazed. I was a scientist, 
but there were whole new spaces out there, which science, our science, knew nothing about, except 
theoretically.”

“Yes, People in Science dominated spaces tend to forget how to step quite early on in human 
development. Any sentient being and quite a few semi-sentient beings can step. It’s just that many 
humans have forgotten how to do it,” said the Boffin. “So, she showed you how to step. Did she 
have a reason to show you?”

“Yes, she thought that it should be simple to find a space where there was no Rhys, but there was a 
Milly. Then I could move into that space, and Milly would fall in love with me. It turned out that it 
wasn’t that simple. It seemed that where there was no Rhys, there was no Milly either. I don’t know 
why, and neither did Sandra.”

“That’s interesting,” said the Boffin looking at the Mage. “We’ve thought about this a bit, haven’t 
we, dear?”

The Mage looked thoughtful. “Yes, We’ve noticed that some people form strong bonds. Like Kitty 
and Terry. The Boffin and me. And, it seems, Rhys and Milly. Other people form bonds which are 
not as strong, or maybe just different. Like Rose, who has been happily married twice. Or Leon, 
who hasn’t been married and seems quite happy with the situation. Maybe those who form really 
strong bonds can’t exist in spaces where the other partner does not exist. It’s just a guess.”

“Yes, but we don’t really know if it is true or not. It sounds possible though,” said the Boffin. “So, 
Tom, what happened then? You’ve been roaming the spaces, maybe looking for the impossible, and 
eventually you’ve wound up here?”

“Pretty much,” said Tom. “I quickly discovered that in some spaces, certain people were the centres 
of power, of the forces of Science and Magic. Most often there were two of them, but sometimes 
there was only one, and occasionally the powers were spread over several people. Then I stumbled 
on the space where Kitty and Terry were the foci. They were kind enough to try to help me, but 
when they couldn’t, they recommended that I try to find you. They said that you were the most 
powerful people that they knew. They described you as the archetypes, but I don’t know what that 
means.”

“That sort of means ‘the originals from which others are made’,” said the Boffin. She looked at the 
Mage. “We’re definitely not the originals, but we are closer to them than most. We did have 
predecessors.”

“Do you think you can help me?” asked Tom, desperately.



“We’ll do our best. But let’s sleep on it. I’ve got some ideas, but we’ll have clearer heads in the 
morning.”

So they all retired for the night. In the morning the Boffin and Tom quickly disappeared into the 
Boffin’s laboratory. The Mage dropped in on them, but they were busy scrawling equations and 
bullet points and diagrams on the Boffin’s whiteboard and computers, so the Mage smiled, made 
them some coffee, and left them to it. He retired to his study to consult his books of lore and his 
grimoires. Then he cast a few searching spells, researched his books again, consulted his crystal ball
and generally investigated in his own way. But he already had some ideas.

He made them omelettes for lunch and dragged them out of the laboratory and made them sit down 
and eat.

“Any luck?” he asked.

“Well,” the Boffin said, “we’ve found the errors in the original field equations, and we’ve pretty 
much patched up them so that they more accurately represent what happened. We believe that there 
was a one in ten chance that the duplication happened and we can reduce that to one in ten 
thousand. We’re confident that we can reduce it to one in ten million or so fairly easily, and...”

“How does that help?” interjected the Mage.

The Boffin and Tom looked at each other. “Well if we can understand what happened..”

“Then you can stop it happening again. But it has already happened. What about that?”

The Boffin said “You are right, dear. We haven’t been addressing the real problem. Do you have any
ideas?”

“Oh, I’m working on a few things,” said the Mage and sauntered off.

The Boffin watched him go. “He’s up to something,” she said.

She turned to Tom and said “Right, let’s reconsider our approach….”

At the end of the week the Boffin and Tom were looking glum.

“Well, at least we’ve made some advances in the Science,” said the Boffin. “Those may be useful in
the future, but as for your problem, Tom, we’ve not been able to make any progress.”

“Where’s the Mage?” asked Tom. “Has he made any progress?”

“Huh, he’d not tell me until he was sure. He’s gone off to town for something. He wouldn’t say 
what. He’s being annoying.”

Just then the front door opened, and the Mage called out. “I’m back! And I’ve someone here I’d like
you to meet.”



He walked into the kitchen, where the Boffin and Tom were drinking coffee. Following him was a 
young lady. Tom started.

“Milly? Milly, what are you doing here?” he asked.

“Hi, I’m Lilly,” said the girl. “You must be Tom. I’m pleased to meet you.”

“L-lilly? You’re not Milly?”

She shook her head. “No, I’m not. In the same way that you are not Rhys.”

The Mage poured some coffee, and found that only a dribble was left. “Huh! You could have topped
it up.”

The Boffin took the coffee jug from the Mage and went to make some more. “Why don’t you tell 
the story from the beginning, Lilly? I bet it’s a fascinating tale.”

“Oh, OK,” said Lilly. “It all started while I was studying at Central University. It had the best school
of Magic, and I didn’t mind moving down from the north.”

“That’s odd. Northern had the best school of Magic where I come from,” said Tom.

“Yes, so the Mage told me. He’s told me all about you.” She blushed a little.

She continued. “Anyway, it was there that I met my boyfriend, Rhys. Yes, I know that is your 
original name, Tom. We were going out with each other for about six months and were thinking of 
getting engaged. He told me about their experiment and I was really interested. In the Magic school,
we’d been trying to do much the same, though we were trying to use it to move large objects 
around. We called it a ‘lifter’ and we were getting somewhere, but the boys and girls in the Science 
school seemed to be further on than we were.”

“There was always rivalry between the Magic and Science schools, but it was friendly rivalry. We 
often swapped insights, and Rhys offered to show me their experimental setup. So I visited Gareth 
and Rhys in the lab one day and watched them move blocks of metal and wood from one station to 
the other. They were ecstatic. They sent some microbes from one station to the other, and tried it 
with some rabbits and it worked.”

“We used guinea pigs,” said Tom.

“Then they looked at each other and said ‘What about a human?’ They discussed the risks and so on
for a while, but I knew they were going to do it. ‘Who then?’ said Gareth and looked at me. Rhys 
immediately objected, but Gareth pointed out that it needed both of them to do the transfer.”

“That’s funny. We only needed one. Oh, but if we hadn’t picked up that stabiliser circuit, we would 
have needed two,” said Tom.

Lilly continued. “Well, in the end, we all agreed that I would be the first person to be transferred. I 
remember Rhys said ‘This will make you famous.’ He wasn’t wrong! I stood on the plate and 



watched as Rhys and Gareth operated the machine. I suddenly found myself on the other plate, and 
I was just about to cheer when Rhys said ‘What went wrong? There was a power surge but she 
didn’t go.’ That’s when Milly stepped off the sending plate. She saw me at the same time as I saw 
her, and we both shrieked. Then everything went crazy.”

She looked at Tom. “You know what happened then, don’t you, Tom? We were front page news for 
a few days, but then some politician got caught embezzling money, and it sort of faded away. But 
there I was, with no identity, with a boyfriend who now suddenly had two identical girlfriends. 
Well, the school of Science did their best to help, helping me with sorting out my ID problems and 
the school of Magic offered me a job. It was fine for a while, but Rhys kept mistaking me for Milly 
and vice versa, and it was plainly not working.”

“Finally Milly, Rhys, and I had a talk. We decided, well, I decided really, that I should get out of the
situation and I transferred to Southern. It was down there that I met Sandra, who was working as a 
counsellor and therapist. She introduced me to stepping and suggested that I look for a space with a 
Rhys but not a Milly. Well, I knew about stepping in theory, and I knew that some people did it, but 
I hadn’t thought that it could help me. I couldn’t find any spaces with just a Rhys but then I finally 
got lucky!”

“Let me guess,” said Tom. “you met Kitty and Terry?”

“Oh yes! They are lovely people, and their kids are lovely too. They told me about you, Tom, and I 
realised that I needed to find you.”

“We think that couples who have a strong bond like Rhys and Milly are never found alone, across 
all the spaces. That’s what makes your situation so tragic, you two,” said the Boffin. “But you 
eventually met Terry and Kitty.”

“Yes, I was just about giving up, and they gave me the strength to carry on, so I stepped this way 
until I got here. I visited the Mage’s old friend in the school of Magic at Central University, and you
know the rest.”

“We don’t,” said the Boffin, looking crossly at the Mage who was trying not to smile.

“My friend listened to Lilly’s story,” said the Mage, “and contacted me. He put her on a plane to 
here and I picked her up at the airport. And that is how she got here.”

“Hmm,” said the Boffin suspiciously. She would have a word with the Mage later.

Later on, the Boffin suggested that the two young people take a walk down to the lake. They 
accepted with such alacrity that it was obvious that they both been trying to figure out a polite way 
to be alone together. She watched them until they were out of sight, but they were hand in hand well
before that. The Mage came and stood beside her.

“They’ll be OK,” he said. “After all, they are just correcting an anomaly.”

“Yes, dear. Do you think that there are any more Lillys or Toms out there?”



“It’s very unlikely.” He showed her his crystal ball. He knew that she was adept at reading it.

“Oh yes. I see. That conjunction of lines fades to nothing there, and that other group of lines joins it.
It’s a definite zero in my terms. Ah, that agrees with our equations too! We couldn’t see why we 
were getting nulls all over the place. That explains it!”

She turned to him. “Right, now explain yourself?”

“Explain what, dear?” he said innocently.

“You know. How did you get her here, and how did you know she even existed?”

“Ah, that. Well, like I said, he was an anomaly, and the space he was in couldn’t autocorrect itself 
because there was already a Rhys and a Milly there. So another space introduced the correction, 
Lilly. Now they are together there is no anomaly. A bit of a tangle in the spaces maybe, but no 
anomaly. I guessed that there had to be a Lilly, but I didn’t know for sure. I also guessed that Sandra
might exist in multiple spaces. The ones that can step often do, so I sort of sent a broadcast to all the
Sandras to look out for a Lilly and direct her our way.”

“Smart ass,” said the Boffin lovingly. “You’ll have to show me how you did that some time. I 
suppose the Sandras didn’t realise that they had received a message? It would be like a feeling or 
intuition, right? So how did you know Lilly had arrived here? Oh, you warned your friend in 
Central that she might appear looking for us.”

“Exactly. I think my approach won out this time,” he said smugly.

“Yes,” she said grudgingly, “I suppose. We’ll have to find them a nice space with no Rhys and Milly
in it. That shouldn’t be too hard. Tom’s a pretty good scientist. What about Lilly?”

“Yes, she’ll do well in my field. She’s got the intuition and the empathy.”

He sighed and put his arm round his wife. “Another happy ending. Another problem solved.”

She kissed him. “That’s what we are here for, after all.”
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