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THE FINAL CHAPTER

────────────────────────────────────────

"The human soul is too free to fit into any system!"

CHAPTER ONE — MARBLE DUST AND SWEAT

It was 550 BC, a hot wind from the south scattered marble dust through the narrow streets of Athens, already long-standing in its name and ambitions. The city hummed like a construction site in the shadow of the Acropolis and its ancient stone sanctuaries, the emerging marketplace, and the endless ringing of hammers. In sculptors' workshops, temple construction sites, and blacksmiths' forges, work proceeded from the first light of morning until dusk. This was a city that had emerged from the long torpor of the Dark Ages only a few centuries earlier.

Palaces had collapsed, and the old palace scripts had been forgotten for centuries, replaced now by a newer alphabet already etched by scribes and merchants into papyrus and stone. Still, the art of shaping stone had left an indelible mark on human memory. Historians describe this period as an awakening in the early Archaic Age: the Greek city-states had recently taken form, their laws still fresh on stone tablets, trade routes stretched from the Phoenician coasts to the Egyptian delta, and every port opened onto another world. On a narrow street near the foot of the Acropolis, in the artisans’ quarter of the city, stood the workshop of a master sculptor — and within it, toiling at the stone, his apprentice, known as Leukos.

The name Leukos meant "white" and "luminous" in Greek. His master had given him this name as a workshop name — a second name, earned rather than born into — upon seeing how the dust caught the daylight while he worked the marble — how it glittered, as though the stone itself were breathing light. But that morning, the dust around Leukos was not glittering. It was filling his throat and stinging his eyes.

As on every other morning, Leukos stood before a massive block of marble in his master's workshop. As he laboured to give the stone its final form with hammer and chisel, great clouds of dust rose at every blow. Half-finished figures leaned against the walls alongside completed works and pieces still awaiting orders. In the corner stood a stone basin — its water clouded with marble grit, soiled cloths draped over the rim, tools resting inside. The floor had grown so thick with the marble fragments of many years that one could no longer tell whether it was stone or wood beneath one's feet.

His master's voice cut through the sharp ringing of stone.

"Leukos! Bring the scraper — we must smooth this corner. The gods do not love imperfection."

Leukos obeyed without pausing to wipe the dust from his face. As he handed the scraper to his master, his gaze drifted briefly to the window. Across the narrow street, a small child was trying to build a tower by stacking stones. Each time it toppled, and each time the child began again — as though falling were simply not a reason to stop.

"Leukos! Where were you?"

The master's voice was impatient, but not unkind.

"Forgive me, master."

Leukos turned back. The master took the scraper and examined the marble surface with care. He was a man in his sixties — shoulders slightly bowed, but his hands still strong. Those hands had absorbed so much marble over the years that even the creases of his fingers had come to resemble stone. Over the course of a long life, he had produced the finest work the city had yet seen: the female figures on temple facades, divine busts, columns raised in honour of the fallen — all had come from his hands.

"Look," said the master, tracing a fine line with the tip of his chisel. "This area is still rough. The goddess Athena cannot be received with this protrusion on her shoulder. Perfection lies not in grand gestures, but in small surrenders."

Leukos bowed his head. The master was right. Marble did not forgive. A misplaced hammer blow could not be undone — the stone would crack, and that would be the end of it. Every stroke, therefore, was a decision. Leukos had learned this truth years ago, and since that day, the word irreversible had come to describe not only his craft, but his life.

He was more than a mere apprentice; he was his master's right hand, the quiet backbone of the workshop. Until evening, he would carry marble blocks, sharpen tools, sweep the floors, and when he came home, he left every burden at the threshold, drawn in by the warmth of his waiting wife and little daughter. When the door opened, his wife would always do the same thing: she would raise one hand to Leukos's face and brush away the marble dust with her palm — as though she were finding him anew each evening.

His little daughter, Nova, would come running, throw her arms around her father's neck, and ask, "What did you make today?" Leukos would take her in his arms and say, "I made a goddess." The girl would smile: "Was she beautiful?" "Not as beautiful as you."

They were neither hungry nor without shelter; they lived in modest but genuine comfort. Athens in those days was a growing city, and a growing city gave breathing room to those who built it. Yet within Leukos, beneath the marble dust, there lived another soul — one that could not breathe.

One evening on his way home, as the heavy smell of the harbour crept in from the sea, a thought took root in his mind. He stood looking at the dark water pooling between the cobblestones and said to himself:

"Peace is not enough. While the world stands fixed like a marble block, I want to flow."

That night, as he lay down, his wife turned to him in the darkness.

"What are you thinking?"

"Nothing," said Leukos.

"Lies are worse than marble," said his wife. "Marble at least keeps quiet without lying."

Leukos laughed — lightly, briefly. Then fell silent again. But the voice inside him did not.
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CHAPTER TWO — FATE AT THE HARBOUR

The harbour at Phalerum was the main anchorage of Athens before Piraeus had risen to prominence. It was not the heart of the city. It was its stomach. Every morning, ships unloaded their cargo; every evening, new ones took their place. The market spilled along the quay in an unbroken line of stalls: jars of olive oil, amphorae of wine, Egyptian linen, Phoenician glass, purple dye from their coast. Everything passed through this quay.

For the Athens of those days, the sea could only be reached through this harbour. Trade routes spread outward in every direction — from Crete to the scattered islands of the Aegean, from Cyprus to the Black Sea colonies; every ship, every cargo, every sailor carried news from a different world. In the harbour's tavernas, as evening fell, all the city's contradictions would find themselves seated at the same table, raising the same cup.

Vendors called out, merchants haggled, workers sang as they hauled their loads. The smell of the sea, of fish, of tar — all of it wove together into the harbour's own singular language. And one evening, amid that familiar clamour, Leukos came face to face with an old friend.

It was someone he had known since boyhood—a companion with whom he had once herded sheep on the hillsides and caught fish in the river. But the man standing before him now seemed scarcely the same person. His back was broader, his hands more deeply calloused, and his face was carved with lines left by years of sun and salt.

"Is that you?" said Leukos.

"It is. Have I changed?"

"The sea has consumed you."

His friend laughed.

"The sea consumes — but it also nourishes. The two always come together."

They withdrew to a corner of a taverna and ordered two cups of strong wine. As evening deepened, the noise from outside mingled with the sailors' songs drifting in from the quay. In the candlelight, the exhaustion etched into his friend's face was even more visible than before.

"My mother is very ill, Leukos," his friend said, setting his cup slowly on the table. "I need to be with her. But I cannot leave my berth on the ship unfilled — the captain is looking for someone he can trust. The run to Egypt is active, and there is a major voyage soon."

Leukos held his cup but did not drink. Something stirred in his mind.

"Tell me more," he said.

His friend told him everything. The size of the ship, the captain's fair but exacting manner, the ports along the route — Crete, Egypt, the vivid markets of the small islands they sometimes called on. As he listened, Leukos's eyes grew wide, the way a child's eyes widen when peering through a crack in a door onto something vast and unknown.

"Would you take my place on the ship? The captain is strict but fair. This route—to Egypt and beyond—would show you a world beyond these harbour walls. And I could be with my mother in her final days."

Leukos was quiet for a moment. He thought of his wife. He thought of Nova, his master, the unfinished block of marble waiting in the workshop. Then he thought of the child outside — the tower that kept falling and was always beginning again.

"When?" he said.

"Three days from now."

That night, Leukos came home late. His wife was awake, the lamp still burning.

"Where were you?"

"At the harbour. I ran into an old friend."

"And?"

Leukos sat down. For a long moment, he looked at her. Then he told her everything — the ship, the route, what it could mean. His wife listened without interrupting. When he finished, she asked only one question:

"What do you feel?"

"I want to go."

"I know." A silence. "When will you return?"

"A few months. Perhaps a little longer."

His wife rose, crossed the room, and gently smoothed their Nova's hair. The girl was sleeping. She stood there for a while in that deep, fragile quiet that gathers over a sleeping child.

"Go," she said at last. "But come back."

The following day, Leukos knelt before his master. The master was first surprised, then still, and then he gave a slow nod.

"Stone will always be here," said the master, his voice unsteady but his eyes calm. "But the sea does not keep waiting long for the man it has summoned."

Leukos received his master's approval and
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