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I see you’re playing with your toys again.”
Heron started at the voice breaking the silence of the room. Candle flames flickered with the approach of the newcomer. Heron relaxed as he recognized the voice of his old friend.
“Greetings, Praxiteles.” He returned to tinkering with a mechanism positioned atop a pedestal. “Have you come to torment me in particular, or do you generally go about frightening old men at night?”
“I torment all old men who haunt the gods’ temples after dark,” rejoined Praxiteles, smiling, “so yes, just you.” They stood alone within a cluttered workroom at the rear of the Temple of Saturn.
Heron looked up into his friend’s eyes. Praxiteles possessed huge, wide-open eyes, eyes that missed nothing, eyes that seemed able to pierce fog and human deception. They had to be huge, to see around that nose, he thought, surely the largest eyes and nose in all of Alexandria. “Be so good as to hand me a candle, won’t you?”
“What are you working on now?”
“I’ll show you.” Heron said, replacing a cover on a cylindrical machine adorned with ornate decorations and taking the candle from his friend’s hand. “Drop a five drachma piece in the slot and cup your hands beneath the spigot.”
“Oh, so my curiosity shall cost me, is that it?”
Heron held up a finger and kept his face expressionless. “Just one pentadrachma. Pretend you’ve come here as a faithful worshipper of Saturn.”
“That will take some pretending,” Praxiteles said.
Heron smiled, knowing that his friend―a history teacher at the Alexandria museum―regarded religion as one of the forces shaping the larger human story, nothing more. Faiths come and go, as Prax would say, and in Alexandria these days one could find adherents to the Roman gods, Jews, and even believers in a new offshoot of Judaism who claimed their messiah had come. Heron himself, though a teacher of mathematics and physics by day, enjoyed his hobby of constructing automated mechanisms for the temples. Since people thought his devices were supernatural, Heron rather took pleasure in his role as the “god” behind the machine.
Groping in a pouch dangling from his belt, Praxiteles found a coin and dropped it into the slot. From within the cylinder came a clinking noise followed by two soft bumps. Five tiny drops of water plopped into his hands. Prax wore a bemused expression as he looked up at Heron. “Saturn is not very generous this evening.”
Heron glowered at him. “I was still adjusting the mechanism when you barged in. Before I’m through, it will fill your palms with enough holy water to cleanse your face.” He lifted the cover and reached all the way in to retrieve the coin. “Here, Saturn grants you your money back.”
Praxiteles looked at the pentadrachma in his hand, then back at the machine. “It is a miraculous device, Michanikos.” He used his nickname for Heron―machine-man. “Worshippers will be awe-struck.” His face clouded then. “But I’ve been doing some thinking about these deceptions and amusements you create.”
“Oh?” Heron, with his hand back inside the holy water dispenser, had resumed tinkering with the lever and valve linkage.
“When do you plan to let your automata do something more?”
“I told you, Prax, with some adjustment, this will provide enough water―”
“No, no, I mean something different, something more useful.”
Heron looked at his friend, perplexed. “I don’t understand.”
Praxiteles glanced around the chamber in exasperation, pointing out Heron’s marvels. “Look at all these things you’ve created. This one makes a noise like thunder. That one trills like a bird. You’ve made the doors over at the Temple of Isis open by themselves, and inside stands a horse which bends down to drink water. Within the Poseidonium, trumpets blow with no one playing them, and another device tells what time it is by using flowing water alone. This one here . . .” He gestured to a small mechanism on a bench. “What is this, by the way?”
“It’s new. I call it an aeolipile.” Heron walked over and used his candle to light a small mound of kindling wood over which the device stood on metal legs.
“Aeolipile,“ Praxiteles mused. “Orb of the Wind-God. A wind-sphere?”
“Yes, I’ll explain,” Heron pointed to the machine’s different parts, warming to his subject as the fire built up. “The flame heats water within this sealed cauldron. Hot gas then goes up through these pipes and into this sphere. The pipes also act as an axis for the sphere. Now notice also these little bent tubes―”
“Please spare me the details.” Praxiteles held up his hands and rolled his massive eyes. “I’ll never understand such complexities.”
“You understand the complexities of past civilizations,” Heron raised an eyebrow at his friend.
“Ah, that’s what I mean to discuss with you. There may be other uses for your automata. Your creations could affect the future in the same way as other devices affected historical times.”
“Now you’re speaking of complexities I’ll never understand. What do my automata have to do with―”
“Consider this. Each of them performs some small labor all by themselves, as if animated with the life-force of a beast or a man. Rather than just constructing them to entertain the faithful, you should think bigger.”
“Increase the size of the door-opener to operate even larger doors?” said the inventor, trying to understand.
Praxiteles reached up and tugged a handful of his curly black hair, then shook his head. “No, that’s not what I mean at all.” He adopted the pose and tone he took while lecturing his students. “Think of all the work people do out there,” he pointed to the temple’s exit. “Plowing fields, moving marble blocks, cutting down trees, pulling carts, washing clothes. All of those jobs need someone to make the same motion over and over. Your automata perform repeated motions with ease. Do you understand the idea I’m leading to?”
Heron turned to his friend, a puzzled look on his face, struck by these strange notions. “You mean for my automata to replace people?”
“Not replace them. Free them.”
Just then, the aeolipile made a whistling noise which grew louder. Small jets of wispy, white gas burst from the open ends of two short tubes jutting out from opposite sides of the shiny sphere. The tubes made right angled turns in opposite directions, so the spewing gas caused the sphere to rotate on its axis, spinning faster and faster.
The historian clapped his hands and his bulging eyes grew even bigger. “Truly astounding, Michanikos! What is more, it’s exactly what I’ve been talking about. There is power in this idea.”
“Yes, Prax,” Heron agreed. “I plan to connect this to a puppet to make it appear to dance.”
“I’m not discussing puppets. I’m talking about the power to lift men up above the drudgery of existence.”
“But there are slaves to do the jobs you speak of,” Heron protested. His friend was challenging axioms, bedrock truths Heron had always believed, premises from which sprang the order of things throughout Alexandria and the entire Greco-Roman world.
“How much better would the world be without slaves?” Praxiteles asked, “With your automata doing the work slaves do now?”
Heron shut his eyes and shook his head, unable to grasp these notions. As a mathematician and mechanic, he felt like a foreigner wandering lost in the intellectual realm where Praxiteles strode like a native. In desperation, he related the essence of a speech he’d heard a Prefect give once. “Without their work to do, the slaves would get drunk on wine, seek out the most obscene and perverse entertainments, grow dissatisfied and angry, and finally revolt in their great numbers against all free men.” He placed an inverted metal bowl over the aeolipile’s fire to snuff it out. The sphere’s spinning subsided.
Praxiteles laughed, his head tilted back on his scrawny neck. “Slave revolts happen anyway from time to time. History turns in cycles, Michanikos, just as your aeolipile does. Periods of stability and prosperity yield to revolution and chaos, then things turn stable once more. Our world may seem peaceful now, but the seeds of upheaval have been sown. Tension is rising as this new form of Judaism spreads. Even Rome, a republic no longer, shows the early signs of growing fat and soft, conditions that led to the decline of Alexander’s empire, and in their times, the Spartans, the Athenians, the Sumerians.” His enormous eyes stared past Heron into some far distance. “Without some spark―such as getting your automata to perform menial work―to extend and stabilize civil society, I fear a collapse. I see a dark age coming, a dismal period lasting many decades, perhaps many generations.”
Heron snorted. “You must be drunk on wine yourself. You make it sound as if I am the fulcrum on which all civilization is balanced.”
“Perhaps you are, my friend. Who is to say? Oh, if only I could get you to think beyond these temple walls.”
“If it is that important, you should make your own slave-freeing automata.”
“Alas, I cannot. It is your fate to make history. It shall be mine to write about you. Still,” he smiled, “that makes us both immortal. You shall be known as something other than just a toy maker.”
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