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When Prophets Lie – Extract One, the beginning.
Caylin Sandriel had never spoken to a god before, unsurprisingly. He had been taught the same rhymes, read the same stories, as the other children: he knew there would come a day when it would be time to find his guide. But he hadn’t expected this moment would come only moments after climbing out of his unmarked grave. He was still scraping the dirt out from under his painted – though, admittedly chipped - fingernails when it had happened. 
The voice didn’t bellow, it didn’t shake the earth or send him to his knees. In fact, for a moment Caylin had been sure he’d heard nothing at all. It was a whisper on the breeze, stirring the hairs on his neck. It was gentle, reverent, spreading warmth in his chest. When his sister, Miles had first met her guide, she said it was like being shot through with electricity – then again, is that not to be expected from Jupiter – and she had been bedridden for a week. 
Caylin
The wind spoke, sending trembling copper and gold leaves to the floor. Caylin brushed a rogue, wind-swept one off his shoulder and took a deep breath; he hadn’t realised how much he enjoyed breathing (I suppose being trapped in a casket 10 feet under the soil will make you re-think things like this). He took a moment to glance around, not for the sight of a god - he was not that foolish – but for some idea as to where he might be. His grave-cite occupied the centre of a clearing, a meadow of sorts, with nothing in sight but the ring of trees that seemed to press in on the empty space, as though trying to invade.
My child. Born again.
Said the voice that was not quite in Caylin’s head, but not quite in the real world either. 
“What is your name?” he asked, knowing he was limited to three questions on his first encounter and choosing this one carefully. 
I have many names. 
“And I have studied.” He said, knowing that he should not speak against his guide. ‘You must learn when to talk and when to listen’ his mum had always said: but he hadn’t really been paying attention. The sound that came next shook the soil at his feet and echoed in his pierced ears, it was the first bone-shattering sound the god had made and it was a laugh.
Some call me the morning star. Others the adversary. An angel, a serpent, a deceiver. Call me what you wish, for you know who I am Caylin Sandriel.
I should like to point out, at this time, that Caylin had in fact studied, and in all his hours spent on this subject, all his dog-eared pages and lectures from musty old men in tweed jackets, he had never come across anything that might have prepared him for this. Never had there been, in any record – that he’d been privy to – mention of Lucifer as a guide. There had been Hades, Whiro, Loviatar, Apophis, and Hel. Death, chaos, disease, misfortune, pain, darkness, but never Lucifer. (he wasn’t taking it as a great sign.)
Caylin thrust his hands into his pockets to lessen the shaking, breathed out somewhat aggressively, and asked his second question, not knowing which answer he wanted.
“Did you bring me back to life?” 
No reply. Not even the stirring of wind in the trees. He would have heard a pin drop, if someone had been nearby, and coincidentally carrying a pot of pins. It left Caylin plenty of time to think and think he did; he thought of the night he’d died, the rain, the road, the headlights, Xavier’s hand in his, the blood in his throat. He’d been trying not to think too hard on this up until now (it wasn’t a pleasant memory, as you might have well guessed) but in the silence, it was all he could think about.
Then the voice spoke, and time started up again, and the morbid slideshow of images behind Caylin’s eyes clicked away, replaced by the hazy image of the trees and the sky, and the churned-up earth.
Yes. 
Straight to it, Caylin was glad of that at least. No riddles or diversion. (Many of the gods preferred to answer questions with questions).
Why. Caylin thought this, rather than saying it aloud, for he knew no answer would be sufficient. Nothing his guide could tell him would truly explain this event, or could explain away the gut-wrenching feeling of dread. So instead, he gritted his teeth and tried to sound calm when he asked his third and final question.
“What do you want from me?” This time, when the laugh came, it sounded bitter. It was a sound he wished never to hear again, for the shiver it sent down his back.
Nothing my dear boy. I am your guide, It is my job to give you meaning, answers, lend an ear to your pleas. I ask for nothing in return but your continued existence. 
“Sounds fake.” Caylin whispered, not realising for a moment that it hadn’t remained in his head. It hadn’t mattered though, for his guide was gone. The fuzziness around his vision cleared, the pressure he hadn’t noticed in his ears vanished with a pop, and as well as feeling inexorably alone, he felt the autumn wind tearing through his already ripped clothes and biting at his bare skin. 
It was only as Caylin hugged his arms around himself in an attempt to shut out some of the cold, that he realised what he was wearing. The fitted black crop-top, ripped and bloodstained, the studded belt holding up his loose cargos, pockets weighed down by his pocketknife and phone and the black studded boots, caked in dry mud. He felt for his necklace, the one Xavier had given him that night, and found it still around his neck. His phone, being somewhat old and reliable, had survived the ordeal, and he switched it on to discover he’d only been buried a day. 
Ideas began to form. Not ones Caylin liked, granted, but they were logical nonetheless. 
He had been buried in a clearing in the woods, an unmarked cite, he had not been changed or cleaned, and there had been no wooden casket to protect him from the soil crushing in on his lungs. It had been a hurried job, he had barely been 3 feet down (‘hurried’ is his word not mine, for in actuality the digging had taken several hours). The thought crossed his mind more than once, that Xavier might have died that night too, and the driver who’d hit them had been so wracked with nerves they’d covered up the death. But there was only one grave. 
So it came down the second most logical option. He opened his phone, thanking god (his guide was disappointed in this first slip in faith, so early in the game) that he had cell service, and messaged Xavier. 
Hi. Did you bury me?
No, too forward. Something a little gentler perhaps.
Xavier, I’m alive. My guide – who just so happens to be Satan – brought me back to life. Did you bury me here?
No, too much. Caylin bit his lip, deleted the text and tried again. He’d never been one for tact, but if there had ever been a moment to learn… 
He hit send, shoved his phone back into his pocket, and started walking. He had no idea where he was going, but he had to find a way back home. 
Meanwhile, on the other side the woods, across the motorway, and a few towns over, in a hospital bed with scratchy sheets and too-bright lights, Xavier’s phone buzzed. They sat up, despite the pain, and stared down at the message that couldn’t have arrived:
From: Cay 
‘Hey bug, I’m back, sorry to scare you.’












When Prophets Lie – Extract Two, finding answers.
The room Caylin found himself in looked like a library, but it was not. A library is made of paper and knowledge, this room was made of oak and time. He could feel the magic thrumming through the floor, could smell it in the air, mixed with the rich smell of mahogany and pine. Floor to ceiling bookshelves were replaced with doors, stacked one on the other, vertically climbing the space. There were overstuffed armchairs dotted in window alcoves along the far wall, and leather-bound journals splayed open on the adjoining side tables. He could make little sense of the cataloguing system; each door was stamped with gold numbering, each door handle embossed with a set of letters (at the time of its creation, this confusion was meant to be an ingenious plan for keeping out strangers, but the architects had clearly never run into a teenager before).
Having already made up his mind to explore further, he crossed the room and stooped over the closest open journal, tilting the gold-wire lamp over the page. Had he been hoping for answers to his questions, he was sorely disappointed by the lines of numbers and letters across the page. Caylin had never been one for carefully thought-out plans (to the exasperation of anyone who knew him). He closed his eyes, ran his finger down the page and let it stop randomly.
“A.H. 044.” He announced to no-one in particular, and went in search of the door, disregarding the rest of the writing, and pointedly ignoring the scribbled note that read ‘caution advised’.
The door in question, upon thorough inspection, appeared to be… a door. Nothing special, nothing different. It was heavy oak, numbered 044 and sat between 198 and 1577. He would have to have a word with the administration about their blatant lack of organisation. The handle, unremarkable as it seemed, was surprisingly warm to the touch and thrummed with the same energy Caylin had felt upon entering this place. 
Winging it was Caylin’s speciality. Besides, far stranger things had happened today. He turned the handle, opened the door, closed his eyes against the sunlight that poured out of it, and stepped through. This of course should not have been possible, given that there was another door on the other side of this one, but it was un-surprising nonetheless. He had learnt to expect the unexpected in this place. 
Admittedly, he hadn’t expected this. 
A pale-robed and pale-haired figure lay in a huddled whimpering ball as a dozen or so men laid into him with daggers and fists, words thrown around in a language Caylin didn’t quite speak, but felt familiar with, nonetheless. The smell was the worst part: the B.O and blood made for an awful concoction, though the sight wasn’t much better. He put his fist to his mouth to muffle the retching sound that wanted to crawl out of him. But worse than all of this, was Caylin’s realisation that he knew where he was, and when he was. The death of Caesar. The pillars, the marble, the Italian heat and the Latin curses. 
Caylin stumbled, back hitting the door frame as the huddled mass that he recognised at the emperor turned his bloodied, pained face to the stranger in the senate, and pleaded for help. Though he wanted nothing more than to run, something held Caylin in place, some sort of morbid duty to see this history play out, to witness it- and then the hand clasped around his arm, and he was being dragged back to the library that wasn’t a library. He blinked the history out of his eyes, doubling over with dizziness and a sudden feeling that his lunch was about to make a reappearance all over the polished parquet floor. 
“Did you not read the ‘caution advised’ note?” Xavier said, and despite the swirling, aching in his head and stomach, Caylin smiled at the sound of their voice. 




















Embers Burn
A long time ago, when the old gods roamed the earth, doling out reward and punishment as they saw fit, and the Earth wasn’t yet smothered by cities and smog, the autumn was not as fiery as we now know it to be. The season brought with it crisp wind and dark nights, but the cascade of copper and gold leaves was not yet to be. The trees were allowed to retain their lustre until the frost of winter took their leaves and froze their bark. This was all to change when a boy called Ember fell in love. 
He’d managed a relatively normal childhood– through careful avoidance of conflict and acting as he saw the elders wished him to – spent playing in the creek with the children from his village, helping his father manage the crops, fish, and weaving baskets and sowing with his mother on the longest, darkest nights. He cherished these times, sitting in the comfortable quiet of their home, content with her company and something to occupy his hands. The village was sure he was an odd child, but his father was staunch in his belief that his son was nothing but good and kind and that his oddities made him all the more perfect. 
It was on the dawn of Ember’s 15th birthday that the wind began to shake the houses of his village, tearing thatch from timber and sending families running for shelter. He had never seen a storm like the one that tore through his home that day and in his terror, he learned he had a gift. Caught in the eye of the storm being torn at by hail like boulders, he heard his mother crying for him, holding his baby sister in her arms, her voice swirling around him on the hurricane winds. He wanted to protect her, to save her and his home, and as that feeling surged so did the strange warmth in his chest that ran through his veins like fire. The fire grew until it was behind his eyes, and he had to shut them against the pain, throwing his hands over his ears to mask the awful whirring, screaming maelstrom. And when it was over, the wind was but a whisper in Ember’s ringing ears.
[bookmark: _Hlk151591169]Despite using his gift to calm the storm, rendering the whipping wind nothing more than a soft whisper, the villagers did not trust him. They were scared, as humanity often is, by what they could not understand. His own mother looked at him with fear behind her eyes and they no longer weaved by the fire on the longest, darkest nights. Instead, she would send him to bed, and he would lay awake and listen to the sound of her muffled prayers. She prayed to each god for something different: to one for her sons curse to be lifted, to another for the village’s safety and a third for her husband’s failing health. Ember echoed her prayers for his father who seemed to wake each morning looking more tired than the night before, but he had no such wishes to lose his gift. 
On the nights he wasn’t plagued by a shuddering cough, Ember’s father said he had a talent - one that could be used for good and that he should treasure – and Ember believed him wholeheartedly. His father’s belief in him provided him a bubble inside which he was safe, the village would not touch him which his father lived, and his mother still loved him, while his father lived.
A year later, the day came when Ember’s father could no longer protect him. He had pulled through the illness that the winter had brought him but left weak and bedridden, he had died soon after and Ember was left alone. His mother made clear she would not have a cursed child in her home. She believed, even, that his gift had brought the disease to their door and that the only way to protect her home and her young daughter was for Ember to leave and take his ‘wicked ways’ with him. 
The village was in agreement. On the coldest night Ember had seen for some years, the torches were lit and he was driven from his home. The forest was harsher than he remembered it from his games as a child. The same trees that had once provided him hiding places and climbing frames now cast curling, grasping shadows that seemed to want to drag him into the dark. He was sure he would die. If it wasn’t the cold that got him first, it would be something wild and hungry. For a moment he had a clear image in his mind - a waking dream of laying down in the dirt, pulling the moss over him like a blanket and falling asleep to the lullaby of the soft, biting wind. 
That was when he heard the crack of the branch and the girl came tumbling from the tree, landing with a heavy thud and a grunt of pain. She regained her composure quickly, crouching low and snarling at him like some wild thing. Ember’s dream faded and he was suddenly very afraid. She must have seen this for she seemed to soften, losing some of the savagery she had put up as a shield, and tilting her head at him in curiosity. Moments passed. They watched each other, unsure of who was prey and who was predator. And then she spoke. In a voice that reminded Ember, with a bitter-sweet aching, of home, she told him her name: Fern. 
In those few moments, the night seemed to wrap tighter around the lost boy and the wild thing, stealing the breath from their lungs and painting the air with it, in broad white strokes. Ember shivered and Fern took pity upon him. She offered her hand, cracked with damage and stained with dirt, and he took it with his own, numb, trembling ones. She led him home. 
Her home was not as his had been: cosy and wooden with hand-sewn quilts, the smell of roasting food and the soft crying of a babe. Her home was a moss-bed on the hard floor of a cave, with an open fire to heat the small space, and the roots of trees hanging down through the dirt roof. Small, whittled creatures were splayed across the floor and in crevices in the rock, like an army of Fern’s creation, and she stepped around each one as she entered. Ember did the same, nudging not a single one as he followed her to the fire and tucked himself up next to the flames in an effort to regain some feeling in his extremities. 
The not-so-wild-thing shed her fur and passed it to Ember with a kind smile, unlike any he had seen since he had found his gift. She told him he’d passed her test, asked him what had driven him out into the cold that night, then sat quietly and attentively through his story, not uttering a word until the end. Ember had decided he might not trust anyone again, after his mother had led the mob that chased him into the forest, but as Fern took his hand and pressed a small wooden bear into it, he wondered if that were going to be true for long. She had a kindness in her small face that made him forget, for a moment, that he was all alone in the world. And when he showed her what his gift could do, the extent to which nature would bend to his will, provide him with beauty at his request, calm or rage upon his command, she was silent. There was no fear behind her hazel eyes, only the same awe he felt each time he conjured his magic. 
What started as one night and one hot meal, turned into a week’s shelter. And then a month, and a home, and a friend. And then one day Ember found he could not remember when it had been anything else. Anything other than Fern and Ember. Ember and Fern. 
They spent their days foraging, their nights telling stories. Having learned to gather up his power and use it more practically, with the practise of their afternoons together, Ember began to rely upon it. He would conjure the rain when they were thirsty, grow the fruits from their buds when they were hungry, keep the cold breeze from whipping up their beds of moss and leaf. The very thing that had driven him from his home, had become the very thing that had forged a new one. In the village, there had been boys and girls alike who had taken his fancy, there had been friends with whom he spent his days, and his parents, to whom he came home to at night. But there had never been something like this. Someone who saw him for who he was, gift or no gift. 
As this companionship followed him through the seasons, and the summer brought about its star gazing nights, Ember was struck with the realisation that he loved the strange wild-thing. And she loved him in return. Not the kind of love his mother had shown him, the one that new limits, and became hatred in an instant, but an unconditional kind. He sat on the roof of their cave, legs crossed under him and the moon casting a dim silver light over his little universe, and he tried to remember the face of his sister as she had been when he’d left: small and precious and undecided. But the image that played on the back of his eyelids was of Fern, her crooked smile and playful laugh. He realised family was not as simple as who’s blood ran in your veins, and that Fern had become more than what he had lost. She was the centre of his little universe. And for another two trips around the sun, he and Fern were happy, with everything they needed between the two of them and the great big world. 
Then the rains came. Unrelenting, unstoppable, they destroyed anything in their path. As is oft the case with humanity, the village folk tried to search for a reason, a meaning for their misfortune. Were the gods angry? Was this some mete out of justice, and if so, what had they done to deserve it? When the children began to fall ill with no crop surviving the floods and the weather biting at their young hearts, the Village made its decision. A small party left their battered and water damaged homes in search of the cursed boy the very same day. 
It was not hard to find Ember, because he was not hiding. They simply followed the trails of footprints and blooming flowers. And when then did find him, he was not alone as he rarely was in those days; he and Fern were washing their clothes in the river that ran calm under his soothing. 
Ember did not see them arrive, nor did he see their bowstrings pull taught, he didn’t hear Fern cry out for him, or the twang of a released arrow. In one moment, he was singing to the river and it was running steadily, and in the next he was thrown to the dirt by a small body, and the whistling of arrows mingled with the rushing of water. When he regained some sense of up and down, he saw the scene in all its beautiful horror. He saw her lying there on the bank of the angry river, her blood staining the grass carpet and running downstream in streaks of blossoming red. He saw the arrows littering her small frame. He saw only red. 
He shut his eyes against the rage, letting it fill him. Consume him. And then he let it out in a scream. Since the time mankind were searching for fire in their dark caves, to this very day, there had never been a scream like this one. Some would say it was Ember’s gift that shook the trees, ripped dirt from earth and tore the village-folk apart, but it was only grief. Not magic. Just pain. And when he had no more breath in his lungs, he fell silent, and there was nothing left but his heart thumping in his throat and Fern’s shuddering breath. He slid his hand into hers and cradled her to his chest, as if he could push life back into her, as if he could give up his own to save hers. But fate was not kind to Ember.
With a crooked smile and a croaked word, Fern left him. And he was alone again, with nothing in the world but his sorrow, and her last request: remember.
Ember would not let his gift become, once again, a curse. And so, he used it to honour her wish. To mark her life, he marked the earth. He set his hands to the ground, where her blood stained the grass and he pushed his power into the earth, letting that fire in his veins seep into his little universe. The trees in the clearing began to transform, through a slow progression of gold and amber, until they were stained the same red as Ember’s bloodied hands. And every year, he did this. Long after Fern’s body had returned to the earth.
When the nights began to draw in, he would let himself feel it all, let himself be weighed down with everything he had lost, shifting the green to gold to blood, then he would shed the trees and his heart, and start anew. And when one day he returned to Fern, and they watched from the stars under which they’d once told stories, the Earth continued his cycle of grief, his tragic, beautiful mourning for his loss and his love.

