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KATI B, THE SECURI TY guard who usually works the graveyard shift, has already
cl ocked on when Rana sw pes her badge through the reader. He gives her a

| ong-suffering | ook as she bustles past in her heavy coat, stooping under a
cargo of document boxes and | aptops. "Pulling another all-nighter, Rana?" he

asks, as he has asked a hundred tines before. "I keep telling you to get a
di fferent job,
it?."

"I worked hard to get this one," she tells him alnost slipping on the floor
whi ch has just been polished to a mirrored gleamby a small arny of robot

cl eaners. "Were else would | get to do this and Actually get paid for it?"

it

"What ever they're paying you, it isn't enough for all those bags under your
eyes. "

She wi shes he woul dn't nention the bags under her eyes—t's not as if she
exactly likes them-but she smles anyway, for Katib is a kindly man without a
hurtful thought in his soul. "They'll go," she says. "W're on the hone
stretch, anyway. Or did you sonehow not notice that there's this big opening
cerenony coni ng up?"

"Ch, | think | heard sonething about that," he says, scratching at his beard.
"I just hope they need some old fool to | ook after this w ng when they open
the new one."

"You' re indispensable, Katib. They'd get rid of half the exhibits before they
put you on the street.”

"That's what | keep telling nyself, but..." He gives a burly shrug, and then
snmles to let her know it isn't her business to worry about his probl ens.
"Still, it's going to be sonmething, isn't it? | can see it fromny bal cony,
fromall the way across the town. | didn't like it rmuch at first, but now

that's up there, nowthat it's all shining and finished, it's starting to grow
on me. And it's ours, that's what | keep thinking. That's our rmuseum nobody
el se's. Sonething to be proud of."

Rana has seen it too. The new wing, all but finished, dwarfs the existing
structure. It's a glittering climate-controlled ziggurat, the work of a
nmonki sh British architect who happens to be a devout Christian. A
controversial choice, to be sure, but no one who has seen that tidal wave of

gl ass and steel rising above the streets of the city has remai ned uni npressed.
As the sun tracks

across the sky, conputer-controlled shutters open and close to control the
flood of light into the ziggurat's plunging atriumthe atrium where the
Mechanismwill be the primary exhibit—and maintain the building s idea

anbi ent tenperature. From afar, the play of those shutters is an enchanted
nosai c: a nesnerizing, never-repeating dance of spangling glints. Rana read in
a magazine that the architect had never touched a conputer until he arrived in
Greater Persia, but that he took to the possibilities with the zeal of the
converted.

"It's going to be wonderful,"” she says, torn between nmaking small talk with
the am able Katib and getting started on her work. "But it won't be much of an



opening cerenony if the Mechanismisn't in place, will it?"

"Which is a kind way of saying, you need to be getting to your office." He's
smling as he speaks, letting her know he takes no offense. "You need sone
help with those boxes and conputers, ny fairest?"

"I'I'l be fine, thanks."

"You call nme if you need anything. I'Il be here hrough to six." Wth that he
unfol ds a nagazi ne and taps the sharp end of a pencil against the grid of a
hal f-fi ni shed puzzle. "And don't work too hard," he says under his breath, but
just loud enough that she will hear

Rana doesn't pass anot her human being on her way to the office. The public
part of the nmuseumis deserted save for the occasional cleaner or patrolling
security robot, but at |east the hallways and exhibits are still partially
illumnated, and fromcertain sightlines she can still see people walking in
the street outside, comng fromthe theater or a |ate restaurant engagenent.
In the private corridors, it's a different story. The halls are dark and the
wi ndows too high to reveal anything nmore than noonlit sky. The robots don't
cone here very often and nost of the offices and neeting roons are | ocked and
silent. At the end of one corridor stands the glowi ng sentinel of a coffee

di spenser. Normally Rana takes a cup to her room but tonight she doesn't have
a free hand; it's enough of a job just to shoul der her way through doors

wi t hout droppi ng sormet hi ng.

Her roomis in the basenent: a cool, w ndow ess crypt that is half |aboratory
and hal f office. Her colleagues think she's mad for working at night, but Rana
has her reasons. By day she has to share her facilities with other nenbers of
the staff, and what with all the talk and interruptions she tends to get nuch
| ess work done. If that's not enough of a distraction, there is a public
corridor that winds its way past the glass-fronted roons, allow ng the
museum s visitors to watch catal oging and restoration work as it actually
happens. The public make an effort to | ook nore interested than they really
are. Hardly surprising, because the work going on inside the offices could not
|l ook less interesting or |ess glanorous. Rana has been spending the last three
weeks working with microscopically precise tools on the restoration of a
singl e bronze gearwheel. Wat the visitors would i magine to be a norning's
wor k has consunmed nmore of her life than some relationships. She al ready knows
every scratch and

chip of that gearwheel like an old friend or ancient, bitter adversary.
There's anot her reason why she works at night. Her mind functions better in
the small hours. She has nade nore deductive |leaps at three in the norning
than she has ever done at three in the afternoon, and she wi shes it were not
so.

She takes off her coat and hangs it by the door. She opens the two | aptops,
sets them near each other, and powers them up. She keeps the office lights
low, with only enough illum nation to focus on the i medi ate area around her
bench. The gearwheel is centernpst, supported on an adjustable cradle like a
m niature nusic stand. On either side, kept in upright stands, are various
chrone-pl ated tool s and magni fyi ng devices, sonme of which trail segmented
power cables to a wall junction. There is a sw ng-down visor with zoom optics.
There are lasers and ultrasound cl eaning baths. There are duplicates of the
gearwheel and its brethren, etched in brass for testing purposes. There are

pl astic nodels of parts of the Mechanism so that she can take them apart and
explain its workings to visitors. There are ot her gearwheel s which have

al ready been renoved fromthe device for restoration, sealed in plastic boxes
and racked according to coded |abels. Some are visibly cleaner than the one
she is working on, but sone are still corroded and grubby, w th damaged teeth
and scabrous surface deterioration

And there is the Mechanismitself, placed on the bench on the far side of the
gearwheel she is working on. It is the size of a shoebox, with a wooden
casing, the lid hinged back. Wen it arrived the box was full of machinery, a
tight - packed cl ockwork of arbors and crown wheels, revolving balls, slotted
pi ns and delicate, hand-engraved inscriptions. None of it did anything,



t hough. Turn the input crank and there'd just be a metallic crunch as stiff,
worn gears locked into immbility. No one in the nuseumrenmenbers the | ast
time the machine was in proper working order. Fifty years ago, she's heard
someone say-but not all of the gearing was in place even then. Parts were
renoved a hundred years ago and never put back. O were lost or altered two
hundred years ago. Since then the Mechani sm has beconme somet hing of an
enbarrassnent: a fabled contraption that doesn't do what everyone expects it
to.

Hence the deci sion by the museum authorities: restore the Mechanismto ful
and authentic functionality in time for the reopening of the new wing. As the
forenpst native expert on the device, the work has naturally fallen to Rana.
The authorities tried to foist a teamon her, but the hapl ess doctora
students soon realized their |eader preferred to work al one, unencunbered by
the give and take of coll aboration.

Share the glory? Not likely.

Wth the wall cal endar rem nding her how few weeks remain to the openi ng, Rana
occasionally wonders if she has taken on too much. But she is making progress,
and the nmost difficult parts of the restoration are now behi nd her

Rana picks up one of her tools and begins to scrape away the tiniest burr of
corrosion on one of the gear's teeth. Soon she is lost in the methodica
repetitiveness of the task, her mnd freewheeling back through history,

thi nking of all the hands that have touched this netal. She imagines all the
people this little clockwork box has influenced, all the lives it has altered,
the fortunes it has nmade and the enmpires it has crushed. The Ronans owned t he
Mechani sm for 400 years—ene of their ships nust have carried it from G eece,
perhaps fromthe island of Rhodes—but the Romans were too |azy and incurious
to do anything with the box other than marvel at its computational abilities.
The idea that the sanme cl ockwork that accurately predicted the novenents of
the sun, noon, and the planets across an entire Metonic cycle-235 [ unar

nmont hs—i ght al so be nade to do other things sinply never occurred to them
The Persians were different. The Persians saw a universe of possibility in

t hose spi nni ng wheel s and nmeshing teeth. Those early cl ocks and cal cul ati ng
boxes—the cl ever devices that sent arm es and navi es and engi nheers across the
gl obe, and made Greater Persia what it is today—bear scant resenblance to the
| apt ops on Rana's desk. But the |lineage is unbroken

There nust be ghosts, she thinks: caught in the slipstreamof this box,
dragged by the Mechanismas it ploughed its way through the centuries. Lives
changed and |ives extinguished, |lives that never happened at all, and yet al
of themstill in spectral attendance, a silent audience crowding in on this
qui et basenent room waiting for Rana's next nove.

Sone of them want her to destroy the nmachi ne forever

Sone of themwant to see it shine again.

Rana doesn't dream nuch, but when she does she dreans of glittering brass
gears meshing tight against each other, whirring furiously, a dance of neta
and geonetry that noves the heavens.

SAFA DREAMS OF nunmbers, not gears: she is a mathematician. Her breakt hrough
paper, the one that has brought her to the nuseum was entitled "Entropy
Exchange and the Many Wrlds Hypothesis."

As a foreign national, admtted into the country because of her expertise in
an exceedingly esoteric field, Safa has nore rights than a refugee. But she
must still submit to the indignity of wearing a nonitoring collar, a heavy

pl astic cuff around her neck which not only records her novenents, not only
sees and hears everything she sees and hears, but which can stun or euthanize
her if a governnent agent deens that she is acting contrary to the nationa

i nterests. She nust al so be acconpani ed by a cyborg watchdog at all tinmes: a
sl eek black prowing thing with the enbl em of the national security agency
across its bulletproof chest. At |east the watchdog has the sense to lurk at
t he back of the room when she is about to address the gathered adm nistrators
and sponsors, at this deathly hour

"I"'msorry we had to drag you out here so late,"’

the museum director tells the



assenbl ed audi ence. "Safa knows nmore than ne, but I'mreliably inforned that

t he equi pnent works best when the city's shutting down for the ni ght—-when
there isn't so much traffic, and the underground trains aren't running. W can
schedul e routine jobs during the day, but sonething like this—sonmething this
del i cat e—+equi res the maxi num degree of noi se-suppression. Isn't that right,
Saf a?"

"Spot on sir. And if everyone could try and hold their breath for the next six
hours, that would help as well." She grins reassuringly—+t's alnost as if sone
of themthink she was serious. "Now I know sonme of you were probably hoping to
see the Mechanismitself, but I"'mafraid |I'mgoing to have to disappoi nt
you—positioning it inside the equipnent is a very slow and tricky procedure,
and if we started nowwe'd all still be here next week. But | can show you
somet hing nearly as good."

Safa produces a small white pottery jug that she has brought along for the
occasion. "Now, you may think this is just some ordinary old jug | found at

t he back of a staff cupboard... and you'd be right. It's probably no nore than
ten or fifteen years old. The Mechanism as | amsure | don't have to rem nd
anyone here, is inconparably older: we know the ship went down around the

first half of the First Century BC. But | can still illustrate my point. There
are a near-infinite nunmber of copies of this object, alid they are all the
same jug. In one history, | caught a cold and couldn't make it today, and

someone el se is standing up and talking to you, holding the sane jug. In

anot her, someone took the jug out of that cupboard years ago and it's living
in a kitchen hal fway across the city. In another it was bought by soneone el se
and never ended up in the nuseum In another it was broken before it ever |eft
t he factory."

She smles quickly. "You see the point |I'm nmaking. What may be less clear is
that all these copies the sane jug are in ghostly dial ogue with each ot her

i nked together by a kind of quantum entangl enent—+hough it's not really
gquantum and it's not exactly entanglenment." Another fierce, nervous snile
"Don't worry: no mathematics tonight! The point is, no matter what happens to
this jug, no matter howit's handled or what it comes into contact with, it
never quite loses contact with its counterparts. The signal gets fainter, but
it never goes away. Even if | do this."

Abruptly, she lets go of the jug. It drops to the floor and shatters into a
dozen sharp white pieces.

"The jug's broken," Safa says, pulling a sad face. "But in a sense it stil

exi sts. The other copies of it are still doing fine—and each and every one of
themfelt an echo of this one as it shattered. It's still out there, ringing
back and forth like a dying chime." Then she pauses and kneel s down, gathering
a handful of the broken pieces into her palns. "lmagine if | could sonehow

t ake these pieces and get themto resonate with the intact copies of the jug.
I magi ne further still that |I could sonmehow steal a little bit of orderedness
fromeach of those copies, and give back sone of the disorderedness of this
one in return—a kind of swap."

Safa waits a monent, trying to judge whether she still has the audience's
attention. Are they following or just pretending to follow? It's not always
easy to tell, and nothing on the administrator's face gives her a clue. "Wll

we can do that. It's what we call Fixation—noving tiny anounts of entropy from
one worl d—ene universe—to another. Now, it would take a very long tine to put
this jug back the way it was. But if we started with a jug that was a bit
damaged, a bit worn, it would happen a lot quicker. And that's sort of where
we are with the Antikythera Mechanism It's in several pieces, and we suspect
there are conponents missing, but in other respects it's in astonishing
condition for sonmething that's been underwater for two thousand years."

Now she turns around slowy, to confront the huge, humm ng mass of the
Fixator. It is a dull silver cylinder with a circular door in one end, braced
i nside a massive orange chassis, festooned with cables and cooling ducts and
servi ce wal kways. The nmachine is as large as a small fusion reactor and
several times as conplicated. It has stronger, nore responsive nagnets, a



harder vacuum and has a control system so perilously close to intelligence
that a governnment agent must be on hand at all tines, ready to destroy the
machine if it slips over the threshold into consciousness.

"Hence the equi prent. The Mechani sms inside there now—+n fact, we've already
begun the resonant excitation. What we're hoping is that sonewhere out

t here—somewhere out in that sea of alternate tinelines—+s a copy of the
Mechani smthat never fell into the water. O course, that copy may have been
destroyed subsequent|y—but sonmewhere there has to be a counterpart to the
Mechani smin better condition than this one. Maybe near-infinite nunbers of
counterparts, for all we know Perhaps we were the unlucky ones, and nobody

el se's copy ended up being | ost underwater."

She coughs to clear her throat, and in that instant catches a reflected
glinmpse of herself in he glass plating of one of the cabinets in the corner of
the room Drawn face, tired creases around the nmouth, bags under the eyes—a
worman who's been working too hard for nuch too | ong. But how el se was an

I rani an mat hemati ci an supposed to get on in the world, if it wasn't through
graft and dedication? It's not |ike she was born into noney, or had the world
rushing to open doors for her

The work will endure long after the bags have gone, she tells herself.

"The way it happens," she says, regaining her conmposure, "is that we'll stea
an almost infinitesimally small amount of order froman alnost infinitely

| arge nunber of alternate universes. In return, we'll punp a tiny anmount of
surplus entropy into each of those tinmelines. The counterparts of the
Mechanismwi Il hardly feel the change: the alteration in any one of themwl|I
be so tiny as to be al nost unneasurable. A nmicroscopic scratch here; a spot of
corrosion or the introduction of an inpure atomthere. But because we're
stealing order fromso many of them and consolidating that order into a
single tineline, the change in our universe will be enorrmous. We'll w n,
because we'll get back the Mechanismas it was before it went into the sea.
But no one else loses; it's not like we're stealing soneone el se's perfect
copy and replacing it with our own danaged one."

She thinks she has themthen—that it is all going to go without a hitch or a
qui bbl e, and they can all shuffle over to the tables and start nibbling on
cheese squares. But then a hand raises itself slowy fromthe audi ence. It

bel ongs to an intense young man wi th squared-off gl asses and a severe fringe.
He asks: "How can you be so sure?"

Safa grimaces. She hates being asked questions.

RANA PUTS DOMN her tool and listens very carefully. Sonewhere in the nmuseum
there was a | oud bang, as of a door being slamed. She is silent for at |east
a mnute, but when no further sound comes she resunes her labors, filling the
roomw th the repetitious scratch of dianond-tipped burr agai nst corroded

net al

Then anot her sound cones, a kind of fluttering, animl conmption, as if a bird
is loose in one of the darkened halls, and Rana can stand it no nore. She

| eaves her desk and wal ks out into the basenment corridor, wondering if someone
el se has cone in to work. But the other roons and offices remain closed and
unlit.

She is about to return to her labors and call Katib's desk, when she hears the
soft and feathery commotion again. She is near the stairwell and the sound is
clearly coning fromabove her, perhaps on the next floor up

Gipping the handrail, Rana ascends. She is being braver than perhaps is

wi se—the nuseum has had its share of intruders, and there have been thefts—but
the cof fee machine is above and she had been neaning to fetch herself a cup
for at |east an hour. Her heart is in her throat when she reaches the next

| andi ng and turns the corner into the corridor, which is as shabby and narrow
as any of the nmuseum s non-public spaces. There are high, institutiona

wi ndows on one side and office doors on the other. But there is the machine,
standing in a pool of light two doors down, and there is no sign of an

i ntruder. She wal ks to the machine, fishing coins fromher pocket, and punches
in her order. As the nmachine clicks and gurgles into |life, Rana feels a breeze



agai nst her cheek. She | ooks down the corridor and feels it again: it's as if
there's a door open, letting in the night air. But the only door should be the
one manned by Katib, on the other side of the building.

Whil e her coffee is being dispensed Rana wal ks in the direction of the breeze.
At the end the corridor reaches the corner of this wing and jogs to the right.
She turns the bend and sees something unanticipated. Al along the corridor
there is no glass in the windows, no netal in the frames: just tall blank
openings in the wall. And there, indeed, is a fluttering black shape: a crow,
or sonmething like a crow, which has conme in through one of those openi ngs and
cannot now find its way back outside. It keeps flinging itself at the wall

bet ween t he wi ndows, a gl eam of nad desperation in its eyes.

Rana stands still, wondering how this can be. She was here. She renenbers
passi ng the machi ne and thi nking she would take a cup if only she were not

al ready staggering under her boxes and conputers.

But there is something nore than just the absence of glass. |Is she |osing her
m nd, or do the wi ndow apertures | ook narrower than they used to do, as if the
wal | s have begun to squeeze the wi ndow spaces tight |ike sleepy eyes?

She must call Katib.

She hurries back the way she has come, forgetting all about the coffee she has
just paid for. But when she turns the bend in the corridor, the nachine is
standing there dark and dead, as if it's been unpl ugged.

She returns to the basenent. Under her feet the stairs feel rougher and nore
crudely formed than she renenbers, until she reaches the |last few treads and
they start to feel normal again. She pauses at the bottom waiting for her
mnd to straighten itself out.

Down here at least all is as it should be. Her office is as she left it, with
the lights still on, the laptops still aglow, the gearwheel still nounted on
its stand, he di senbowel ed Mechanismstill sitting on the other side of the
desk.

She eases into her seat, her heart still racing, and picks up the tel ephone.
"Kati b?"

"Yes, ny fairest," he says, his voice sounding nore distant and crackly than
she feels it should, as it he is speaking from hal fway around the world. "Wat
can | do for you?"

"Katib, | was just upstairs, and..
But then she trails off. What is she going to tell hinP That she saw open gaps
where there shoul d be wi ndows?

" Rana?"
Her nerve deserts her. "I was just going to say... the coffee nachi ne was

br oken. Maybe soneone could take a |look at it."

"Not until tomorrow, | am afraid—there is no one qualified. But I will nake an

entry in the |log."

"Thank you, Katib."

After a pause he asks, "There was nothing el se, was there?"

"No," she says. "There was nothing el se. Thank you, Katib."

She knows what he nust be thinking. She's been working too hard, too fixated
on the task. The Mechani sm does that to people, it's been said. They get | ost
inits labyrinthine possibilities and never energe again. Not the way they
were, anyway.

But she thinks she can still hear that crow.

"How CAN | be so sure about what?" Safa asks, with an obliging snile

"That this is going to work the way you say it will," the intense young nan
answers.

"The mathematics is pretty clear,"” Safa says. "I should know, | discovered
nmost of it." Wiich cones |ess nodestly than she had intended, although no one
seens to mnd. "What | nmean is, there isn't any roomfor ambiguity. W know
that the sheath of alternate tinelines is near-infinite in extent, and we know
we're only punping the snallest conceivabl e amount of entropy into each of
those tinmelines." Safa holds the smle, hoping that will be enough for the
young man, and that she can continue with her presentation



But the man isn't satisfied. "That's all very well, but aren't you
presupposing that all those other tinelines have order to spare? Wiat if that
isn't the case? What if all the other Mechani snms are just as corroded and

br oken as ours—what w |l happen then?"

"It'1l still work," Safa says, "provided the total information content across
all the tinelines is sufficient to specify one intact copy, which is

overwhel mingly likely froma statistical standpoint.

O course, if all the Mechani sms happen to be damaged in exactly the sane
fashion as ours, then the Fixation won't work—you still can't get sonething
for nothing. But that's not very likely. Trust ne; |I'mvery confident that we
can find enough information out there to reconstruct our copy."

The man seens to be content with that answer, hut just when Safa is about to
open her mouth and continue with her speech, her adversary raises his hind
agai n.

"Sorry, but... | can't help wondering. Does the entropy exchange happen
uniformy across all those tinmelines?"

It's an odd, technical -soundi ng question, suggesting that the nman has done
nore homework than nmost. "Actually, no," Safa says, guardedly. "The way the
mat h works out, the entropy exchange is ever so slightly clunped. If a
particul ar copy of the Mechanism has nore information to give us, we end up
punping a bit nmore entropy into that copy than one which has | ess information

to offer. But we're still talking about small differences, nothing that anyone
will actually notice."

The man pushes a hand through his fringe. "But what if there's only one?"
"I'"'msorry?"

"I mean, what if there's only one intact copy out there, and all the rest are
at | east as damaged as our own?"

"That can't happen," Safa says, hoping that someone, anyone, wll interrupt by
aski ng anot her question. It's not that she feels on unsafe ground, just that
she has the sense that this could go on all night.

"Why not?" the man persists.

"It just can't. The mathematics says it's so unlikely that we may as wel |
forget about it."

"And you believe the nathematics."

"Why shouldn't I?" Safa is beginning to | ose her patience, feeling cornered
and put upon. Were is the museumdirector to defend her when she needs hin?
"OfF course | believe it. It'd be pretty strange if | didn't."

"I was just asking," the man says, sounding as if he's the one who's under
attack. "Maybe it isn't very likely—+'Il have to take your word for that. But
| only wanted to know what woul d happen."

"You don't need to," Safa says firmy. "It can't happen—not ever. And now can
| please continue?"

HER FI NGER STABS down on Katib's button again. But there is nothing, not even
the cool purr of the dialing tone. The phone is mute, and now that she | ooks
at it, the display function is dead. She puts the handset down and tries
agai n, but nothi ng changes.

That's when Rana pays proper attention to the gearwheel, the one she has been
wor ki ng on. There are thirty-seven wheels in the Antikythera Mechani sm and
this is the twenty-first, and although there was still nuch to be done unti

it was ready to be replaced in the box, it now looks as if she has hardly
begun. The surface corrosion that she has spent weeks rectifying has returned
in a mtter of mnutes, covering the wheel in a furry blue-green bloomas if
someone has taken the artifact and dipped it in acid while she was out of the
office. But as she looks at it, blinking in dismay, as if it is her eyes that
are wong, rather than the wheel, she notices that three teeth are gone, or
worn away so thoroughly that they may as well not be there. Worse, there is a
vi sible scratch—actually nmore of a crack—that cuts across one side of the
wheel, as if it is about to fracture into two pieces.

Mesnerized and unsettled in equal measure, Rana picks up one of her tool s—the
scraper she was using before she heard the noi se—and touches it agai nst part



of the blue-green corrosion. The bl oom chips off alnost instantly, but as it
does so it takes a quadrant of the wheel with it, the piece shattering o a
heap of pale granul es on her desk. She stares in nunb disbelief at the ruined
gear, with a nmonstrous chunk bitten out of the side of it, and then the too
itself shatters in her hand.

"This can't be happening," Rana says to herself. Then her gaze falls on the
ot her gearwheels, in their plastic boxes, and she sees the sanme brittle
corrosion afflicting themall.

As for the Mechanismitsel f, the di sembowel ed box: what she sees isn't
possi bl e. She can just about accept that some bizarre, hitherto-undocunented
chemical reaction has attacked the nmetal in the tine it took for her to go
upstairs and cone down again, but the box itself is wood—+t hasn't changed in
hundreds of years, not since the last tinme the casing was patiently repl aced
by one of the Mechani sms many careful owners.

But now the box has turned to sonething that |ooks nore |ike rock than wood,
somet hing barely recogni zable as a made artifact. Wth trepidation Rana
reaches out and touches it. It feels fibrous and i nsubstantial. Her finger

al nost seens to ghost through it, as if what she is reaching for is not a rea

object at all, but a hologram Peering into the heart of the Mechani sm she
sees the gears that are still iii place have fused together into a single
corroded mass, like a block of rock that has been engraved with a hazy

i mpression of cl ockworKk.

Then Rana | aughs, for the pieces of the puzzle have just fallen into place.
This is all a joke, albeit—given the pressures she is already under--one in
spectacul arly bad taste. But a joke all the sane, and not a marker of her
descent into insanity. She was called upstairs by a noi se-how el se were they
going to get into her office and swap the Mechanismfor this ruined

hal f - cousi n? The mi ssing w ndows, the panicked bird, seemlike details too
far, randomintrusions of dreamlogic, but who can guess the nmind of a
practical joker?

Wl |, she has a sense of humor. But not now, not tonight. Soneone will pay for
this. Cutting off her tel ephone was the last straw. That was nasty, not funny.
She noves to | eave her bench again and find whoever nust be spying on her
certain that they nust be lurking in the shadows outside, nmaybe in the unlit
observation corridor, where they'd have a plain view of her disconfort. But as
she places her hand down to push herself up, her fingers slip into the snoky
surface of the bench

They vanish as if she were dipping theminto water

Al'l of a sudden she realizes that it was not the Antikythera Mechani smt hat
was grow ng i nsubstantial, but everything around her.

No, that's not it either. Something is happening to the building, but if the
table were turning ghostly, the heavy things on it—the Mechani sm the

equi prent, the | apt ops—aoul d have surely sunk through It by now. There's a

si mpl er expl anation, even if the realization cuts through her |ike a shaft of
interstellar cold.

She's the one fading out, losing traction and substantiality.

Rana rises to her feet eventually, but it's |like pushing herself against
snoke. She isn't so much ...standing as floating with her feet in vague
contact with the ground. The air in her lungs is beginning to feel thin, but
at the sanme tinme there's no sense that she is about to choke. She tries to
wal k, and for a noment her feet paddl e uselessly against the floor, until she
begins to pick up a deathly nmomentumin t he direction of the door

The corridor at the base of the stairs was normal when she returned from her
visit to the next floor, hut now it has become a dark, forbidding passageway,
wi t h rough-fornmed doorways | eading i nto dungeon-1|ike spaces. Her office is the
only recogni zabl e place, and even her office is not immune to he changes. The
door has vani shed, leaving only a sagging gap in the wall. The floor is made
of stones, unevenly laid. Hal fway to her bench the stones bl end together into
somet hing like concrete, and then a little further the concrete gains the hard
red sheen of the flooring she has come to expect. On the desk, her electric



light flickers and fades. The | aptops shut down with a whine, their screens
darkening. The line of change in the floor creeps closer to the desk, like an
advancing tide. From sonewhere in the darkness Rana hears the quiet, insistent
dri ppi ng of water.

She was wong to assunme that the things on the desk were inmune to the fading.
She began to go first, but now the sanme process of fade-out is beginning to
catch up with her tools, with her notes and the | aptops and the fabric of the
bench itself. Even the Mechanismis losing its grip on reality, its gears and
conponents begi nning to dissolve before her eyes. The wooden box turns
ash-gray and crunbles into a pile of dust. A breeze fingers its way into the
roomand spirits the dust away.

The Mechani smwas the last thing to go, Rana realizes: the tide of change had
cone in fromall directions, to this one tiny focus, and for a little while
the focus had held firm resisting the transforning forces.

Now she feels the hastening of her own process of fade-out. She cannot nove or
conmuni cate. She is at the nmercy of the breeze.

It blows her through the cold stone walls, out into the night-time air of a
city she barely recognizes. She drifts through the sky, able to w tness but
not able to participate. In all directions she sees only ruin and desol ati on
The shells of buildings throw jagged outlines against the moonlit sky. Here
and there she al nost recogni zes the fallen corpse of a famliar | andmark, but
so much is different that she soon | oses her sense of direction. Even the
shape of the river, shining back under noonlight, appears to have neandered
fromthe course she renenbers. She sees snashed stone and metal bridges that
end hal fway across to the other bank. Crinmson fires burn on the horizon and
flicker through the eyehol es of gutted buil di ngs.

Then she notices the black machi nes, stalking their heir way through the
warrens and canyons between the ruins. Fierce and frightening engi nes of war,
with their turreted guns swiveling into doorways and shadows, the iron treads
of their feet crunching down on the rubble of the pulverized city, the rubble
that used to be dwellings and possessions, until these juggernauts arrived.
She does not need an enmblemor flag to know that these are he machi nes of an
occupying force; that her city is tinder the nmechani zed heel of an invader
She watches as a figure springs out of concealnent to | ob sonme pathetic
burning torch at one of the machines. The turret snaps around and a | ance of
fire stabs back at the assailant. The figure drops to the ground.

The wind is gusting her higher, turning the city into a map of itself. As her
poi nt of view changes direction she catches sight of the building that used to
be the Museum of Antiquities, but what she sees is no nmore than a shattered
prison or fortress, one anong many. And for an instant she renenbers that the
shel |l of the nmuseum was very old, that the buil di ng—er a succession of
bui | di ngs, each built on the plan of its predecessor—had stood in the sane

| ocation for nmany centuries, serving many rulers.

In that same instant, Rana comes to a nonentary understandi ng of what has
happened to both her and her world. The Mechani sm has been wrenched from

hi story, and accordi ngl y—because the Mechani smwas so essential —hi story has
cone undone. There is no Museum of Antiquities, because there is no Greater

Persia. The brilliant clockwrk that dispatched arm es and engi neers across
t he gl obe sinply never existed.
Nor did Rana.

But the noment of understandi ng passes as quickly as it came. Ghosts are not
the souls of the dead, but the souls of people witten out of history when
hi story changes. The worst thing about themis that they never quite recal
the living people they used to be, the things they once w tnessed.

The wind | ofts Rana higher, into thinning silver clouds. But by then she no
| onger thinks of anything at all, except the endl ess neshing of beautifu
bronze gearwheel s, noving the heavens for all eternity.



