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Dubai Airfield, 22:07 GST

The private runway shimmered under the desert floodlights as Iris Kade crossed the tarmac toward her supersonic jet. The matte-black fuselage reflected the gold of the lamps, engines already humming with restrained power. She carried only a compact pack and the slim tablet that housed her portable computational X-ray scanner.

Jalen met her at the ramp, tablet in hand, eyes bright. “The Greek Ministry confirmed it. The missing component is real. And it’s unlike anything they’ve ever analyzed.”

Iris stepped aboard. “The central regulator of the Antikythera Mechanism.”

“Made from an alloy that doesn’t corrode,” Jalen added. “No oxidation. No fatigue. It behaves like titanium but weighs more.”

Riven leaned out from the cockpit. “Supersonic corridor is clear. Athens in ninety minutes.”

“We’re leaving now,” Iris said.

The jet roared down the runway and lifted into the night.
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Over the Mediterranean, 23:14 GST

Cruising at altitude, the cabin lights dimmed and the hum of the engines settled into a steady vibration. Iris brought up the encrypted file from the Greek Ministry. A rotating 3D model of the Antikythera Mechanism filled the screen—bronze gears, astronomical dials, inscriptions worn by centuries underwater.

Jalen leaned over her shoulder. “The missing piece fits right here.” He pointed to the center. “Without it, the mechanism can’t calculate planetary motion. It’s basically the CPU.”

Riven whistled. “So someone stole the brain of a two-thousand-year-old computer.”

“And hid it under the Parthenon,” Iris said. “In a submerged chamber accessible only through a vertical shaft disguised as an ancient well.”

Jalen scrolled through the Ministry’s notes. “The chamber’s sealed by a mechanical lock. Bronze gears arranged in a geometric algorithm. Wrong rotation triggers stone pistons.”

“Predictable engineering,” Iris murmured. “We’ll solve it.”

The jet broke through a layer of clouds, revealing the faint glow of Athens on the horizon.
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Athens, 01:03 EET

The Acropolis rose above the quiet city like a marble crown, floodlit against the night sky. Nikos Stavros waited near the perimeter fence, hands clasped behind his back, suit immaculate despite the hour. His eyes darted nervously as Iris approached.

“Detective Kade,” he said, shaking her hand. “Thank you for coming so quickly.”

“You said the situation was urgent,” Iris replied. “Show me the site.”

He led them up the slope toward the Parthenon. Behind a cordoned-off section of the foundation, an ancient well sat half-hidden by scaffolding. The air smelled of limestone and sea salt.

Nikos gestured toward it. “We discovered the entrance last month. A vertical shaft sealed with bronze gears. The missing component was stored in a temporary lab nearby. Someone stole it before we could secure it.”

“Internal sabotage?” Iris asked.

“The security feed was wiped,” Nikos said. “Only someone with clearance could have done that.”

Iris knelt beside the well. The bronze gears embedded in the stone caught the light—intricate, interlocking, arranged in a pattern that felt more mathematical than decorative. She ran her fingers along the edges, feeling the precision of the machining.

Jalen scanned the structure. “Each gear rotates independently. Torque distribution is uneven. Definitely a lock.”

Iris pulled out her portable 3D X-ray scanner—a device the size of a tablet, capable of generating sectional images through dense material. She swept it across the gears. The display filled with layered imaging: internal cavities, hidden pistons, pressure triggers.

“Stone pistons,” she said. “If we rotate the wrong sequence, the shaft collapses.”

Riven raised an eyebrow. “Ancient booby traps. Great.”

“Predictable physics,” Iris repeated. She synced the scanner to her smartwatch. The watch projected a rotating model of the lock, highlighting stress points and optimal rotation paths.

“Running local predictive analysis,” she said. “No network. No interference.”

The AI calculated the sequence—geometric symmetry, torque ratios, mechanical stress distribution. A pattern appeared on her display.

She gripped the first gear and rotated it slowly. The bronze groaned, ancient but precise. One by one she turned the gears, each movement guided by the predictive model. The well vibrated with a deep mechanical hum.

Riven watched nervously. “You’re sure this won’t trigger the pistons?”

“Eighty-seven percent confidence,” Iris said.

“Comforting.”

The final gear clicked into place.

A low rumble shook the ground. The stone circle split open, revealing a vertical shaft lined with bronze teeth. Cool air rushed upward, carrying the scent of seawater.

“Thirty meters,” Jalen said. “Flooded halfway.”

Iris clipped a harness to the rim. “We go down.”

Riven sighed. “Of course we do.”
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The Submerged Chamber, 01:55 EET

They descended into the darkness, the shaft narrowing around them. The air grew colder, the sound of dripping water echoing off the stone. At the bottom, the shaft opened into a vast submerged chamber. Columns rose from the water, their surfaces slick with algae. The walls were carved with inscriptions half-eroded by time.

In the center of the chamber, half-submerged, stood a massive bronze mechanism—gears the size of shields, interlocked in a complex array.

Jalen whispered, “That’s the lock.”

Iris waded forward, water rising to her waist. She placed the scanner on the central gear. The display flickered with density readings and alloy composition.

“Same alloy as the missing component,” she said. “Non-corrosive. Unknown structure.”

Riven scanned the perimeter. “No movement.”

Iris touched the central gear again.

A faint vibration pulsed through the bronze.

“Someone’s already activated it,” she whispered.
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The mechanical hum rising from the depths vibrated through the water, sending ripples across the surface. Iris steadied herself, one hand on the massive bronze gear, the other gripping her scanner. The readings spiked—oscillating patterns, rhythmic pulses, like a machine waking after centuries of silence.

Jalen waded closer, water up to his chest. “That vibration... it’s not random. It’s cycling.”

“Rotational,” Iris said. “Something below is turning.”

Riven scanned the perimeter with his wrist light. “So someone activated the mechanism before we got here. But why leave it running?”

Iris didn’t answer. She was already lowering the scanner deeper into the water, letting the computational X-ray sweep through the submerged structure. The display filled with sectional images—gears beneath gears, shafts, counterweights, a labyrinth of bronze engineering.

“There,” she said, pointing to a highlighted cavity. “A receptacle. That’s where the missing component fits.”

Jalen frowned. “But if the piece is gone, what’s powering the rotation?”

“Residual mechanical tension,” Iris said. “Stored energy. The mechanism was primed before the theft.”

Riven muttered, “So the thief wound it up and left it spinning like a giant clock.”

“Not a clock,” Iris said. “A lock.”

The vibration intensified. Water sloshed against the columns. A deep metallic click echoed through the chamber.

Jalen stiffened. “That wasn’t us.”

“No,” Iris said. “That was the mechanism shifting to its next state.”

A section of the floor began to lower—slowly, silently—revealing a submerged passage beneath the central gear assembly. Cold water surged upward, swirling around their legs.

Riven stared. “That’s an entrance.”

“Or an exit,” Iris said. “Depending on who used it last.”

She motioned for them to follow and stepped into the lowering platform. The water rose to her shoulders, then her chin. She took a breath and submerged completely, letting the platform carry them downward into the dark.

The passage opened into a second chamber—smaller, drier, lit only by the faint glow of bioluminescent algae clinging to the walls. The air was cold and metallic. A narrow stone walkway led to a raised dais at the far end.

On the dais sat a bronze pedestal.

And on the pedestal, a circular indentation the size of a palm.

“The missing component was placed here,” Iris said quietly.

Jalen examined the pedestal. “This is a calibration station. The regulator was meant to be aligned here before being inserted into the main mechanism.”

Riven circled the dais. “So the thief took it from here, not from the main chamber.”

Iris nodded. “Which means they knew exactly what they were looking for.”

She scanned the pedestal. The readings showed faint traces of the alloy—microscopic particles left behind when the component was removed. But there was something else too.

A smear of synthetic polymer.

“Modern gloves,” Iris said. “Someone handled the piece recently.”

Jalen’s expression darkened. “Nikos said the sabotage came from inside the ministry.”

“And he was right,” Iris said. “Someone with access to this chamber
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