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Prologue: The Voice of the Desert

All truth begins in dust.

For a long time, I did not know this. In my youth, I believed truth could be found somewhere between marble columns, or in the dense lettering pressed onto sheets of parchment, or perhaps on the lips of a bishop who looked down upon the crowd from his high seat. For years I gazed upward. But God only spoke to me when I finally looked down.

In the dust. In the sand that broke apart beneath the soles of my feet. On the road.

This account is a record of the road I walked. Along that road, I watched imperial decrees be called the will of God. I saw men who taught their brothers to love one another reach for each other’s throats. And I saw people with nothing at all pray with the clearest faces I have ever known.

I do not write this in order to judge.

I write only what I saw.

If someone reads these words in time to come, I ask only this: remember that faith is not a sword but a lantern. And a lantern does not exist to set others on fire.

My name is Lucas. I was born in Carthage, and I will die in Carthage. In between, I walked the whole world.

This is the story of those steps.
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Part One: In the Twilight of Empire
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AD 410–415 — The Decline of Rome and the Tragedy of Alexandria
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Chapter One: Son of Carthage
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The day his mother died, the sky was pitilessly clear.

Lucas thought this unfair. On a day when the world ought to have grieved, the sky shone blue and indifferent; the wind off the Mediterranean still carried its freight of salt; and in the market lanes of Carthage the traders still cried their prices at the top of their lungs. The world did not pause for a single breath over the death of one woman.

Lucas was twenty-two years old.

His mother, Regina, had burned with fever for three days before she closed her eyes in the early morning dark. In her final hour she gripped her son’s hand. The hand was cold, but its strength was startling — as though she had too much left to say and was trying to press it through her fingertips.

“Lucas.”

“I am here, Mother.”

“Do not become your father.”

Lucas’s father had died when Lucas was eight. The man had spent his life submerged in theological argument — which bishop’s faction was correct, which council’s ruling stood closest to the truth — and had quarreled with neighbors, broken with friends, and at last grown distant from his own family over it. He talked about God endlessly and thought almost nothing about living as God might wish.

“Mother, I mean to become a monk. I will be nothing like him.”

Regina smiled faintly.

“Monk or emperor, it makes no difference.”

She paused to gather breath, then drew something from beneath her pillow and pressed it into her son’s hand. A worn scroll, bound with a leather cord, its edges fraying — yet clearly something long and carefully kept.

“What is this?”

“Look at it later. When you feel that you have lost your way.”

“Mother, I will not lose my way.”

“Every person loses their way once.” Her eyes moved toward the ceiling. “That is nothing to be ashamed of. You can only find the real road after you have lost it.”

Those were her last words.

After the burial, Lucas sat in his mother’s room for three days. He did not open the scroll. She had told him to look when he felt lost. He was not lost yet — or so he told himself.

Carthage was an old city. Once the enemy of Rome, then a province of Rome, it was now a city at the western edge of a Roman Empire that was slowly losing its grip. On every street, the ruins of ancient temples stood beside freshly built churches. Some churches had simply kept the columns of the old shrines. Lucas had found this strange since childhood: building the house of a new God on the bones of the old gods’ house. Was that the triumph of faith, or only human convenience?

The monastery’s elderly abbot, Petrus, lived in the bishop’s compound. Lucas had learned theology, Latin, and prayer from him since he was fifteen. Petrus was a quiet, strict man, but whenever Lucas brought him a hard question he always listened.

Two days after the funeral, Lucas went to find him.

“Master, I mean to leave.”

Petrus looked up. There was no surprise in his face and no attempt to dissuade.

“Where will you go?”

“I am not certain. Rome, to begin with. After that — the road will tell me.”

“The road will tell you.” The old man nodded slowly. “That is both true and not true. The road teaches a great deal. But the road also takes a great deal away.”

“I am not afraid.”

“The man who says he is not afraid is usually the one who understands fear least.” Petrus rose and walked to the window. Beyond it, Carthage’s rooftops were warming in the late afternoon light. “Lucas, what do you believe faith to be?”

Lucas thought for a moment.

“Believing. Believing in what cannot be seen.”

“That is the definition of faith. My question is what faith is.” The old man turned back. “Definition and substance are different things. Many people know the definition of faith and live their whole lives never touching the substance of it.”

Lucas had no answer.

“Go,” said Petrus. “Find the answer and bring it back. Only do not hurry. God does not speak to those who rush.”

Lucas left Carthage the following dawn. A battered pack on his back, his mother’s scroll tucked at his waist, still unread. That was everything he owned.

He did not look back. He was afraid that if he did, he would not be able to leave.

The Mediterranean wind pushed at his shoulders.

* * *
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The road to Rome was far more tangled than Lucas had imagined.

It took ten days from Carthage — ship to Sicily, then the Italian south. The vessel was packed with every kind of person: merchants, soldiers, elderly pilgrims, and others whose purposes were impossible to read. At first Lucas kept to himself. But then a storm caught them in open water, and after three days huddled below deck among the cargo, the passengers had naturally begun asking each other’s names.

That was when Lucas first met Marcellus.

Marcellus was well past sixty. White hair, a long beard, and sandals so old and worn they looked like part of his feet. His eyes were deep and still — the eyes of a man who had seen a great many things over a long period of time.

“Where do you come from?” Marcellus spoke first.

“Carthage.”

“Carthage.” The old man rolled the word across his tongue as though tasting it. “The city of Augustine. The man spent a long while there.”

“Do you know Bishop Augustine?”

“Know him? There is no scholar alive who has not read him.” Marcellus gave a dry smile. “Though reading the man’s writing and understanding the man’s life are entirely different matters.”

Lucas felt his curiosity quicken.

“Are you a philosopher, master?”

“A philosopher.” The old man considered this and shook his head. “I studied philosophy. But I doubt too much to be called a philosopher, and I question too much to be called a theologian. I am simply — a traveler.”

“I am a traveler as well.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-two.”

Marcellus looked Lucas up and down and said:

“A man who sets out alone at twenty-two is one of two things. Running from something. Or searching for something.”

“Searching.”

“For what?”

Lucas hesitated for a moment.

“For what faith is.”

Marcellus did not laugh. Lucas was grateful for that. Most adults, hearing such a thing, either laughed lightly or produced a predictable answer. But Marcellus only nodded and was quiet for a time.

“A fine question,” he said at last. “Do you know how many people have spent their whole lives chasing the answer — and how much blood was shed by those who became certain they had found it?”

The words lodged in Lucas like a splinter.

When the storm passed and the ship was underway again, Lucas sat beside Marcellus, and the two of them became traveling companions, naturally and without discussion.

They stepped ashore on the southern coast of Italy in the early spring of 411.

But the Italy Lucas first encountered was not the Italy of his imagination. Along every road toward Rome there were ruined villages: burned rooftops, abandoned livestock, cairns of new graves beside the paths. The faces of the people they passed carried a mixture of terror and resignation.

Marcellus explained.

“Last year. August of 410.” The old man’s voice was low and heavy. “Alaric, leading the Visigoths, sacked Rome.”

Lucas stopped walking.

“Rome was — sacked?”

“Three days. The first time in eight hundred years. The city that held for eight centuries fell in three days.”

Lucas could not find words. Rome was the eternal thing. That, at least, was what he had been taught. Rome was empire and civilization and, in some sense, the very heart of the Christian world. That heart had stopped — and he could not make himself believe it.

“What do people say? How do they make sense of it?”

Marcellus walked on as he spoke.

“Two camps. The pagans say it is punishment for abandoning the old gods. The Christians say it is God’s judgment on human sin. Augustine, they say, is sitting in Carthage at this moment writing a book to answer the question.”

“The City of God?”

“Yes. The man is writing hundreds of pages to prove that Rome’s fall is not Christianity’s fault.” Marcellus’s lips curved into an odd smile. “But I think that one old woman standing before these ruins says more than all his pages.”

Lucas followed the old man’s gaze. Beside a collapsed wall at the roadside, an old woman crouched. She held a cross. She did not make a sound. She only moved her lips, quietly, over and over.

“What is she doing?”

“Praying.” Marcellus said. “The world has fallen and she is praying. That is faith, Lucas. Not marble temples. Not an emperor’s
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