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Abstract
The local Hamiltonian (LH) problem is the canonical QMA-complete problem introduced by Kitaev.
In this paper, we show its hardness in a very strong sense: we show that the 3-local Hamiltonian
problem on n qubits cannot be solved classically in time O(2(1−ε)n) for any ε > 0 under the Strong
Exponential-Time Hypothesis (SETH), and cannot be solved quantumly in time O(2(1−ε)n/2) for any
ε > 0 under the Quantum Strong Exponential-Time Hypothesis (QSETH). These lower bounds give
evidence that the currently known classical and quantum algorithms for LH cannot be significantly
improved.

Furthermore, we are able to demonstrate fine-grained complexity lower bounds for approximating
the quantum partition function (QPF) with an arbitrary constant relative error. Approximating
QPF with relative error is known to be equivalent to approximately counting the dimension of the
solution subspace of QMA problems. We show the SETH and QSETH hardness to estimate QPF
with constant relative error. We then provide a quantum algorithm that runs in O(

√
2n) time for an

arbitrary 1/poly(n) relative error, matching our lower bounds and improving the state-of-the-art
algorithm by Bravyi, Chowdhury, Gosset, and Wocjan (Nature Physics 2022) in the low-temperature
regime.

To prove our fine-grained lower bounds, we introduce the first size-preserving circuit-to-Hamilton-
ian construction that encodes the computation of a T -time quantum circuit acting on N qubits into
a (d + 1)-local Hamiltonian acting on N + O(T 1/d) qubits. This improves the standard construction
based on the unary clock, which uses N + O(T ) qubits.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Background
Local Hamiltonian (LH) problem

Kitaev [34] introduced the k-local Hamiltonian (k-LH) problem, which asks to estimate the
ground-state energy of a k-local Hamiltonian

H =
m∑

i=1
Hi ,

acting on n qubits, where m = poly(n) and ∥H∥ ≤ poly(n), with constant additive error.1
Kitaev, at the same time, showed that the problem is QMA-complete, i.e., any efficient
quantum verification procedure can be embedded into the local Hamiltonian problem. The
embedding procedure is called the circuit-to-Hamiltonian construction, which is a quantum
analog of the Cook-Levin theorem [16, 38]. The local Hamiltonian problem is in the interface
between physics and computer science, and has been the central problem in quantum
complexity theory. Subsequent work showed that, when we reduce the locality to 2, restrict
the interaction of local terms to geometrically local, and consider some specific type of
Hamiltonians, the problem is still QMA-hard [7, 17, 32, 45, 46].

The k-local Hamiltonian problem can be solved classically in O∗(2n) time using the
power method or its variant the Lanczos method [36, 37], for k = O(logn).2 On a quantum
computer, we can use Grover search [25] combined with other techniques to achieve running
time O∗(

2n/2)
[3, 22, 24, 33, 39, 42, 47].3

Approximating quantum partition function with relative error

Computing the quantum partition function is an even harder problem. The partition function
is a function of the temperature and the Hamiltonian of the system. It is defined by

Z := tr[e−βH ],

where β is the inverse of the temperature and H is the Hamiltonian. The Quantum Partition
Function (QPF) problem asks us to compute the value of Z for a given Hamiltonian at
a specified temperature with relative error.4 Intuitively, QPF is harder than LH because
evaluating the partition function requires information about the entire spectrum of the
Hamiltonian, whereas solving LH only involves the ground-state energy. In fact, we can

1 Equivalently, we can define the local Hamiltonian problem as ||H|| ≤ 1 and 1/poly(n) additive error.
Our definition is the same as [32].

2 In this paper the notation O∗(·) suppresses poly(n) factors.
3 We note that some previous works showed how to obtain larger (“super-Grover”) speedups for certain

applications in combinatorial optimization [26, 18] or for computing a coarser approximation of the
ground-state energy [11].

4 It is crucial here to consider relative error estimation. When we consider the problem to estimate the
(normalized) QPF with additive error 1/poly(n), it is known to be DQC1-complete [8, 15] where DQC1
is the set of problems that can be solved efficiently with only “one-clean qubit” [35].
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show that LH reduces to approximating the QPF, even with a constant relative error, and
thus approximating QPF with constant-relative error is QMA-hard.5 Furthermore, Bravyi
et al. [9] show that approximating the QPF up to constant-relative error is computationally
equivalent to approximately counting the number of witnesses accepted by a QMA verifier.

For algorithms, Poulin and Wocjan [48] demonstrated a quantum algorithm that approxim-
ates the partition function Z of an n-qubit system up to relative error δ in O∗

(
1
δ

√
2n

Z

)
time.

Later Bravyi, Chowdhury, Gosset, and Wocjan [9] proposed another algorithm achieving
the same running time while improving the space complexity.

When the temperature is not too low (i.e., β is not too large), Z is not exponentially small
(for example, Z ≈ O(1) when β ≈ 0.7n) and the running time is then roughly O∗(2n/2).

Our main question

In summary, existing classical and quantum algorithms for LH run in O∗(2n) and O∗(2n/2)
time, respectively, suggesting a fundamental barrier to further improvements. The situation
for QPF is even more mysterious: no O(2n)-time classical algorithm is currently known to
the best of our knowledge, and existing quantum algorithms fail to achieve the expected
quadratic speedup in the low-temperature regime. These observations naturally motivate
the following questions:

Do there exist classical or quantum algorithms that are significantly faster than O(2n) or
O(2n/2) for computing the ground-state energy? What is the best possible algorithms for

approximating quantum partition function even in the low-temperature regime?

Fine-grained complexity, SETH and QSETH

Our goal is to provide a Ω(2n) classical (resp. Ω(2n/2) quantum) lower bound. We are going
to use the language of fine-grained complexity [49, 50, 43], which is a relatively recent field
of computational complexity theory that investigates complexity in a more fine-grained way
than the conventional class like P and NP.

The k-local Hamiltonian problem is a generalization of k-SAT, the central problem in
classical complexity theory and its fine-grained complexity has been well studied. The Strong
Exponential Time Hypothesis (SETH) [29] states that k-SAT needs roughly 2n time for
large k (see Conjecture 14).6 More recently, a quantum analog was proposed in [1, 12] as
Quantum Strong Exponential-Time Hypothesis (QSETH). The conjecture is to claim that
any quantum algorithm to solve k-SAT needs Ω(2n/2) time (see Conjecture 15). SETH and
QSETH are regarded as plausible computational conjectures and serve as a useful tool for
deriving conditional lower bounds for various fundamental problems. First, the SAT problem
has been studied for decades, and despite this extensive effort, the Ω(2n) (resp. Ω(2n/2))
lower bound for classical (resp. quantum) algorithms has not been broken; designing quantum
algorithms that refute these conjectures would likely require fundamentally new techniques
and could lead to major breakthroughs in algorithm design. In addition, (Q)SETH has
been used to establish conditional lower bounds for a wide range of problems, such as the

5 To the best of our knowledge, [9] first mentioned that approximating QPF with a relative error is
QMA-hard; we provide a self-contained formal proof in Section 5.1.

6 We stress that (Q)SETH are about the complexity of k-SAT for large k. For small values of k, an
algorithms better than O(2n/2) are known. For example, there exists a 1.32793n-time classical algorithm
for 3-SAT [40].

CCC 2026
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orthogonal vectors problem [6, 1], the closest pair problem [19, 31, 1, 12], the edit distance
problem [5, 12], lattice problems [13, 28]. These results highlight the value of (Q)SETH as a
powerful framework for studying the hardness of computational problems.

Barriers to fine-grained complexity lower bounds for O(1)-local Hamiltonians

We aim to prove the fine-grained complexity lower bound for LH and QPF assuming SETH
and QSETH. One straightforward approach is to map the clauses in the k-SAT instance Φ to
projectors that act on local qubits. The sum of these local projectors is a k-local Hamiltonian
H whose ground subspace encodes the solutions for Φ (see Appendix A for the construction).
In this reduction, the number of qubits of H is equal to the number of variables in Φ and
therefore directly gives a Ω(2n) (resp. Ω(2n/2)) lower bound assuming SETH (resp. QSETH).
However, the locality of the induced Hamiltonian is precisely k, where k is the parameter of
the k-SAT hard instance; this value depends on ε, as characterized by SETH and QSETH.
Hence, this approach fails to establish Ω(2n) (resp. Ω(2n/2)) lower bounds for Hamiltonians
with fixed locality (e.g., 3-local).

Another approach is to use known circuit-to-Hamiltonian reductions, in which a verification
circuit U = UT · · ·U1 for a QMA problem (e.g., a verification circuit of size T = poly(n) for a
k-SAT instance) is embedded into a local Hamiltonian H. In particular, for any verification
circuit, there are reductions to make the induced Hamiltonian 5-local [34] or 2-local [32],
which achieves our purpose of fixed locality. Following the idea by Feynman [21], the standard
circuit-to-Hamiltonian construction [34, 32] introduces a clock register, which is used to
represent T + 1 orthogonal clock states. The ground state of the resulting Hamiltonian is
the history state

1√
T + 1

T∑
i=0

Ui · · ·U0 |ψ⟩circuit ⊗ |i⟩clock ,

where |ψ⟩circuit denotes the initial state of the circuit (including the witness) and |i⟩clock
denotes the clock states. However, this standard reduction results in significant size overhead
due to the number of additional qubits needed to implement the clock states: in the standard
reduction, a unary clock [34, 32] is used, which requires O(T ) qubits. Note that the analysis
to obtain fine-grained lower bounds is very sensitive to the size overhead between the circuit
and the local Hamiltonian. In particular, in order to obtain the desired lower bounds based
on (Q)SETH, the clock need to be implementable in o(n) qubits. Although we could use the
binary clock [34] to reduce the size of the clock register from O(T ) qubits to O(log T ) qubits,
the locality would then increase to O(log T ).

In summary, we require a k-SAT-to-LH reduction that simultaneously satisfies the
following two conditions – a combination that existing methods fail to achieve:
1. Size-preserving: the resulting Hamiltonian acts on n+ o(n) qubits, and
2. Locality-independent: its locality is a constant independent of k.

1.2 Our results
In this paper, to investigate the fine-grained complexity for QMA-hard problems, we show
the first size-preserving circuit-to-Hamiltonian construction. We denote by λ(H) the smallest
eigenvalue (ground-state energy) of a local Hamiltonian H.

▶ Theorem 1 (Informal version of Theorem 17). Let L = (Lyes, Lno) be a promise language
in QMA, and x ∈ {0, 1}n be an input for the language L. Let Ux be a verification circuit
acting on N qubits and T be the number of elementary gates of Ux. Then, for any integer
d ≥ 1, there exists a (d+ 1)-local Hamiltonian Hx acting on N +O(T 1/d) qubits satisfying
the following properties;
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||Hx|| ≤ poly(n),
if x ∈ Lyes, λ(Hx) ≤ Eyes,
if x ∈ Lno, λ(Hx) ≥ Eno,
Eno − Eyes ≥ Ω(1).

Our construction is the first construction to achieve both the O(1)-locality and the
o(T )-qubit size for the clock register. See Table 1 for a comparison between our construction
and the standard constructions.

Table 1 Comparison between our result and standard circuit-to-Hamiltonian constructions.
Locality and Size indicate the locality and size of the local Hamiltonian reduced from a quantum
circuit of T gates. N denotes the qubit size of verification quantum circuits. Our result holds for
any integer d ≥ 1.

Clock Locality Size

Binary [34] O(log T ) N + O(log T )
Unary [34, 32] 2 N + O(T )

Our work (Theorem 17) d + 1 N + O(T 1/d)

We then show k-SAT has a very efficient verification procedure as a unitary circuit
(Lemma 23). By combining this with our size-preserving circuit-to-Hamiltonian construction,
we obtain the SETH- and QSETH-hardness for the local Hamiltonian problem.

▶ Theorem 2 (Informal version of Theorem 22). Assuming SETH (resp. QSETH), estimating
the ground-state energy of a 3-local Hamiltonian problem with any constant additive error
cannot be solved by any classical algorithm in time O∗(

2(1−ε)n
)

(resp. by any quantum
algorithm in time O∗(

2(1−ε)n/2)
) for any constant ε > 0.

Our lower bound for the local Hamiltonian problem matches the performance of the best
known classical and quantum algorithms.

▶ Remark 3. Recently, Buhrman et al. [11] constructed classical and quantum algorithms
running in time 2n(1−Ω(δ/M)) and 2n(1−Ω(δ/M))/2, respectively, where M :=

∑
i ∥Hi∥, to

estimate the ground-state energy of a O(1)-local Hamiltonian up to an additive error δ.
These upper bounds do not contradict our conditional lower bounds since Theorem 2 is about
estimating the ground-state energy within constant additive error, and the upper bounds
given by [11] become O(2n(1−1/poly(n))) and O(2n(1−1/poly(n))/2) in this regime.

We further investigate fine-grained complexity of quantum partition functions. We first
show the SETH- and QSETH-hardness to estimate QPF with constant relative error.

▶ Theorem 4 (Informal version of Theorem 26). Assuming SETH (resp. QSETH), approxim-
ating the quantum partition function for 3-local Hamiltonians to within any constant relative
error cannot be done by any classical algorithm in time O

(
2n(1−ε)) (resp. quantum algorithm

in time O
(
2n(1−ε)/2)

) for any constant ε > 0.

We then show a new algorithm for QPF.

▶ Theorem 5 (Informal version of Theorem 27). There exists a quantum algorithm whose
running time is O∗(

2n/2)
to approximate the quantum partition function for a constant-local

Hamiltonian on n qubits up to a relative error 1/poly(n).

CCC 2026
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We now compare our algorithm with the one proposed in [48] and [9]. The running time
of their algorithm is O∗

(
1
δ

√
2n

Z

)
, which depends on the value of the partition function Z.

When the inverse temperature β = O(nc) for some large constant c (i.e., at low temperatures),
the running time may exceed O(2n/2). In contrast, the running time of our algorithm does
not depend on Z: it runs in O∗(2n/2) for all β = poly(n).

1.3 Our techniques
Compressed clock state and how to use it for the circuit-to-Hamiltonian construction

To ensure that our reduction works, we need a construction of the clock state associated
with the induced Hamiltonian that satisfies the following three conditions:

(i) The clock state uses o(n) of qubits and can encode poly(n) of computation steps,
(ii) the operation on the clock state needs to be constant-local, with locality is independent

of the circuit, and
(iii) the computation process of U is encoded in the ground state of the induced Hamilto-

nian H.

The unary clock satisfies conditions (ii) and (iii), but does not satisfy condition (i). In [14],
a clock construction is proposed that satisfies conditions (i) and (ii). To represent O(ad) time
on an a-qubit register for integers a ≥ d ≥ 1, they use a Johnson graph where the vertices
of the Johnson graph (a, d) are the d-element subset of an a-element set and two vertices
are adjacent when the intersection of the two vertices (subsets) contains (d− 1)-elements
(see Definition 20 for a formal definition7). However, unlike the circuit-to-Hamiltonian
constructions [34, 32], the circuit-to-Hamiltonian reduction in [14] encodes the computation
in the time evolution of H, rather than in its ground state. As a result, there is no guarantee
regarding the structure or properties of the ground state in their construction.

We build on the clock-state construction from [14] and a 2-local Hamiltonian construction
from Section 5 in [32].8 By introducing a carefully designed penalty term into H, we enforce
that the computation history is stored in the ground state. This yields a novel circuit-to-
Hamiltonian reduction that simultaneously preserves the size of the Hamiltonian, maintains
constant locality, and ensures that the circuit U is encoded in the ground state of the resulting
Hamiltonian H. Our construction satisfies all three requirements (i), (ii) and (iii), overcoming
the limitations that neither of the existing reductions can address individually.

Additional techniques to reduce the locality

From the approach above, we have a d+ 2-local Hamiltonian from a quantum circuit whose
number of gates is O(ad). This is because we need a local term operating on d+ 1 qubits in
the clock register and 1 qubit in the circuit register for the propagation Hamiltonian.9

To reduce the locality further, we introduce a new clock construction that combines the
(a, d− 1)-clock state from [14] and the unary clock on a qubits. Crucial properties of the two
clocks are:

7 Not to confuse readers, in the introduction we denote by a the register size of the (a, d)-clock state and
by n the input size.

8 Section 6 of [32] introduces another approach to obtain a 2-local Hamiltonian using the perturbation
theory.

9 We do not need to consider 2-local gates thanks to the technique in Section 5 of [32].
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for the (a, d−1) clock, time can be identified by looking at (d−1) position ((d−1)-locality),
while increasing or decreasing time by one unit can be done by modifying d positions
(d-locality);
for the unary clock, increasing or decreasing time by one unit can be done by modifying
one position (1-locality). Moreover, if time is 0 or a, it can be identified by looking at 1
position (1-locality) (see Table 2 in Section 3.1).

By making the unary clock move periodically from 0 to a and from a to 0, we increase and
decrease most of the clock time by d-local operators. By carefully analyzing the locality of
all local Hamiltonian, we have a (d+ 1)-local Hamiltonian from a circuit of O(ad) gates using
the 2a-qubit clock register.

The remaining task is to construct a verification circuit that uses o(n) ancilla qubits for
any k-SAT instance whose number of variables is n. To achieve this, we use a counter to
record the number of clauses satisfied by a given assignment. The k-SAT formula is satisfied
if and only if the value stored in the counter equals m. Since counting up to m requires only
logm qubits, the number of ancilla qubits needed is na = O(logm) = o(n), as required. The
number of gates for the verification circuit is O(n log2 n) (Lemma 23) and thus we can use
d = 2 and obtain the SETH- and QSETH-hardness for the 3-local Hamiltonian problem.

Fine-grained complexity and quantum algorithms for the QPF problem

The lower bound for QPF follows directly from the lower bound for LH. When β is a
sufficiently large polynomial, the partition function is dominated by low-energy states. If the
ground-state energy is at most Eyes, then by ignoring all other states except the ground state,
we obtain Z ≥ e−βEyes . Conversely, if the ground-state energy is at least Eno, then by treating
all eigenstates as having energy Eno, we get Z ≤ 2ne−βEno . Therefore, by approximating
Z, we can distinguish between the two cases and decide the ground-state energy. To ensure
this distinction, it suffices that (1− δ)e−βEyes > (1 + δ)2ne−βEno . In our reduction, we have
observed that for any δ > 0, this inequality holds for all sufficiently large n.

To obtain an O(
√

2n)-time quantum algorithm for the QPF with 1/poly(n) relative error,
we adopt a technique from the proof of the equivalence between approximating the number of
witnesses for a QMA verifier and approximating the quantum partition function [9]. Briefly,
the approach involves partitioning the energy spectrum into polynomially many intervals
and selecting a representative energy value Ej for each interval j. By estimating the number
of eigenstates Mj within each interval, the partition function Z can be approximated as:

Z̃ =
∑

j

Mje
−βEj .

We now explain how to count Mj . First, we construct an energy estimation circuit UEE

that outputs the corresponding eigenvalue Ep for each eigenstate |ψp⟩ of H. In other words,
UEE |ψp⟩ = |Ep⟩ |ψp⟩. The circuit UEE can be implemented using Hamiltonian simulation
together with phase estimation. Then, we apply a circuit Udec that decides whether Ep is in
the interval j. Let Uj := UdecUEE . Together, we have Uj |ψp⟩ = |1⟩ |ϕp⟩ if Ep in the interval
j and Uj |ψp⟩ = |0⟩ |ϕp⟩ otherwise, where |ϕp⟩ is some quantum state corresponding to |ψp⟩.

Now, let us suppose that the following two “too-good-to-be-true” assumptions hold:
1. A uniform superposition of all eigenstates can be efficiently prepared, and
2. the energy estimation circuit, UEE , can compute eigenvalues with zero error.
Then, by applying Uj on the state, we obtain

Uj

∑
p

1√
N
|ψp⟩ =

√
Mj

N
|1⟩ |ξ1⟩+

√
N −Mj

N
|0⟩ |ξ0⟩ , (1)

CCC 2026
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where N = 2n is the number of the eigenstates and |ξ1⟩, |ξ0⟩ are two quantum states
orthogonal to each other. Finally, by using the well-known amplitude estimation algorithm
on Equation (1), we can obtain Mj . This algorithms runs in O(

√
2n) time.

We then remove the two “too-good-to-be-true” assumptions while keeping the O(
√

2n)
runtime. First, directly preparing the uniform superposition of all eigenstates is generally
computationally hard since the eigenstates are unknown. To overcome this difficulty, a
commonly used technique is to use EPR state (e.g., [48, 33]). We have that uniform
superposition over a complete basis, tensored with its complex conjugate, is equivalent to an
EPR state. Therefore, by applying Uj to the EPR state, we obtain

Uj

∑
p

1√
N
|ψp⟩ |ψ∗

p⟩ =
√
Mj

N
|1⟩ |ξ′

1⟩+
√
N −Mj

N
|0⟩ |ξ′

0⟩ , (2)

where |ξ′
1⟩ and |ξ′

0⟩ are orthogonal quantum states. By applying the amplitude estimation
algorithm to the state in Equation (2), we can approximate Mj .

Second, the quantum energy estimation circuit described above introduces an additive
error of 1/poly(n), which can significantly impact the approximation of the quantum partition
function. Specifically, if the eigenstates are densely concentrated near the boundaries of the
intervals in the selected partition (within the precision of the energy estimation), we may
“doubly count” these states. Such inaccuracies in state counting translate directly into a
constant relative error in the final estimation of the partition function.

To reduce the constant relative error to 1/poly(n), we observe that the “double-counting”
issue only arises when the chosen partition unluckily has significant fraction of eigenvalues
lie near the boundaries of intervals. Intuitively, by considering polynomially many partitions
with mutually disjoint boundaries, any specific eigenstate can be miscounted in at most a
constant number of these partitions. Consequently, if we run the algorithm over all such
partitions, an averaging argument ensures that at least one set will have a number of double-
counted eigenstates that is at most an inverse polynomial fraction of the total. This approach
yields an algorithm achieving 1/poly(n) relative error in O(

√
2n) time.

1.4 Open questions
1. It is known that the 2-local Hamiltonian problem is QMA-hard [32]. Can we show a

size-preserving reduction to 2-local Hamiltonian and its (Q)SETH-hardness?
In our clock construction, we need to touch two clocks and simultaneously apply a 1-qubit
gate, so we cannot improve the locality directly. Note that perturbation theory does not
seem to work here either: the standard perturbation technique adds an ancilla qubit for
each term, and thus does not give a size-preserving construction when applied directly to
our 3-local Hamiltonian.

2. Even when we consider geometrically local [45] or specific 2-local terms such as Heis-
enberg interaction, antiferromagnetic XY interactions [17, 46], 2-local ZX and ZZXX

Hamiltonian [7], the problem is still QMA-hard. This leads to a natural question: Does
the (Q)SETH-hardness still hold for geometrically local Hamiltonians whose
each local term is restricted to a specific form?

3. Our relative threshold gap (Eno − Eyes)/M in the 3-local Hamiltonian problem is 1/p(n)
where M :=

∑m
i=i ∥Hi∥ and p(n) is a polynomial with large degree. A natural question

arises: when the relative gap increases, for example, (Eno − Eyes)/M = Ω(1),
what conditional lower bound can we have under plausible conjectures? Notably,
the algorithm of [11] runs in time O∗(2 n

2 (1−Ω(1))) when (Eno − Eyes)/M = Ω(1), and
therefore having the same lower bound Ω(2 n

2 (1−o(1))) for the (Eno − Eyes)/M = Ω(1)
regime as we have for (Eno − Eyes)/M = 1/p(n) in our work is impossible.
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4. In this paper, we show the SETH-hardness of the 3-local Hamiltonian problem, which is
a quantum analog of MAX-3-SAT, and it is known that there exists a faster exponential
time algorithm for MAX-2-SAT, say O∗(1.732n)-time algorithm by [51]. Can we show
the fine-grained complexity of MAX-3-SAT?

5. In this work, we show that LH can be reduced to QPF, and the reduction is fine-
grained even for an arbitrary constant relative error; therefore, we can obtain the Ω(2n/2)
lower bound assuming (Q)SETH. Notably, the lower bound holds for any constant
relative error and locality at least 3. Along this line, we can ask whether the lower
bound continues to hold when considering 2-local Hamiltonian, geometrical
restrictions, and specified local terms, or we can design faster algorithms
under these constraints.

6. Another interesting question is whether the reverse reduction holds, namely,
whether approximating QPF can be reduced to the LH problem. At first glance,
this seems unlikely, as QPF can be interpreted as estimating the dimension of the ground
space in the low-temperature regime. However, since we are considering exponential lower
bounds, such a reduction could, in principle, be allowed to run in super-polynomial time.

7. Our lower bound for the 3QPF problem holds for β = O(n) and ∥H∥ being a large
degree polynomial. A natural question to ask is what happens as the temperature
increases. In other words, when β∥H∥ becomes small, does the lower bound still hold
in this regime? Or, at what point do we observe a phase transition?

1.5 Organization
In Section 2, we give preliminaries for the rest of the paper. In Section 3, we show the
size-preserving circuit-to-Hamiltonian construction by introducing a new clock. In Section 4,
we show the SETH-hardness of the local Hamiltonian problem. In Section 5, we show the
fine-grained complexity to estimate the quantum partition function with relative error.

2 Preliminaries

We refer to [44, 20] for references in quantum computing, [23] for a reference and survey in
quantum Hamiltonian complexity.

2.1 General notation
For n ∈ N, we use [n] to denote the set collecting all the positive integers smaller than or
equal to n, that is, {1, 2, . . . , n}.

For a bit string x ∈ {0, 1}∗, we use int(x) to denote the corresponding integer whose
binary representation is x. For a nonnegative integer n, we use bin(n) to denote the binary
representation of n. For example, int(01010111) = 87 and bin(87) = 01010111.

For an n-bit string x ∈ {0, 1}n and i ∈ [n], we use x[i] to denote the ith bit of x. If x is
a binary representation of an integer, then x[1] is the most significant bit and x[n] is the
least significant bit. Let S ∈ [n], we use xS to denote a new string that concatenates x’s bits
whose indices are in S. For example, if x = 01010111 and S = {1, 3, 7, 8}, then xS = 0011.
The Hamming weight of x is denoted by wt(x), that is, wt(x) is the number of 1’s in x.

The identity operator is denoted by I. The Kronecker delta δi,j is defined by δi,j = 1 if
i = j and δjk = 0 if i ≠ j. The indicator function is denoted by 1S(i), which is defined by
1S(i) = 1 if i ∈ S and 1S(i) = 0 if i /∈ S.

CCC 2026



12:10 Fine-Grained Complexity from Size-Preserving C2H Reduction

The big O star notation O∗(·) hides the polynomial factors in the standard big O notation.
For example, 8 · 2 n

2 · n7 = O∗(2 n
2 ). The negligible functions negl(·) are functions that are

smaller than any inverse polynomial: if µ(n) ∈ negl(n) then for all c ∈ N, there exists n0 ∈ N
such that for all n ≥ n0, it holds that µ(n) < 1

nc .

2.2 Quantum computation

Quantum register

We use the sans-serif font to denote quantum registers, e.g., A, in, out, anc, clock. Throughout
this paper, a register consists of qubits. A qubit may belong to different registers at the
same time. For example, a qubit in the output register out of a quantum circuit is also in
the ancilla register anc. By an abuse of notation, sometimes we treat the registers as sets.
We say A ⊆ B if any qubit in A is also a qubit in B. We use A∪B to denote the register that
consists of the qubits that are in A or in B, A ∪ B to denote the portion that belongs to A
and B at the same time, and A \ B to denote the portion that belongs to A but not B. When
we specify a system (that can be a quantum circuit or a physical qubit system), we use A to
denote the collection of qubits in the system that are not in A. We use |A| to denote the
number of qubits in A. When we specify a register A, we use A[i] to denote the ith qubit in
A for i ∈ [|A|].

We use |ψ⟩A to denote the register A is in the state |ψ⟩. For a Hermitian or a unitary
operator X, we use XA to denote X acting on the register A. When the registers are
specified, the order of the tensor product of the operators is not sensitive. For example,
XA ⊗ YB = YB ⊗XA. We use X⊗k to denote the kth tensor power of X for k ∈ N. Namely,
X⊗k := X ⊗X ⊗ · · · ⊗X︸ ︷︷ ︸

k

.

Quantum circuit

A quantum circuit is a unitary acting on the union of two disjoint register in and anc, which
are called input register and ancilla register respectively. Also, there is an output register
out ⊆ in ∪ anc. We require the ancilla register is |0na⟩anc initially, where na = |anc|. That
is, if the circuit U takes a quantum state |ψ⟩ as an input, then the final state of the circuit
is U |ψ⟩in |0na⟩anc. We use the notation x ← U(|ψ⟩) to denote the event that we obtain
the measurement outcome x ∈ {0, 1}|out| when we measure on the output register out at
the end of the circuit U that takes |ψ⟩ as the input state. We have Pr[x ← U(|ψ⟩)] =
⟨ψ|in ⟨0na |anc U

†(|x⟩⟨x|out ⊗ Iout)U |ψ⟩in |0na⟩anc.

Universal gate set and elementary gates

A quantum circuit is implemented by a sequence of quantum gates. There is a finite set
of one-qubit and two-qubit quantum gates called the universal gate set such that for any
unitary U , we can use the gates in the universal gate sets to implement a quantum circuit
arbitrarily close to U . We call a member in the universal gate set an elementary gate. We
choose {hadamard, π/8-gate,not,cnot} as the universal gate set [44]

The not gate acts on a one-qubit register. The truth table of the not gate is defined by
not |x⟩ = |(1 + x) mod 2⟩ where x ∈ {0, 1}.

We also introduce a multi-control-NOT gate.
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▶ Definition 6 (Multi-control-NOT gate and Toffoli gate). A multi-control gate, denoted by
Cknot, is a quantum gate that acts on k + 1 qubits. Let C be a k-qubit register and T be a
one-qubit register. The truth table of the Ckcnot gate is defined by

Ckcnot |x1, x2, . . . , xk⟩C |xk+1⟩T = |x1, x2, . . . , xk⟩C |(x1x2 · · ·xk + xk+1) mod 2⟩T ,

where x1, x2, . . . , xk+1 ∈ {0, 1}. We call C the control qubits and T the target qubit.
For k = 2, we call C2not a Toffoli gate.

According to the definition of Cknot, we have that cnot is a special case of Cknot gate
for k = 1.
▶ Remark 7 (Decompose Cknot into Toffolis [44]). A Cknot gate can be constructed by
2k − 3 Toffoli gates associated with k − 2 ancilla qubits. The ancilla qubits are in all zero
state initially and stay unchanged at the end of circuit.
▶ Remark 8 (Decompose Toffoli into elementary gates [44]). A Toffoli gate is identical to a
circuit that acts on three qubits and is composed of 17 elementary gates.

2.3 Local Hamiltonian problem
A Hamiltonian is an Hermitian operator acting on a quantum register. Let H be a Hamilto-
nian, we call the eigenvalues of H the energies of the Hamiltonian. We use λ(H) to denote
the smallest eigenvalue of H. We call λ(H) the ground-state energy of H, and we call the
corresponding eigenstate(s) the ground state(s) of H. We use ∥H∥ to denote the operator
norm of H, that is, the largest absolute value of the eigenvalues of H.

The k-local Hamiltonian is defined as follows.

▶ Definition 9 (Local Hamiltonian). We say a Hamiltonian H acting on n qubits is k-local if
H can be written as H =

∑m
i=1 Hi for m = poly(n) and for all i, the following holds.

Hi is a Hamiltonian.
Hi non-trivially acts on at most k qubits.
∥Hi∥ ≤ poly(n).

We call k the locality of H, and define the local Hamiltonian problem formally.

▶ Definition 10 (k-local Hamiltonian (k-LH) problem). The local Hamiltonian problem is a
decision problem that asks whether the ground-state energy of a k-local Hamiltonian is greater
or less than given energy thresholds.

Inputs: a k-local Hamiltonian H such that acting on n qubits where k = O(1), and two
energy thresholds Eyes, Eno satisfying Eno − Eyes ≥ Ω(1).
Outputs:

YES, if there exists a quantum state |ψ⟩ ∈ C2n such that ⟨ψ|H|ψ⟩ ≤ Eyes.
NO, if ⟨ψ|H|ψ⟩ ≥ Eno for all |ψ⟩ ∈ C2n .

In other words, the k-LH problem asks to decide whether λ(H) ≤ Eyes or λ(H) ≥ Eno. We
say an algorithm ALH solves k-LH(H,Eyes, Eno) if ALH decides (H,Eyes, Eno) correctly.

2.4 Quantum partition function
Let us introduce the quantum partition function formally.

▶ Definition 11 (Approximating quantum partition function of k-local Hamiltonian (k-QPF)
problem). The quantum partition function problem is to approximate the partition function
of a k-local Hamiltonian up to a multiplicative error under a certain temperature.
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12:12 Fine-Grained Complexity from Size-Preserving C2H Reduction

Inputs: a k-local Hamiltonian H acting on n qubits where k = O(1), an inverse
temperature β ≤ poly(n), and an error parameter δ ∈ (0, 1).
Outputs: Z̃ ∈ R such that

(1− δ)Z ≤ Z̃ ≤ (1 + δ)Z, (3)

where Z := tr[e−βH ].
We say an algorithm AQPF solves k-QPF(H,β, δ) if AQPF outputs such Z̃ on the inputs
H,β, δ.

From now on, when we use the term QPF or k-QPF, it means to approximate the quantum
partition function up to a relative error, instead of to compute the exact value.

2.5 Boolean formula, SAT, SETH and QSETH
A Boolean variable can be assigned to the value 0 or 1. We abbreviate the term Boolean
variable as variable. A Boolean formula consists of variables associated with parentheses and
logic connectives ¬ (NOT), ∨ (OR), and ∧ (AND).

Let Φ be a Boolean formula with n variables x1, x2, . . . , xn. We use an an n-bit string
x ∈ {0, 1}n to denote an assignment to x1, x2, . . . , xn. The variable xi for i ∈ [n] is assigned
to the ith bit of x. We use Φ(x) to denote the value of Φ when x1, x2, . . . , xn are assigned
to x. We say x satisfies Φ if Φ(x) = 1.

For all variables x, it holds that ¬(¬x) = x. Let x1, x2, . . . , xn be variables and for each
i ∈ [n], let ℓi be either xi or ¬xi. It holds that ¬(ℓ1 ∧ ℓ2 ∧ · · · ∧ ℓm) = ¬ℓ1 ∨ ¬ℓ2 ∨ · · · ∨ ¬ℓm.

We can use a quantum circuit to compute Boolean formulas. For x ∈ {0, 1}, it holds that

not |x⟩ = |¬x⟩ . (4)

For x1, x2, . . . , xk ∈ {0, 1}, it holds that

CknotC∪T |x1, x2, . . . , xk⟩C |0⟩T = |x1, x2, . . . , xk⟩C |x1 ∧ x2 ∧ · · · ∧ xk⟩T . (5)

We define the conjunctive normal form formula as follows.

▶ Definition 12 (Conjunctive normal form (CNF) formula). Let Φ be a Boolean formula that
consists of n variables x1, x2, . . . , xk. We say Φ is a kCNF formula if Φ is in the form of
m = poly(n) smaller formulas connected by ∧. Each smaller formula contains at most k
variables, and the variables are connected by ∨.

To be more precise, Φ = φ1 ∧ φ2 ∧ · · · ∧ φm where m = poly(n), and for all i ∈ [m], the
following constrains hold.

φi = (ℓi,1 ∨ ℓi2 ∨ · · · ∨ ℓi,ki), where ℓi,p can be xj or ¬xj for all p ∈ [ki] and j ∈ [n].
ki ≤ k.
For each j ∈ [n], xj and ¬xj do not appear in φi at the same time; xj, ¬xj appears in
φi at most once.

We say φi is a clause of Φ for all i ∈ [m].

▶ Definition 13 (Satisfiability for k-CNF (k-SAT) problem). The satisfiability problem is a
decision problem that asks whether there is an assignment satisfying the given kCNF formula.

Inputs: a k-CNF formula Φ that contains n variables. The number of clauses of Φ is
m = poly(n).
Outputs:

YES, if there exists an assignment x ∈ {0, 1}n such that Φ(x) = 1.
No, if Φ(x) = 0 for all x ∈ {0, 1}n.

We say an algorithm ASAT solves k-SAT(Φ) if ASAT decides Φ correctly.
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Though the exact lower bound for k-SAT problem is still unknown, it is widely believed
that brute-force search is optimal for classical algorithm and Grover search is optimal for
quantum algorithm. The Strong Exponential Time Hypothesis (SETH) [29] states that
k-SAT needs roughly 2n time for large k:

▶ Conjecture 14 (SETH). For all ε, there is some k ≥ 3 such that k-SAT with n variables
and O(n) clauses cannot be solved classically in time O(2(1−ε)n).

A quantum analog was proposed in [1, 12] as Quantum Strong Exponential-Time Hypo-
thesis (QSETH).

▶ Conjecture 15 (Quantum strong exponential time hypothesis (QSETH) [1, 12]). For all ε,
there is some k ≥ 3 such that k-SAT with n variables and O(n) clauses cannot be solved
quantumly in time O(2(1−ε)n/2).

In the two conjecture above, we can assume the number of clauses can be assumed to be
O(n) via the sparsification lemma [30].

2.6 Fine-grained reduction
Here we introduce the fine-grained reduction.

▶ Definition 16 (Fine-grained reduction [49]). Let P and Q be two problems and AQ be an
oracle that solves Q with probability greater than 2

3 . Let p(·) and q(·) be two non-decreasing
functions. We say P is (p, q) reducible to Q if for all ε, there exist ξ, an algorithm AP , a
constant d, and an integer r(n) such that the algorithm AP that can black-boxly assess to
AQ takes an instance of P with size n and satisfies the following.
1. AP solves P with probability greater than 2

3 .
2. AP runs in d · p(n)1−ξ time.
3. AP produces at most r(n) instances of Q adaptively.
4.

∑r(n)
i=1 (q(ni))1−ε ≤ d · (p(n))1−ξ, where ni is the size of the ith instance of problem Q that

is produced by AP .

One can also use a more general reduction, quantum fine-grained reduction [1]. In a
quantum fine-grained reduction, the reduction algorithm AP is allowed to query the oracle
AQ in superposition. In this work, however, Definition 16 is sufficient to establish the lower
bounds for both the Local Hamiltonian problem and the approximation of the Quantum
Partition Function.

When P is (p, q) reducible to Q and every instance produced by AP has size n+ o(n), we
have that if P cannot be solved within time O(p(n)1−ε) for any ε, then Q cannot be solved
within time O(q(n)1−ξ) for any ξ.

3 Size-preserving circuit-to-Hamiltonian construction

In this section, we prove the first size-preserving circuit-to-Hamiltonian construction as
follows.

▶ Theorem 17. Let x ∈ {0, 1}n be an input and Ux be a QMA verification quantum circuit
Ux acting on N = poly(n) qubits, and suppose Ux consists of T = poly(n) gates. Then, for
any integer d ≥ 1, there exists a (d+ 1)-local Hamiltonian Hx acting on N +O(T 1/d) qubits
and ∥Hx∥ ≤ poly(n) such that for all εerr ∈ (0, 1), the following two hold.
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If there exists a quantum proof |ψ⟩ such that Pr[Ux accepts |ψ⟩] ≥ 1− εerr, then λ(Hx) ≤
εerr.
If Pr[Ux accepts |ψ⟩] ≤ εerr for any quantum proof |ψ⟩, then λ(Hx) ≥ 1

2 − εerr.

To prove the theorem above, we first recall the strategy for the circuit-to-Hamiltonian
construction in [32]. We then define our clock states and finally prove the statement.

3.1 The construction by Kitaev, Kempe and Regev [32]
In this section, we explain the 2-local construction from [32] with some adaptation.

We consider a promise problem (Lyes, Lno) in QMA. Let U = UT · · ·U2U1 be the quantum
circuit of the verifier (which depends on the input), where T = poly(n). We assume that U
acts on N = poly(n) qubits: the first m qubits contain the proof (the last N −m qubits are
initialized to |0⟩). Here, each Ui is a 1-qubit gate or a 2-qubit gate. As in [32], we assume
that the only 2-qubit gate used by the circuit is the controlled phase gate, each controlled
phase gate is preceded and followed by two Z gates10 Let TA ⊆ {1, . . . , T} be the set of
indices i such that Ui is a 1-qubit gate. Let TB ⊆ {1, . . . , T} be the set of indices i such that
Ui is a 2-qubit gate.

Meta-definition of the Hamiltonian 11

The Hamiltonian is defined over the Hilbert space Hcircuit ⊗ Hclock, where Hcircuit is a
Hilbert space of dimension 2N representing the computation and Hclock is a Hilbert space of
dimension at least T + 1 representing the clock. There are T + 1 orthonormal unit vectors
|γ0⟩ , . . . , |γT ⟩ in Hclock that are called the legal clock states. Let Hlegal denote the subspace
spanned by the states |γ0⟩ , . . . , |γT ⟩ and Πlegal be the projection into this subspace. Let
Hillegal be its orthogonal subspace. We define the operators

St = |γt⟩ ⟨γt| for any t ∈ {0, . . . , T} ,
At = |γt+1⟩ ⟨γt| for any t ∈ {0, . . . , T − 1} ,
Bt = |γt+2⟩ ⟨γt| for any t ∈ {0, . . . , T − 2} ,

acting on Hclock that respectively stop the clock, increment the clock by one step and
increment the clock by two steps.

Consider the following Hamiltonian:

H = αinHin +αoutHout +αA

∑
t∈TA

Hprop,t +αB

∑
t∈TB

(Hqubit,t +Htime,t) +αclockI ⊗Hclock .

The choice of the coefficients αin, αout, αA, αB , αclock will be discussed later. The terms Hin
and Hout are defined as follows:

Hin =
N∑

i=m+1
|1⟩i ⟨1|i ⊗ S0 , Hout = |0⟩1 ⟨0|1 ⊗ ST .

For any t ∈ TA,

Hprop,t = 1
2

(
I ⊗ St + I ⊗ St−1 − Ut ⊗At−1 − U†

t ⊗A
†
t−1

)
.

10 Any quantum circuit composed of the standard universal gate set can be compiled to the circuit described
above with only linear blowup in circuit size because CNOT = (I ⊗ H)CZ(I ⊗ H).

11 This is a “meta-definition” since it does not define the concrete implementation of the clock states.
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For any t ∈ TB ,

Htime,t = 1
8 I ⊗

(
St + 6St+1 + St+2 + 2Bt + 2B†

t +At +A†
t +At+1 +A†

t+1 + St−3

+ 6St−2 + St−1 + 2Bt−1 + 2B†
t−1 +At−3 +A†

t−3 +At−1 +A†
t−1

)
,

Hqubit,t = 1
2

(
−2 |0⟩ ⟨0|ft

− 2 |0⟩ ⟨0|st
+ |1⟩ ⟨1|ft

+ |1⟩ ⟨1|st

)
⊗ (At−1 +A†

t−1) ,

where ft and st denote the first and second qubits of the controlled phase gate Ut. The term
Hclock will be chosen later so that the following two conditions are satisfied

∥Hclock∥ ≤ poly(n) , (C1)
⟨γt|Hclock |γt⟩ = 0 for any t ∈ {0, . . . , T} , (C2)
⟨φ|Hclock |φ⟩ ≥ 1 for any |φ⟩ ∈ Hillegal . (C3)

Concrete implementation

A straightforward implementation uses a binary clock, as in the original construction by [34].
While requiring only O(log T ) clock qubits (and no Hclock term), the locality of the Hamilto-
nian would become O(logn). We discuss below how to reduce the locality.

The basic idea is to replace each of the operator St,At,Bt by another operator S̃t, Ãt, B̃t

that has better locality. In order for the implementation to be correct, the following three
conditions need to be satisfied.

For any t ∈ {0, . . . , T},
{
S̃t |γt⟩ = |γt⟩
ΠlegalS̃t |φ⟩ = 0 for any |φ⟩ ∈ Hclock orthogonal to |γt⟩ .

(C4)

For any t ∈ {0, . . . , T − 1},
{
Ãt |γt⟩ = |γt+1⟩
ΠlegalÃt |φ⟩ = 0 for any |φ⟩ ∈ Hclock orthogonal to |γt⟩ .

(C5)

For any t ∈ {0, . . . , T − 2},
{
B̃t |γt⟩ = |γt+2⟩
ΠlegalB̃t |φ⟩ = 0 for any |φ⟩ ∈ Hclock orthogonal to |γt⟩ .

(C6)

The first part of each condition says that each S̃t, Ãt, B̃t behaves as St,At,Bt, respectively,
on the clock state |γt⟩. The second part says that while the behavior may differ from the
behavior of St,At,Bt on other states, S̃t, Ãt, B̃t never maps an illegal state or even a legal
state other than |γt⟩ to a legal state.

The analysis based on the projection lemma (Lemma 1 in [32]) shows the following.

▶ Proposition 18 (Adapted from Section 5 in [32]). If Conditions (C1) ∼ (C6) are satisfied,
coefficients αin, αout, αA, αB, αclock can be chosen in the range [0,poly(n)] so that the
following holds:

If there exists a quantum proof |ψ⟩ such that Pr[Ux accepts |ψ⟩] ≥ 1− ε, then λ(Hx) ≤ ε.

If Pr[Ux accepts |ψ⟩] ≤ ε for any quantum proof |ψ⟩, then λ(Hx) ≥ 1
2 − ε.

CCC 2026



12:16 Fine-Grained Complexity from Size-Preserving C2H Reduction

Implementation by Kempe-Kitaev-Regev

The implementation in [32] uses the unary encoding 0000, 1000, 1100, 1110, 1111 · · · for the
clock states, i.e., uses the T -qubit clock states

|γt⟩ = |1t0T −t⟩

for each t ∈ {0, . . . , T}, and the operators S̃t, Ãt, B̃t described in the following table:

Table 2 Concrete implementation of operators in [32].

Operator t Implementation Locality

St

t = 0 S̃0 = |0⟩1 ⟨0|1 1

t ∈ {1, . . . , T − 1} S̃t = |10⟩t,t+1 ⟨10|t,t+1 2

t = T S̃T = |1⟩T ⟨1|T 1

At t ∈ {0, . . . , T − 1} Ãt = |1⟩t+1 ⟨0|t+1 1

Bt t ∈ {0, . . . , T − 2} B̃t = |11⟩t+1,t+2 ⟨00|t+1,t+2 2

The term Hclock used in [32] is defined as follows:

Hclock =
∑

1≤i<j≤T

|01⟩ij ⟨01|ij .

This implementation satisfies Conditions (C1) ∼ (C6). With this implementation, each
term Hin, Hout, Hprop,t, Hqubit,t, Htime,t, Hclock has locality 2. The whole Hamiltonian is
thus 2-local.

3.2 (n, d)-clock state from [14] and associated operators to implement
LH

In this subsection, we recall an (n, d)-clock state proposed in [14], and introduce and analyze
operators to use it for circuit-to-Hamiltonian constructions. The (n, d)-clock state is based
on a Johnson graph. The vertices of the Jonson graph are all the subsets of [n] with size
k < n. Two vertices are adjacent if and only if the subsets share exactly d− 1 elements.

▶ Definition 19 (Johnson graph). Let n, d ∈ N and d < n. We say a Johnson graph
J(n, d) = (V,E) is a graph that satisfies the following requirement.

V = {S ⊆ [n] : |S| = d}.
E = {(S, S′) ∈ V 2 : |S ∩ S′| = d− 1}.

The number of vertices of J(n, d) is
(

n
d

)
. In [2], it has been proved that for all n, d, there is a

Hamiltonian path12 in the Johnson graph J(n, d). Also, the proof implicitly construct an
algorithm that finds the Hamiltonian path in O(nd) time.

Now we explain how to construct the clock. A clock state is an n-qubit state. Each clock
state |γt⟩ corresponds to a vertex St on a Hamiltonian path in J(n, d). All the clock states
are basis states of the computational basis whose number of 1’s equals to d. The ith qubit in
|γt⟩ is |1⟩ if and only if i is chosen into St. In other words, when we treat the clock register as

12 A Hamiltonian path is a path that visits every vertex in a graph exactly once. Please do not confuse
with the physical quantity (local Hamiltonian) H.
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the set [n] and let St be the portion therein corresponding to St, the state in St is |1d⟩. The
next clock |γt+1⟩ corresponds to the vertex St+1 that is adjacent to St in the Hamiltonian
path. To update the |γt⟩ to |γt+1⟩, we make d− 1 of 1’s unchanged and flip two bits. Hence
the update of the clock state can be done with constant local operation. We define the clock
state formally as follows.

▶ Definition 20 ((n, d)-clock state [14]). A (n, d)-clock state is a collection of n-qubit
quantum state {|γt⟩}T

t=0 defined by a Johnson graph J(n, d) = (V,E) and T =
(

n
d

)
− 1. Let

S0, S1, . . . , ST ∈ V and the sequence S0, S1, . . . , ST ∈ V forms a Hamiltonian path in J(n, d).
For any t ∈ {0} ∪ [T ] the state |γt⟩ is defined by |γt⟩ :=

⊗
i∈[n] |1St

(i)⟩.

To use the clock above for the circuit-to-Hamiltonian construction, we introduce several
local operators to pause and move time on the clock. For all t ∈ 0 ∪ [T ], let St be the
corresponding register of St. For all t ∈ [T ], we define the operator Ft as follows.

Ft := |1⟩⟨0|St−1\St ⊗ |0⟩⟨1|St\St−1 ⊗ |1
d−1⟩⟨1d−1|St∩St−1 . (6)

Hence we have

F †
t := |0⟩⟨1|St−1\St ⊗ |1⟩⟨0|St\St ⊗ |1

d−1⟩⟨1d−1|St∩St−1 . (7)

It holds that

Ft |γt′⟩ = δt′,t−1 |γt′+1⟩ , (8)

and

F †
t |γt′⟩ = δt′,t |γt′−1⟩ . (9)

That is, Ft “forwards” the clock |γt−1⟩ one step, and eliminate all the other state |γt′⟩ where
t′ ̸= t − 1. Likewise, F †

t “backwards” the clock |γt⟩ one step, and eliminate all the other
state |γt′⟩ where t′ ̸= t. We have that Ft is (d+ 1)-local. Note that Ft is neither unitary nor
Hermitian.

For t ∈ {0} ∪ [T ], we define the operator Pt as following.

Pt := |1d⟩⟨1d|St . (10)

We have P †
t = Pt. We also have

Pt |γt′⟩ = δt′,t |γt′⟩ . (11)

That is, Pt “pauses” the clock |γt⟩, and eliminate all the other state |γt′⟩ where t′ ̸= t. The
operator Pt is d-local.

We have seen that we can “forward”, “backword” and “pause” the clock with local
operators. To use the (n, d) clock for the circuit-to-Hamiltonian construction, we also want
valid clock states {|γt⟩}T

t=0 to be the ground state for the Hamiltonian, and give some energy
penalty to any other states orthogonal to valid clock states. In order to achieve this, we
define

Hstab :=
(
n

d

)
H>d +H<d −

((
n

d

)
− 1

)
I, (12)

where

H>d :=
∑

S:|S|=d+1

|1d+1⟩⟨1d+1|S, (13)

H<d :=
∑

S:|S|=d

∑
x∈{0,1}d\{1d}

|x⟩⟨x|S, (14)
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The term H>d gives penalty to the state that contains “too many” 1’s, and the term
H<d gives penalty to the state that contains “too few” 1’s.

▶ Lemma 21. The linear space for the ground states of Hstab is spanned by {|γt⟩}T
t=0, and

for any state |ϕ⟩ orthogonal to all {|γt⟩}T
t=0, we have

⟨ϕ|Hstab|ϕ⟩ ≥ 1.

Proof. Since Hstab is diagonalized in the computational basis i.e., each computational state
is an eigenstate of Hstab. To verify the above statement, we can check ⟨x|Hstab|x⟩ for all
x ∈ {0, 1}n.

We divide the Hilbert space Hclock into three subspaces L=d, L>d, and L<d which are
defined below.

L<d := Span({w ∈ {0, 1}n : wt(w) < d}), (15)
L=d := Span({y ∈ {0, 1}n : wt(y) = d}), (16)
L>d := Span({z ∈ {0, 1}n : wt(z) > d}) (17)

Note that L=d is the subspace spanned by the valid clock states {|γt⟩}T
t=0.

We first calculate H>d acting on the states in L=d, L>d, and L<d respectively. For any S
with size d+ 1, |1d+1⟩⟨1d+1|S |x⟩ = |x⟩ if the subset-string xS = 1d+1. Hence, we have the
following.

For all w ∈ {0, 1}n such that wt(w) < d, it holds that ⟨w|H>d |w⟩ = 0 because for all
S ⊆ [n] with size d+ 1, zS has at most d− 1 of 1’s.
For all y ∈ {0, 1}n such that wt(y) = d, it holds that ⟨y|H>d |y⟩ = 0 because for all
S ⊆ [n] with size d+ 1, wS has at most d of 1’s.
For all z ∈ {0, 1}n such that wt(z) > d, it holds that ⟨z|H>d |z⟩ = r where r ≥ 1, because
there is at least one S ⊆ [n] with size k + 1 such that yS = 1d+1.

Then we calculate H<d acting on the states in L=d, L>d, and L<d respectively.
Let w ∈ {0, 1}n such that wt(w) < d. For any S with size d, we have∑

x∈{0,1}d\{1d}|x⟩⟨x|S |w⟩ = |w⟩, because there exist exactly one x ∈ {0, 1}d \ {1d} such
that wS = x. Hence,∑

S:|S|=d

∑
x∈{0,1}d\{1d}

|x⟩⟨x|S |z⟩ =
(
n

d

)
|z⟩ .

Let y ∈ {0, 1}n such that wt(y) = d. Let S′ ⊆ [n] be the subset with size d such that
wS′ = 1d. For any S with size d such that S ̸= S′, we have that

∑
x∈{0,1}d\{1d}|x⟩⟨x|S |y⟩ = |y⟩,

and for S = S′, we have
∑

x∈{0,1}d\{1d}|x⟩⟨x|S |y⟩ = 0; Hence,

∑
S:|S|=d

∑
x∈{0,1}d\{1d}

|x⟩⟨x|S |w⟩ =
((

ncl

d

)
− 1

)
|w⟩ .

For z ∈ {0, 1}n such that wt(z) > d, since the penalty has been given by H>d already,
H<d |z⟩ = p |z⟩ where p ≥ 0 is sufficient for us.

Therefore, we have the follows.
For all w ∈ {0, 1}n such that wt(w) < d, it holds that H<d |w⟩ =

(
n
d

)
|w⟩.

For all y ∈ {0, 1}n such that wt(y) = d, it holds that H<d |y⟩ =
((

n
d

)
− 1

)
|y⟩.

For all z ∈ {0, 1}n such that wt(z) > d, it holds that H<d |z⟩ = p |z⟩ where p ≥ 0.
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As a result, we have the follows.
For all w ∈ {0, 1}n such that wt(w) < d, it holds that ⟨w|Hstab |w⟩ = 1.
For all y ∈ {0, 1}n such that wt(y) = d, it holds that ⟨y|Hstab |y⟩ = 0.
For all z ∈ {0, 1}n such that wt(z) > d, it holds that ⟨z|Hstab |z⟩ ≥ 1.

Consequently, if |ϕ⟩ ∈ L=d, then ⟨ϕ|Hstab|ϕ⟩ = 0, and if |ϕ⟩ ∈ L⊥
=d = L<d ⊕ L>d, then

⟨ϕ|Hstab|ϕ⟩ ≥ 1. ◀

3.3 Our new clock states and proof of Theorem 17
We show how to modify the construction from Section 3.1 to obtain a length-preserving
construction. The construction is the same as the construction in Section 3.1, except that
we are using a new clock, new clock operators, and a new term Hclock.

Proof of Theorem 17. If d = 1, the statement follows from the construction of [32] in
Section 3.1. For the rest of the proof, we assume d ≥ 2.

To further reduce the locality, we introduce a new clock to count from 0 to T . We assume
(without loss of generality) that T is of the form T =

(
a

d−1
)
(a+ 1)− 1 for some a. We use two

clocks, each using a qubits. The first clock is the (a, d− 1)-clock following Definition 20, and
the second clock is the unary clock on a qubits. Parameters are slightly different from the
previous section, and not to confuse readers, we clarify the operator of the (a, d− 1)-clock
states.

F ′
t := |1⟩⟨0|St−1\St ⊗ |0⟩⟨1|St\St−1 ⊗ |1

d−2⟩⟨1d−2|St∩St−1 . (18)

P ′
t := |1d−1⟩⟨1d−1|St . (19)

H ′
stab :=

(
a

d− 1

)
H ′

>d−1 +H ′
<d−1 −

((
a

d− 1

)
− 1

)
I, (20)

where

H ′
>d−1 :=

∑
S:|S|=d

|1d⟩⟨1d|S, (21)

H ′
<d−1 :=

∑
S:|S|=d−1

∑
x∈{0,1}d−1\{1d−1}

|x⟩⟨x|S, (22)

The whole clock thus requires only 2a ≤ 2T 1/d qubits. To represent the order of the T + 1
representations of the clock, we define a map

g : {0, . . . , T} → {1, . . . ,
(

a

d− 1

)
} × {0, . . . , a}

as g(t) = (1 + ⌊t/(a+ 1)⌋ ,min(m, 2a + 1 −m)) where m = t mod (2a + 2). We implicitly
use g to interpret time steps t ∈ {0, . . . , T} as pairs (t1, t2) ∈ {1, . . . ,

(
a
d

)
} × {0, . . . , a}. We

explain the construction of g for a = 3, d = 1 in Table 3.
Our implementation of the clock operators is described in Table 4.

The term Hclock. The term Hclock is defined as follows:

Hclock = H ′
stab ⊗ I +

∑
0≤i<j≤a

I ⊗ |01⟩ij ⟨01|ij ,

where in term, the left part acts on the register corresponding to the first clock and the right
part acts on the qubits corresponding to the second clock.
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12:20 Fine-Grained Complexity from Size-Preserving C2H Reduction

Table 3 Our clock for T = 11 (i.e., a = 3). The part in red represents the first clock, while the
part in blue represents the second clock. The first clock uses the encoding 100, 010, 001. The second
clock uses the encoding 000, 100, 110, 111.

t g(t) = (t1, t2) clock state

t = 0 (1, 0) |100⟩ ⊗ |000⟩

t = 1 (1, 1) |100⟩ ⊗ |100⟩

t = 2 (1, 2) |100⟩ ⊗ |110⟩

t = 3 (1, 3) |100⟩ ⊗ |111⟩

t = 4 (2, 3) |010⟩ ⊗ |111⟩

t = 5 (2, 2) |010⟩ ⊗ |110⟩

t = 6 (2, 1) |010⟩ ⊗ |100⟩

t = 7 (2, 0) |010⟩ ⊗ |000⟩

t = 8 (3, 0) |001⟩ ⊗ |000⟩

t = 9 (3, 1) |001⟩ ⊗ |100⟩

t = 10 (3, 2) |001⟩ ⊗ |110⟩

t = 11 (3, 3) |001⟩ ⊗ |111⟩

Table 4 The implementation of clock operations. The part in red acts on the qubits corresponding
to the first clock and the part in blue acts on the qubits corresponding to the second clock.

Operator t1 t2 Implementation Locality

St any

t2 = 0 P ′
t1 ⊗ |0⟩1 ⟨0|1 d

t2 ∈ {1, . . . , a − 1} P ′
t1 ⊗ |10⟩t2,t2+1 ⟨10|t2,t2+1 d + 1

t2 = a P ′
t1 ⊗ |1⟩a ⟨1|a d

At

odd
t2 ∈ {0, . . . , a − 1} P ′

t1 ⊗ |1⟩t2+1 ⟨0|t2+1 d

t2 = a (if t1 ̸=
(

a
d−1

)
) F ′

t1+1 ⊗ |1⟩a ⟨1|a d + 1

even
t2 ∈ {1, . . . , a} P ′

t1 ⊗ |0⟩t2
⟨1|t2

d

t2 = 0 F ′
t1+1 ⊗ |0⟩1 ⟨0|1 d + 1

Bt

odd

t2 ∈ {0, . . . , a − 2} P ′
t1 ⊗ |11⟩t2+1,t2+2 ⟨00|t2+1,t2+2 d + 1

t2 = a − 1 (if t1 ̸= a) F ′
t1+1 ⊗ |0⟩a ⟨1|a d + 1

t2 = a (if t1 ̸= a) F ′
t1+1 ⊗ |1⟩a ⟨0|a d + 1

even

t2 ∈ {2, . . . , a − 2} P ′
t1 ⊗ |00⟩t2−1,t2

⟨11|t2−1,t2
d + 1

t2 = 1 F ′
t1+1 ⊗ |0⟩1 ⟨1|1 d + 1

t2 = 0 F ′
t1+1 ⊗ |1⟩1 ⟨0|1 d + 1
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Analysis of the whole Hamiltonian. Without loss of generality, we assume that

Ut = I for any t of the form t = (t1, 0) with t1 even or t = (t1, a) with t1 odd. (⋆)

The assumption can be fulfilled by adding the dummy gates I at such time steps. We add
those time steps such that Ut = I to TA, i.e., we consider the gates Ut = I as 1-qubit gates.
The locality of each term of the whole Hamiltonian is represented in the following table (note
that we crucially use Assumption (⋆) to guarantee that the locality of Hprop,t and Hqubit,t is
d+ 1):

Term Locality

Hin 1 + d = d + 1

Hout 1 + d = d + 1

Hprop,t max{d + 1, 1 + d} = d + 1

Hqubit,t 1 + d = d + 1

Htime,t max{d, d + 1} = d + 1

Hclock d

The whole Hamiltonian is thus (d + 1)-local. We can easily check that Conditions
(C1) ∼ (C6) are satisfied. From Proposition 18, we conclude that the circuit-to-Hamiltonian
construction is correct. From the condition (⋆), T is

(
a

d−1
)
a. Therefore, we can take

a = O(T 1/d) and the number of qubits Hx acting on is N +O(T 1/d). ◀

4 Fine-grained hardness for local Hamiltonian problem

In this section, we are going to prove the lower bound for the 3-LH problem.

▶ Theorem 22 (Lower bound for 3-LH). Assume that SETH (resp. QSETH) holds. Then, for
any constant ξ > 0, for any classical (resp. quantum) algorithm ALH , there exists a 3-local
Hamiltonian H acting on nH qubits associated with Eyes, Eno satisfying Eno −Eyes ≥ Ω(1)
such that ALH cannot decide λ(H) ≥ Eno or λ(H) ≤ Eyes with probability greater than 2/3
in O(2nH (1−ξ)) (resp. O(2nH (1−ξ)/2)) time.

We will prove Theorem 22 in Section 4.1. To prove it, we will use the size-preserving
circuit-to-Hamiltonian construction (Theorem 17) associated with the following lemma.

▶ Lemma 23 (A quantum circuit can compute k-CNF). For any positive integer k and c > 0,
for all n ∈ N, for any k-CNF formula Φ that contains n variables and m = O(nc) clauses,
there exists a quantum circuit UΦ that acts on n input qubits and at most 2c logn+ 2 ancilla
qubits, and UΦ consists of at most 34c2nc log2 n+(70k+2)nc +35c logn elementary gates such
that UΦ |x⟩in ⊗ |0⟩anc = |Φ(x)⟩out ⊗ |ψx⟩out for all x ∈ {0, 1}n, where |ψx⟩ is some quantum
state depending on x. The construction of UΦ can be done in poly(n) time.13

We defer the proof of Lemma 23 to Section 4.2.

13 It is worth noting that an alternative quantum circuit for computing kCNF appears in [27], Corollary 10.
That construction has width k+2

(
⌈log n⌉+⌈c log n⌉

)
and size at most 4×3⌈log2 n⌉+⌈c log2 n⌉−1. However,

its circuit size is O(nc+1), whereas ours is O(nc log2 n). This gap impacts the locality of the resulting
Hamiltonian, which is why Lemma 23 is necessary for our results.
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4.1 SETH- and QSETH-hardness of the 3-local Hamiltonian problem
Proof of Theorem 22. Let Φ = φ1∧φ2∧· · ·∧φm be a kCNF formula defined on n variables
x1, x2, . . . , xn, where m = O(nc) and c ∈ [1, 2). We construct an algorithm ASAT that solves
k-SAT(Φ) by using ALH as a subroutine.

1. Upon receiving a k-SAT instance Φ, construct a quantum circuit UΦ from Lemma 23.
2. Construct a Hamiltonian HUΦ acting on nH = n+ o(n) qubits from UΦ, and obtain two

energy thresholds Eyes, Eno where Eno − Eyes = Ω(1) by Theorem 17.
3. Run ALH on the input HUΦ . If λ(HUΦ) ≤ Eyes, then return YES. If λ(HUΦ) ≥ Eno, then

return NO.
The running time of ASAT is poly(n).

We now show the correctness of ASAT. By Lemma 23, we have the following:
If there exists an assignment x ∈ {0, 1}n such that Φ(x) = 1, then Pr[1← UΦ(|x⟩)] = 1.
If Φ(x) ̸= 1 for all assignments x ∈ {0, 1}n, then Pr[1← UΦ(|x⟩)] = 0 for all x ∈ {0, 1}n.

Combining Theorem 17 and choosing εerr <
1
4 , we obtain:

||HUΦ || ≤ poly(nH).
If there exists x ∈ {0, 1}n such that Φ(x) = 1, then λ(HUΦ) ≤ Eyes.
If Φ(x) ̸= 1 for all x ∈ {0, 1}n, then λ(HUΦ) ≥ Eno.
Eno − Eyes = Ω(1)

Therefore, ASAT has the same success probability as ALH.
Next, we show that nH = n + o(n) and that HUΦ is 3-local. Let na and g denote the

number of ancilla qubits and elementary gates in UΦ, respectively. By Lemma 23, na = o(n),
and g ≤ 34c2nc log2 n+ (70k + 2)nc + 35c logn. For all sufficiently large n, the gate number
g is upper-bounded by 35c2nc′ , where c′ ∈ (c, 2) is a constant.

By Theorem 17, we can apply d = 2 and the number of qubits of HUΦ is nH =
n+O(logn) + o(n) = n+ o(n) and HUΦ is 3-local. Furthermore, we have that the threshold
gap Eno − Eyes = Ω(1).

Because nH = n + o(n), we have nH ≤ (1 + η)n where η > 0 is an arbitrary small
constant for all sufficiently large n. For any constant ξ > 0, we can take ξ > η > 0 and a
constant ε = ξ− η+ ξη such that ε > 0, and it holds that O(2n(1+η)(1−ξ)) ≤ O(2n(1−ε)) (and
O(2 n

2 (1+η)(1−ξ)) ≤ O(2 n
2 (1−ε))).

Assume there exists a classical (resp. quantum) algorithm ALH that solves
3-LH(H,Eyes, Eno) for Eno − Eyes ≥ Ω(1) in O(2nH (1−ξ)) (resp. O(2

nH
2 (1−ξ))) time for

a constant ξ > 0. Then we have the classical (resp. quantum) algorithm ASAT solves
k-SAT defined on n variables in O(2n(1−ε)) (resp. O(2 n

2 (1−ε))) time for a constant ε > 0.
Besides, the reduction is polynomial time. As a result, it violates SETH which is defined in
Conjecture 14 (resp. QSETH which is defined in Conjecture 15). By taking a contraposition,
we have the statement. ◀

4.2 Efficient verification circuit for SAT
In this section, we show the construction of the quantum circuit UΦ that computes the
formula Φ = φ1 ∧ · · · ∧ φm defined on n variables x1, x2, . . . xn, and m = O(nc). For each
i ∈ [m], the clause φi = ℓi,1 ∨ ℓi,2 ∨ · · · ∨ ℓi,ki

where for each p ∈ [ki], ℓi,p can be either xj or
¬xj where j ∈ [n], and ki ≤ k. Let r := ⌈logm⌉.

Proof of Lemma 23. The ideal is to compute φi for each i ∈ [m] sequentially. We initially
set a counter, and increment the counter by one if φi(x) = 1. After compute all φi, we check
whether the counter is equal to m. Let ki be the number of variables (xj or ¬xj) appearing
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in φi. We have Φ(x) = 1 if and only if the counter equals m. We introduce the ancilla
register anc = cls ∪ cnt ∪ out where cls is a one-qubit register that temporarily stores the
value of φi(x) for each i, cnt is an r-qubit (r = ⌈logm⌉) that serves as the counter, and out
is a one-qubit register that outputs Φ(x).

To compute each φi, we construct Wi acting on in ∪ cls such that Wi |x⟩in |0⟩cls =
|ψx⟩in |φi⟩cls, where |ψx⟩ is some state depending on x.

To increment the counter by one, we construct a unitary addone acting on cnt such that
addone |y⟩cnt = |bin(int(y) + 1)⟩cnt for all y ∈ {0, 1}r \ {1r}. We apply addone only when
φi(x) = 1. This is done by letting addone be controlled by the resister cls. Denote the
control-addone operator by Caddone. Then Caddonecls∪cnt |0⟩cls |y⟩cnt = |0⟩cls |y⟩cnt and
Caddonecls∪cnt |1⟩cls |y⟩cnt = |0⟩cls |bin(int(y) + 1)⟩cnt.

After calculating φi(x) and applying Caddone, we apply W †
i on in ∪ cls to restore the

state to |x⟩in |0⟩cls.
To check whether the counter is equal to m in the final step, we construct a compare

operator, denoted by compare, that acts on cnt ∪ out. The operator compare satisfies
compare |y⟩cnt |0⟩out = |y⟩cnt |δm,int(y)⟩out for all y ∈ {0, 1}r.

To sum up, we construct the quantum circuit UΦ as follows:

UΦ := compare(W †
mCaddoneWm)(W †

m−1CaddoneWm−1) · · · (W †
1CaddoneW1). (23)

Next, we explain how to implement Wi, addone, and compare gates.
Because ℓi1 ∨ ℓi2 ∨ · · · ∨ ℓiki

= ¬(¬ℓi1 ∧ ¬ℓi2 ∧ · · · ∧ ¬ℓiki
), we can use Cknot together

with not gates to implement Wi. Let Si ⊆ in be the register defined by Si := {j ∈ [n] : xj ∈
φi or ¬xj ∈ φi}, i.e., Si consists of the jth qubits in in such that xj or ¬xj in φi; and let Ri ⊆ in
be the register defined by Ri := {j ∈ [n] : xj ∈ φi}, i.e., Ri consists of the jth qubits in in such
that xj in φi, but ¬xj does not. We construct Wi by Wi := not ·cls C

kinotSi∪cls · not⊗|Ri|
Ri

.
To implement the addone, observe that for y ∈ {0, 1}r, when int(y) is incremented by

one, a bit y[p] will be flipped if and only if all the bits with order lower than p are 1’s. That
is, y[p] will be flipped if and only if for all p′ > p, y[p′] = 1. Hence, addone can be composed
of a sequence of multi-control-NOT gates. The qth layer of addone is a Cr−qnot gate
whose control qubits are q, q + 1, . . . , r and whose target is the qthe qubit. The last layer of
addone is a not gate acting on the last qubit. To implement the control-addone operation
Caddone, we let every Cr−qnot be controlled by register cls. In other words, the qth layer
of Caddone is a Cr+1−qnot gates whose control qubits are q, q + 1, . . . , r ∪ cls and whose
target is the qth qubit in cnt.

The compare operator checks whether the value stored in the counter equal to m. That is,
compare operator compares each bit in the counter with bin(m), which can be implemented
by a Crnot gate. Let P ⊆ cnt be defined by P := {j ∈ [r] : bin(m)[j] = 0}. We construct
compare by compare := Crnotcnt∪out · not⊗|P |

P .
We decompose each multi-control-NOT gate into Toffoli gates. For Wi (and W †

i ), there
is a Ckinot inside, and it can be decomposed into at most 2k of Toffoli gates using at most
k ancilla bits.

The largest gate in the Caddone is a control Crnot gate, and there are r layers. Hence,
Caddone can be decomposed into at most 2r2 Toffoli gates. Because the ancillas for the
multi-control-NOT gates can be reused, the ancillas required for Caddone is at most r.

The compare operation contains a Crnot gate, which can be decomposed into at most
2r Toffoli gates using at most r ancilla qubits.

The ancilla qubits can be reused for the multi-control-NOT gates. Hence, to decomposed
UΦ into Toffoli gates, the number of ancilla qubits required is at most r. Therefore, the total
number of ancilla qubits for UΦ is |anc|+r = |cls|+ |cnt|+ |out|+r = 2 logm+2 = 2c logn+2.
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The total number of Toffoli gates in UΦ is at most (4k + 2r2) ·m+ 2r = 2c2nc log2 n+
4knc + 2c logn. We further decompose the Toffoli gates into elementary gates, yielding
34c2nc log2 n+ 68knc + 34c logn elementary gates in total. In addition to Toffoli gates, there
are at most 2(k+ 1) ·m+ r = (2k+ 2)nc + c logn of not gates. Therefore, the total number
of gates is at most 34c2ncc2 log2 n+ (70k + 2)nc + 35c logn. ◀

5 Fine-grained complexity of quantum partition function problem

The fine-grain lower bound for the local Hamiltonian problem directly gives us the fine-grain
lower bound for the quantum partition function.

5.1 SETH- and QSETH-hardness of quantum partition functions
▶ Lemma 24 (Fine-grained reduction from k-LH to k-QPF). For any T (n) ∈ ω(poly(n)),
k-LH(H,Eyes, Eno) is (T (n), T (n)) reducible to k-QPF(H,β, δ) in which H acts on n qubits,
β ≥ n

Eno−Eyes
and δ satisfies that 1−δ

1+δ ≥ e
−0.3n.

We emphasize that in Lemma 24, H in the k-QPF problem and the k-LH problem is the
same Hamiltonian.

To better understand Lemma 24, we unpack the underlying fine-grained reduction as
follows. Suppose there exist ξ > 0 and an algorithm AQPF that approximate tr[e−βH ] up
to relative error δ satisfying 1−δ

1+δ ≥ e
−0.3n with probability greater than 2/3 in O(T (n)1−ξ)

time, then for any ε > 0, we can use AQPF to construct an algorithm ALH such that
given thresholds Eyes, Eno satisfying Eno − Eyes ≥ n/β, the algorithm ALH decides weather
λ(H) ≥ Eno or λ(H) ≤ Eyes with probability greater than 2/3 in O(T (n)1−ε) time.

On the other hand, suppose for all ε > 0, for any algorithm ALH, for infinitely many
n there exists a k-local Hamiltonian Hn acting on n qubits and two energy thresholds
Eyes, Eno such that ALH cannot solve k-LH(Hn, Eyes, Eno) with probability greater than 2

3 in
O(T (n)1−ε) time, then for all ξ > 0, for all δ > 0, for infinitely many n ≥ n1, any algorithm
AQPF cannot solve k-QPF(Hn, β, δ), where β ≥ n

Eno−Eyes
, with probability greater than 2/3

in O(T (n)1−ξ) time. The integer n1 satisfies that 1−δ
1+δ = e−0.3n1 .

Proof of Lemma 24. Let (H,Eyes, Eno) be the k-LH instance, where H is a k-local Hamilto-
nian acts on n qubits . We are going to construct an algorithm ALH that solves
k-LH(H,Eyes, Eno) by using AQPF as a subroutine.

If (H,Eyes, Eno) is YES case, then there is at least one eigenstate of H whose energy is
lower than or equal to Eyes. Hence Z(β) ≥ e−βEyes .

If (H,Eyes, Eno) is NO case, then all 2n number of eigenstates of H have energy higher
than or equal to Eno. Hence, Z(β) ≤ 2ne−βEno < e−βEno+0.7n.

When β ≥ n
Eno−Eyes

∈ poly(n), and δ satisfies 1−δ
1+δ ≥ e

−0.3n, it holds that

1− δ
1 + δ

≥ e−0.3n ≥ e−β(Eno−Eyes)+0.7n.

Hence we have (1− δ)e−βEyes ≥ (1 + δ)e−βEno+0.7n.
Now we present the algorithm ALH that solves k-LH(H,Eyes, Eno) by using AQPF.

1. When receiving H,Eyes, Eno, calculate δ0 such that 1−δ0
1+δ0

= e−0.3n and β0 = n
Eno−Eyes

.
Set β ≥ β0 and set δ ≤ δ0.

2. Run AQPF on the input H,β, δ, and get the output Z̃.
3. If Z̃ ≥ (1− δ)e−βEyes , then output YES. If Z̃ ≤ (1 + δ)e−βEno+0.7n, then output NO.
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When AQPF solves k-QPF(H,β, δ) successfully, it is guaranteed that (1 − δ)Z(β) ≤ Z̃ ≤
(1 + δ)Z(β). When the inputs of k-LH is YES case, Z̃ ≥ (1− δ)Z(β) ≥ (1− δ)e−βEyes ; and
when NO case, Z̃ ≤ (1 + δ)Z(β) < (1 + δ)e−βEno+0.7n.

By the choice of β and δ, it holds that (1− δ)e−βEyes ≥ (1 + δ)e−βEno+0.7n. Therefore,
when AQPF solves k-QPF(H,β, δ) successfully, ALH decides k-LH(H,Eyes, Eno) correctly.
The success probability of ALH is the same as AQPF. Therefore, the requirement 1 in
Definition 16 is satisfied.

The algorithm ALH queries AQPF once in Step 2., and the instance of k-QPF is exactly
the input of k-LH. For any ε, we choose ξ = ε. We have T (n)1−ε ≤ d · T (n)1−ξ for any
constant d > 1. Therefore, the requirement 3 and 4 in Definition 16 are satisfied.

Finally, Step 1. and Step 3. in the algorithm ALH run in poly(n) time. Hence, ALH
runs in poly(n) times, which is less than d · T (n)1−ξ for some constant d because T (n) is
super-polynomial. consequently, the requirement 2 is satisfied. This finishes the proof. ◀

▶ Remark 25. The reduction in Lemma 24 is polynomial-time. Since k-LH is QMA-hard, we
have that k-QPF is also QMA-hard.

The fine-grain reduction above implies the lower bound for the quantum partition function
problem.

▶ Theorem 26. Assume SETH (resp. QSETH) holds. For any ξ > 0 and any δ ∈ (0, 1),
for any quantum algorithm AQPF, for infinitely many n, there exists a 3-local Hamiltonian
H acting on n qubits, associated with an inverse temperature β0 = O(n), such that for all
β ≥ β0, the algorithm AQPF cannot solve QPF(H,β, δ) in O(2n(1−ξ)) classical time (resp.
O(2 n

2 (1−ξ)) quantum time) with probability greater than 2/3.

Proof. We prove the theorem by contradiction. Assume that there exists an algorithm AQPF
that solves the QPF problem. Then, by Lemma 24, we can construct an algorithm ALH that
solves 3-local Hamiltonian problem, which contradicts Theorem 22.

Suppose there exist ξ > 0 and δ ∈ (0, 1) such that there exist an algorithm AQPF and
n1 ∈ N satisfying the following: for all n > n1, for all H acting on n qubits, and for arbitrarily
large β ≥ O(n), the algorithm AQPF solves QPF(H,β, δ) with probability greater than 2/3
in O(2n(1−ξ)) classical time.

Let (H,Eyes, Eno) be an LH instance, where H is a 3-local Hamiltonian acting on n qubits
with sufficiently large n (we will specify how large n shall be later), and Eno − Eyes = Ω(1).
Choose β such that β ≥ O(n) > n

Eno−Eyes
. By Lemma 24, we construct ALH, in which we

query AQPF on the instance (H,β, δ). The algorithm runs in O(2n(1−ξ)) time.
Let n2 be the smallest integer such that 1−δ

1+δ ≥ e−0.3n2 . By the hypothesis at the
beginning of the proof and by Lemma 24, when n ≥ max{n1, n2}, the algorithm ALH decides
(H,Eyes, Eno) successfully with probability greater than 2/3.

Note that the reduction works for all H acting on n qubits and Eyes, Eno satisfying
Eno − Eyes = Ω(1) as long as n ≥ max{n1, n2}. We thus obtain a contradiction with
Theorem 22. The lower bound of quantum algorithms assuming QSETH follows in the same
proof strategy. ◀

5.2 O∗(2n
2 )-time quantum algorithm for k-QPF problem

In this section, we propose an algorithm that estimates the quantum partition function under
a polynomial inverse temperature up to an arbitrary inverse polynomial error in O∗(2 n

2 )
time. The running time matches our conditional lower bound. The input Hamiltonian H is
n-qubit, constant-local, semi-positive and satisfies ∥H∥ < 1.
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▶ Theorem 27 (O∗(2 n
2 ) time algorithm for k-QPF). For all sufficiently large n ∈ N, for

all n-qubit constant-local, semi-definite Hamiltonian H satisfying ∥H∥ < 1, β < poly(n),
and δ ≥ 1/nc for arbitrary positive constant c, there exists a quantum algorithm that solves
k-QPF(H,β, δ) in O∗(2 n

2 ) time with successful probability 1− negl(n).

Tools that are used in the proof of QPF algorithm
Before proving Theorem 27, we first list some tools that will be used in the proof.

The main idea of the algorithm is dividing the energy range [0, 1) into polynomial many
disjoint intervals I0, I1, . . . , IL. For each interval Iℓ, we designate a value Eℓ ∈ Iℓ to represent
the characteristic energy of Iℓ. Let Mℓ be the number of the Hamiltonian’s eigenstates whose
corresponding energy is in the interval Iℓ. The approximation of the quantum partition
function is

L∑
ℓ=0

Mℓe
−βEℓ .

To estimate the number of eigenstates Mℓ, there are two key ingredients: (i) energy estimation,
and (ii) quantum counting.

Given the description of a local Hamiltonian H and one of H’s eigenstate |ψj⟩, the energy
estimation algorithm outputs its corresponding energy Ej . The energy estimation algorithm
can be implemented by phase estimation associated with Hamiltonian simulation.

▶ Lemma 28 (Phase estimation [44]). Let U be a n-qubit unitary and |uθ⟩ be U ’s eigenstate
satisfying that U |uθ⟩ = eiθ |uθ⟩. There exists a quantum circuit PU,r, which takes |uθ⟩ as the
input state and executes control-U operator O(2r) times with additional poly(n) number of
gates, such that the output state is

|uθ⟩ ⊗
∑

x∈{0,1}r

αx |x⟩ , (24)

where α ∈ C, satisfying that∑
x:| int(x)·2π

2r −θ|≤ 2π

2b

|αx|2 ≥ 1− 1
2r−b

(25)

for any b < r − 1.

When we choose b = r − 2, we have that the estimation θ̃ := int(x)·2π
2r is in the interval

θ ± 2π
2b with probability greater than 3

4 . We can amplify the probability to 1− negl(n) by
repeating the procedure poly(n) times and using median of means technique [4, 10].

▶ Lemma 29 (Confidence amplification of phase estimation). Following Lemma 28, there
exists a quantum circuit AU,r,m, which executes PU,r m = poly(n) times, with additional
poly(n) gates, such that the output state is

|uθ⟩ ⊗
∑

x∈{0,1}r

α′
x |x⟩ |gx⟩ , (26)

where α′ ∈ C, and |gx⟩ is some state depending on x, satisfying∑
x:| int(x)·2π

2r −θ|≤ 2π

2(r−2)

|α′
x|2 ≥ 1− e−Θ(m). (27)
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Proof. Because after the execution of the phase estimation PU,r, the input state |uθ⟩ remains
unchanged and separable from

∑
x αx |x⟩, we can reuse the input state. Assume we measure

the register that contains
∑

x αx |x⟩ after each execution of PU,r. Let the outcome of each
execution be x1, x2, . . . , xm. By Lemma 28, when we choose b = r− 2, it holds that for each
i ∈ [m] the probability that θ̃i := int(xi)·2π

2r is in the interval θ ± 2π
2r−2 is greater than 3

4 .
Because the register that stores

∑
x αx |x⟩ for each execution are separable, we have that

the measurement outcomes of all the execution are independent. Then, by Chernoff bound,
the probability that there are more than half of θ̃1, θ̃2, . . . , θ̃m outside the interval θ± 2π

2r−2 is
less than e−Θ(m). Let x̃ be the the median of int(x1), int(x2), . . . , int(xm) and let θ̃ := x̃·2π

2r .
We have the event that θ̃ is outside the interval θ ± 2π

2r−2 has probability less than e−Θ(m).
Now we describe the quantum circuit AU,r,m. The quantum circuit AU,r,m has m ancilla

registers X1, X2, . . . ,Xm each of them is r-qubit, and an input register U takes the input state
|uθ⟩. The quantum circuit AU,r,m executes PU,r m times sequentially on the input |uθ⟩ and
in the ith execution of PU,r, it stores

∑
x αx |x⟩ in the register Xi. After m times execution,

a circuit that computes the median of X1, X2, . . . ,Xm is applied. Since X1, X2, . . . ,Xm are
separable and computing the median is a classical circuit, the distribution of x̃ is the same
regardless of the measurement taking place before or after the computing of median. As a
result, Equation Equation (27) holds. ◀

To implement the energy estimation of the local Hamiltonian H, we run phase estimation
for U = e−iH , which can be implemented by Hamiltonian simulation.

▶ Lemma 30 (Hamiltonian simulation [41]). For all sufficiently large n ∈ N, for all constant-
local Hamiltonian H ∈ C2c×2n , evolution time t ∈ R+, and tolerated error ε ∈ (0, 1), there
exists a quantum circuit Usim(H, t, ε) running in poly(n, t, log(1/ε)) such that for any quantum
state |ψ⟩ ∈ C2n , it holds that

∥(Usim(H, t, ε)− e−iHt ⊗ I) |ψ⟩ ⊗ |0asim⟩ ∥2 ≤ ε, (28)

where asim is the number of ancilla qubits of Usim(H, t, ε).

Now we formally define the energy estimation.

▶ Definition 31 (Energy estimation). Let H ∈ C2n×2n be a constant-local Hamiltonian
satisfying that all the eigenvalues of H are in the interval [0, 1). We first define an ideal
unitary ÛEE(H, δE, η) that estimates the corresponding energy of H’s eigenstate |ψj⟩. We say
ÛEE(H, δE, η) is an ideal energy estimation of the Hamiltonian H if for any H’s eigenstate
|ψj⟩, it holds that

ÛEE(H, δE, η) |ψj⟩ |0aEE⟩ = |ψj⟩ ⊗
∑
E′

αE′ |E′⟩ |gE′⟩ , (29)

where aEE is the number of ancilla qubits, αE′ ∈ C, and |gE′⟩ is some state depending on
E′, satisfying∑

E′∈[Ej−δE,Ej+δE]

|αE′ |2 ≥ 1− η, (30)

where Ej is the corresponding energy of |ψj⟩.
Then, we say a quantum circuit UEE(H, δE, η, ε) is an implementation of energy estima-

tion of H if

∥UEE(H, δE, η, ε)− ÛEE(H, δE, η)∥ ≤ ε. (31)
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▶ Lemma 32 (Efficient energy estimation algorithm). For all sufficiently large n ∈ N, For all
constant-local, semi-definite Hamiltonian H ∈ C2n×2n satisfying ∥H∥ < 1, and all tolerated
error δE = 1/poly(n), there exists a energy estimation implementation UEE(H, δE, η =
e−n, ε = 2−n) that runs in poly(n) time.

Proof. It holds that e−iH |ψj⟩ = e−iEj |ψj⟩. We can use phase estimation to obtain Ej . We
first consider the ideal unitary ÛEE(H, δE, η). By Lemma 29, we run AU,r,m with U = e−iH ,
r := log( 2π

δE ) + 2, and m = Cn where C is a large enough constant, on the input |ψj⟩. Let
E′ := int(x) · 2π/2r, we have that Equation Equation (29) and Equation (30) holds with
η = e−n.

Then, we consider the efficient implementation UEE(H, δE, η = e−n, ε = 2−n). We replace
U in AU,r,m with the implementation of Hamiltonian simulation Usim(H, t = 1, ε/(m · 2r))
described in Lemma 30. (To be more precise, we need to implement control-U in AU,r,m.
Hence, we need to replace the gates in Usim(H, t = 1, ε/(m ·2r)) with their controlled version.)
There are m · 2r many of U in AU,r,m. By triangular inequality, Equation Equation (31)
holds.

For the running time, by Lemma 30, the implementation of Usim(H, t = 1, ε/(m · 2r))
takes poly(n, 1, log(/m · 2rε)) = poly(n, 1, (log(n) + δE + log(1/ε))) time. We have δE =
1/poly(n) and ε = 2−n, the running time of each implementation of U is poly(n). There are
m ·2r = poly(n) many of U in AU,r,m. As a result the overall running time of UEE(H, δE, η =
e−n, ε = 2−n) is poly(n). ◀

We use quantum counting to estimate the number of eigenstates in a given interval.

▶ Lemma 33 (Quantum counting). Let a quantum circuit U taking a n-qubit input state
|ψ⟩ satisfy U |ψ⟩ |0a⟩ =

√
M
N |1⟩ |ξ

1⟩ +
√

N−M
N |0⟩ |ξ0⟩, where N = 2n, M ≤ N14, and a is

the number of ancilla qubits. For any c ∈ N, there is a quantum circuit that executes U
O(poly(n) · 2 n

2 ) times with additional O(poly(n) · 2 n
2 ) many gates and outputs M̃ such that

(1−Θ( 1
nc ))M ≤ M̃ ≤ (1 + Θ( 1

nc ))M with probability 1− negl(n).

In [44], there has already been a proof for the amplitude estimation algorithm that outputs
M̃ satisfying (1 − 1√

M
)M ≤ M̃ ≤ (1 + 1√

M
)M . To achieve the relative error as small as

Θ(1/nc), we increase the number of Grover iteration in [44] from n/2 + 3 to n/2 + Θ(c logn).
To use quantum counting to estimate the number of eigenstates in a given interval, we

need to prepare the uniform superposition of all the eigenstates as the input state. However,
in general, the eigenstates are unknown. We use the property that EPR state is identical to
the uniform superposition of the states and its complex conjugate in any orthogonal basis to
overcome this issue.

▶ Lemma 34. For any complete orthogonal basis of n-qubit system {|ψi⟩}N
j=1,i.e.,∑N

j=1|ψj⟩⟨ψj | = I and ⟨ψj |ψj′⟩ = δj,j′ where N = 2n, it holds that

N∑
j=1

√
1
N
|ψj⟩ |ψ∗

j ⟩ =
N∑

k=1

√
1
N
|k⟩ |k⟩ . (32)

where |ψ∗
j ⟩ is the complex conjugate of |ψj⟩.

14 Actually it requires that M < N/2. We can overcome this issue by adding an additional qubit.
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Proof. Let V =
∑N

j,k=1 Vk,j |k⟩⟨j| be a unitary such that |ψj⟩ = V |j⟩ for all j ∈ [N ]. We
have

N∑
j=1
|ψj⟩ ⊗ |ψ∗

j ⟩ =
N∑

j=1

(( N∑
k=1

Vk,j |k⟩
)
⊗

( N∑
k′=1

V ∗
k′,j |k′⟩

))

=
N∑

j=1

N∑
k=1

N∑
k′=1

Vk,jV
∗

k′,j |k⟩ ⊗ |k′⟩ . (33)

Because V is a unitary, we have
∑N

j=1 Vk,jV
∗

k′,j = δk,k′ . Equation (33) becomes
∑N

j=1 |k⟩ ⊗
|k⟩. ◀

Proof of Theorem 27
Proof of Theorem 27. Let N := 2n.

For any interval I and E ∈ [0, 1), we define the operator Udec(I) |E⟩ |0a
dec⟩ = |1I(E)⟩ |∗⟩,

where adec is the number of ancilla qubits and |∗⟩ is some state. That is, Udec(I) |E⟩ |0a
dec⟩ =

|1⟩ |ξE,1⟩ if E ∈ I and Udec(I) |E⟩ |0a
dec⟩ = |0⟩ |ξE,0⟩ if E /∈ I, where |ξE,1⟩ and |ξE,0⟩ are

some states.
We write down the algorithm.

1. Let L = 4ncβ.
2. For k ∈ {0, 1, . . . , L− 1}:

2.1 For ℓ ∈ {0, 1, . . . , L}(If k = 0, then ℓ ∈ {1, 2, . . . , L}):
2.1.1 Define the characteristic energy Ek,ℓ := ℓ−1

L + k
L2 , the interval Ik,ℓ := [Ek,l, Ek,ℓ + 1

L ),
and I ′

k,ℓ := [Ek,ℓ − 1/2L2, Ek,ℓ + 1/L+ 1/2L2).
2.1.2 Define Uk,ℓ := Udec(I ′

k,ℓ)UEE(H, δE = 1
2L2 , η = e−n, ε = 2−n), where UEE is defined

in Definition 31.
2.1.3 Prepare the EPR state |Ψ⟩ :=

∑N
k=1

√
1
N |k⟩ |k⟩.

2.1.4 Execute quantum counting (Lemma 33) on Uk,ℓ |Ψ⟩ |0aU ⟩ up to a relative error
δC = 1

4nc , where Uk,ℓ acts on the first half of the EPR state and aU is the number
of ancilla qubits. Let M̃k,ℓ be the output of the quantum counting.

2.2 Let Z̃k :=
∑L

ℓ=0 M̃k,ℓe
−βEk,ℓ .

3. Let Z̃ := min{Z̃k}L−1
k=0 .

4. Output Z̃.

Now we claim the correctness of the algorithm. We define the following notations. Let
I−

k,ℓ := [Ek,ℓ − 1/L2, Ek,ℓ), I+
k,ℓ := [Ek,ℓ + 1/L, Ek,ℓ + 1/L+ 1/L2), and I ′′

k,ℓ := I−
k,ℓ ∪ Ik,ℓ ∪ I+

k,ℓ.
Let Zk,ℓ :=

∑
j:Ej∈Ik,ℓ

e−βEj be the partition function that are contributed by the states
whose energies are in the interval Ik,ℓ. Also, we define Z−

k,ℓ :=
∑

j:Ej∈I−
k,ℓ
e−βEj and Z+

k,ℓ :=∑
j:Ej∈I+

k,ℓ
e−βEj . Let Mk,ℓ be the number of states whose energies are in the interval Ik,ℓ,

M−
k,ℓ be the number of states whose energies are in the interval I−

k,ℓ, and M+
k,ℓ be the number

of states whose energies are in the interval I+
k,ℓ.

The quantum partition function is dominated by low energy. The characteristic energy
Ek,ℓ is lower than all the energy in Ik,ℓ. Hence, Mk,ℓe

−Ek,ℓ gives a upper bound for Zk,ℓ, i.e.,

Zk,ℓ ≤Mk,ℓe
−Ek,ℓ (34)

for any k, ℓ.

CCC 2026



12:30 Fine-Grained Complexity from Size-Preserving C2H Reduction

On the other hand, Ek.ℓ is greater than all the energy decreased by 1/L in Ik,ℓ. Hence,
Mk,ℓe

−Ek,ℓ gives a lower bound for Zk,ℓe
1/L, i.e.,

Mk,ℓe
−Ek,ℓ ≤ Zk,ℓe

1/L. (35)

for any k, ℓ.
Similarly, we have

M−
k,ℓe

−βEk,ℓ ≤ Z−
k,ℓ, (36)

and

M+
k,ℓe

−βEk,ℓ ≤ Z+
k,ℓe

1/L+1/L2
. (37)

First we consider the ideal case. That is, using ÛEE(H, δE, η = 0) (Equation Equa-
tion (29)) instead of UEE in Step 2.1.2. According to Definition 31, if Ej ∈ Ik,l, it holds
that

ÛEE(H, δE, η = 0) |ψj⟩ |0aEE⟩ = |ψj⟩ ⊗
∑

E′∈I′
k,ℓ

αE′ |E′⟩ |gE′⟩ ;

and if Ej /∈ I ′′
k,ℓ, it holds that

ÛEE(H, δE, η = 0) |ψj⟩ |0aEE⟩ = |ψj⟩ ⊗
∑

E′ /∈I′
k,ℓ

αE′ |E′⟩ |gE′⟩ .

In other words, letting Ûk,ℓ := Udec(I ′
k,ℓ)ÛEE(H, δE, η = 0), we have

Ûk,ℓ |ψj⟩ |0aU ⟩ =


|1⟩ |ξ1

j ⟩ , if Ej ∈ Ik,ℓ,

αj |1⟩ |ξ1
j ⟩+ βj |0⟩ |ξ0

j ⟩ , if Ej ∈ I−
k,ℓ ∪ I

+
k,ℓ,

|0⟩ |ξ0
ℓ,j⟩ , if Ej /∈ I ′′

ℓ ,

(38)

where αj , βj ∈ C satisfy |αℓ,j |+ |βℓ,j | = 1, |ξ1
j ⟩, |ξ0

j ⟩ are quantum states depending on j. The
coefficients αj , βj and the states |ξ1

j ⟩ , |ξ0
j ⟩ may depend on k, ℓ.

When Ûk,ℓ acts on the first half of |Ψ⟩, combining Equation (38) and Lemma 34, we have

Ûk,ℓ |Ψ⟩ |0aU ⟩ =

√
M̂k,ℓ

N
|1⟩ |ξ1⟩+

√
N − M̂k,ℓ

N
|0⟩ |ξ0⟩ , (39)

where M̂k,ℓ ∈ [N ] satisfies

Mk,ℓ ≤ M̂k,ℓ ≤M−
k,ℓ +Mk,ℓ +M+

k,ℓ, (40)

and |ξ1⟩, |ξ0⟩ are some quantum states.
Let M̃ ideal

k,ℓ be the output in Step 2.1.4. when replacing Uk,ℓ with Ûk,ℓ. By the guarantee
of quantum counting (Lemma 33), we have that

(1− δC)M̂k,ℓ ≤ M̃ ideal
k,ℓ ≤ (1 + δC)(M̂k,ℓ). (41)

By union bound, the event that Equation Equation (41) holds for all k, ℓ has probability
1− negl(n).
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Now we lower bound Z̃. Because Mk,ℓ ≤ M̂k,ℓ, from Equation Equation (41), we have

(1− δC)Mk,ℓ ≤ M̃ ideal
k,ℓ .

Multiplying by e−βEk,ℓ and combining with Equation Equation (34), we have

(1− δC)Zk,ℓ ≤ M̃ ideal
k,ℓ e−βEk,ℓ . (42)

For any k, when summing ℓ over {0, 1, . . . , L} in Equation Equation (42), we have

(1− δC)Z ≤
∑

ℓ

M̃ ideal
k,ℓ e−βEk,ℓ . (43)

For the upper bound, because M̂k,ℓ ≤M−
k,ℓ +Mk,ℓ +M+

k,ℓ, combining with the guarantee
of quantum counting (Equation Equation (41)), we have

M̃ ideal
k,ℓ ≤ (1 + δC)(M−

k,ℓ +Mk,ℓ +M+
k,ℓ).

Multiplying by e−βEk,ℓ and combing with Equation Equation (36) and Equation (37), we
have

M̃ ideal
k,ℓ e−βEk,ℓ ≤ (1 + δC)(Z−

k,ℓ + Zk,ℓe
−β/L + Z+

k,ℓe
β/L+β/L2

). (44)

Fixing a k and summing ℓ over {0, 1, . . . , L} in Equation Equation (44), we have∑
ℓ

M̃ ideal
k,ℓ e−βEk,ℓ ≤ (1 + δC)

(( ∑
ℓ

Z−
k,ℓ

)
+ Zeβ/L +

( ∑
ℓ

Z+eβ/L+β/L2))
. (45)

Consider the term
∑

ℓ Z
−
k,ℓ +

∑
ℓ Z

+eβ/L+β/L2 and sum over k. That is

L−1∑
k=0

( ∑
ℓ

Z−
k,ℓ +

∑
ℓ

Z+eβ/L+β/L2
)
. (46)

Since
L−1⋃
k=0

⋃
ℓ

I−
k,ℓ = [−1/L, 0) ∪ [0, 1− 1/L2),

and all the eigenstates are in the interval [0, 1), we have that
∑L−1

k=0
∑

ℓ Z
−
k,ℓ is contributed

by the eigenstates in the interval [0, 1− 1/L2). Therefore,

L−1∑
k=0

∑
ℓ

Z−
k,ℓ ≤ Z. (47)

Similarly, we have

L−1∑
k=0

∑
ℓ

Z+
k,ℓ ≤ Z. (48)

Plugging Equation Equation (47) and Equation (48) into Equation Equation (46), we have

L−1∑
k=0

( ∑
ℓ

Z−
k,ℓ +

∑
ℓ

Z+eβ/L+β/L2
)
≤ Z(1 + eβ/L+β/L2

). (49)
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By average argument, there is a k such that( ∑
ℓ

Z−
k,ℓ +

∑
ℓ

Z+eβ/L+β/L2
)
≤ 1
L
Z(1 + eβ/L+β/L2

). (50)

Let Z̃ideal be the output of the algorithm when replacing Uk,ℓ with Ũk,ℓ. By Equation
Equation (45) and Equation (50), we have

Z̃ideal ≤ (1 + δC)
( 1
L

+ eβ/L + 1
L
eβ/L+β/L2)

Z. (51)

Recall that δC = 1
4nc , L = 4ncβ, and β = poly(n). We have

1
L

+ eβ/L + 1
L
eβ/L+β/L2

= e
1

4nc + e
1

4nc (1+ 1
4ncβ )

4ncβ
+ 1

4ncβ
≤ 1 + 1

2nc

for sufficiently large n. As a result, Equation Equation (51) becomes

Z̃ideal ≤
(
1 + 1

4nc

)(
1 + 1

2nc

)
Z ≤

(
1 + 1

nc

)
Z (52)

for sufficiently large n.
Finally, combing Equation Equation (43) and Equation (52), we have

(1− 1/nc)Z ≤ Z̃ideal ≤ (1 + 1/nc)Z. (53)

Then, we consider the real implementation. There are two steps to change the ideal
algorithm to the real implementation. First, we define a intermediate algorithm by replacing
ÛEE(H, δE, η = 0) in the ideal algorithm with ÛEE(H, δE, η = e−n). By Lemma 33,
there are O(poly(n) · 2 n

2 ) many ÛEE in the algorithm. Also, we have ∥ÛEE(H, δE, η =
e−n) − ÛEE(H, δE, η = 0)∥ ≤ e−n. By triangular inequity, the distance between the ideal
algorithm and the intermediate algorithm is negl(n).

For the second step, we get the real implementation by replacing ÛEE(H, δE, η = e−n) with
UEE(H, δE, η = e−n, ε = 2−n). We have ∥UEE(H, δE, η = e−n, ε = 2−n)− ÛEE(H, δE, η =
e−n)∥ ≤ 2−n. Again, by triangular inequity, the distance between the intermediate algorithm
and the real implementation is negl(n). As a result, the distance between ideal algorithm
and the real implementation is negl(n). Constituently, the real implementation outputs the
correct estimation of quantum partition function with probability 1− negl(n).

Finally, we analyze the running time. There are poly(n) of iterations over k and ℓ and
each iteration runs in O(poly(n) ·2 n

2 ) time. Therefore the overall running time is O∗(2 n
2 ). ◀
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A A trivial fine-grained reduction to k(ε)LH from k(ε)SAT

▶ Theorem 35 (Lower bound of k(ε)LH). Assuming SETH (resp. QSETH), for any ε > 0,
there is k (depending on ε) such that for any algorithm, there exists n0 ∈ N such that for
all n ≥ n0, there is a Hamiltonian H acting on n qubits, associated Eyes, Eno satisfying
Eno − Eyes ≥ Ω(1) such that LH(H,Eyes, Eno) cannot be solved in O(2n(1−ε)) classical time
(resp. O(2 n

2 (1−ε)) quantum time).

Proof. We construct a Hamiltonian H from a k-SAT instance Φ = φ1 ∧ φ2 ∧ · · · ∧ φm.
Let Si ⊆ [n] be the set collecting the index j such that xj or ¬xj appears in φi, and

let Si be the corresponding register. Let yi ∈ {0, 1}|Si| be the assignment to the variables
appearing in φi such that φi(yi) = 0. Because φi is in the disjunctive form, yi is unique.
Let H :=

∑m
i=1 Hi, where Hi := I − |yi⟩⟨yi|Si for all i ∈ [m]. It holds that Hi |yi⟩ = 0 if

φi(yi) = 1 and Hi |yi⟩ = |yi⟩ if φi(yi) = 0. Each Hi acts non-trivially on at most k qubits.
Hence, H is k-local.

If there exists an assignment x ∈ {0, 1}n satisfying Φ, then H |x⟩ = 0. Otherwise,
λ(H) ≥ 1. Hence, solving LH(H,Eyes = 0, Eno = 1) can decide k-SAT. The construction of
H takes poly(n) time. Hence, if LH(H,Eyes = 0, Eno = 1) is solved in O(2n(1−ε)) time, then
k-SAT(Φ) is also solved in O(2n(1−ε)) classical time, which violates SETH. The argument
assuming QSETH follows in the same proof strategy. ◀
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