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CHAPTER ONE

Dthe dark forces of Hell were conspiring to bring me down. 
Me—doubtlessly the darkest of them all!

and realms shot from strange, demented nightmares.

have squared off against this creature and battled him to the bloody end. 

And the Dark Man pursued. Relentlessly, tirelessly, he pursued.

gates of the Golden City. 

sometimes opening pits of molten lava in his path, other times raining 

Not wishing to abandon all hope entirely, I gave it everything I had. But 
even the gods tire after a while. I was nearing my physical and metaphysical 
limits, and I knew it.

And then I topped a rise and saw the City.
My city. The Golden City. Its domes and spires sparkled in the sun of 

a perfect, cloudless sky. Upon seeing it my heart leapt, as it hadn’t in all 
the thousand years of my exile.

So close! Almost home!

But then—pain.
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Ragged claws raked through my tattered cloak and across my back as 
I surged toward the gates. Dark energies besieged me every step of the 
way.

My heart about to burst, I poured the last of my strength into this mad 
dash.

Furious, my adversary lashed out at me with all his might. Tendrils of 

my legs, seeking to bring me down.

Dark Man fell a few steps behind me. I didn’t bother to look back; I lunged 
for those cold, gold surfaces and laid my hands, and my fondest wishes, 

gritted my teeth and heaved against them with all my strength and all my 
force of will.

The great gilded doors resisted, and I was not surprised: many of the 
gods had wanted me gone from the City, and they had laid their own 
wishes in that regard upon the gates.

An eternity that in reality could not have lasted more than two seconds 
passed. The gates felt the force of my personality, and knew me, and had 
no recourse but to yield. I slipped through the narrow opening, the Dark 

lunged after me, talons slashing.
I delivered the strongest punch I could muster to that featureless face, 

staggering him. As he stumbled back, I raised my stinging hand and made 

slumping against them, gasping.
The gates would not know him. They would not open for him. I was 

safe.

One issue at a time, Lucian.

Allowing myself a few breaths and some measure of self-congratulation 

In its spectacle and its grandeur, it represented everything I had missed for 
the thousand years of my exile. No matter who controlled it at the moment, 
it was and always would be my city. The city of my dreams.

My eyes drank in the glorious sights that never failed to stir me, no 
matter how cynical and jaded I grew: a city wrought all in gold and silver 
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esteem its inhabitants held for it.
Know simply that the City is the center of the gods’ existence and the 

the not-quite-metaphorical current through the circuits of our bodies and 
our lives. Once, it had been my home. It remained my dream and my utter 
ambition. I believed with complete conviction that, upon reclaiming it, I 
would not willingly surrender it again.

the main thoroughfare of the City. Alone, in an immortal city usually 
teeming with gods and goddesses, their retainers and favorites, and a 
multitude of assorted other hangers-on.

Amend that thought. Not totally alone, as the voice that boomed and 
echoed throughout the city revealed.

Inside, I felt my stomach sink, along with my slender hopes of being 
warmly welcomed back into the fold.

“You dare to come here? To show your face at the site of your 

Collectively known as the Hosts of Baranak, they were half-sentient, 
ephemeral servants and heralds of our own great god of battle. Ghost-

hoped to avoid: the golden god himself, grand and awful and full of 
wrath, standing before me in all his polished glory and muscular power. 
Intense blue eyes glared at me from above a blunted nose and thick blond 
beard. Golden armor covered him from neck to toe. A huge, golden-
hilted sword hung at his side, and I remembered that it was strong and 
swift and terrible.

greeting him with the closest thing to a smile I could manage.

expressionless. “I cannot imagine your plan, or what you hoped to gain 

This was surely the most I’d ever heard him utter at one time, and I 
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frowned, trying to make sense of his words. 

sending me sprawling. “So many!”

pleased never to encounter its like again. As I pulled myself up, shaking 
my head to clear it, he advanced, his face still somewhat calm but his eyes 

I tried to ask him just what the hell he was talking about, in between 
blows, but to no avail. The brutality of the beating I absorbed was matched 
only by its thoroughness. As we are unable to create portals within the 

absolutely nothing I could do but take the beating.

to kick my ass. That doesn’t mean I won’t do my best to resist, it simply 
means I will fail. I am not, after all, the god of battle. Unfortunately, he 
is.

As oblivion descended, his words echoed through my mind once more. 

Any further consideration had to be deferred, as I was busy lapsing into 
unconsciousness.

In sleep’s cold embrace I dreamed, and in dreams I saw again the events 
that had started me on my journey back to the City.

On a day like so many before it, running back endlessly across the 

out of the broad palace windows overlooking my capital city, gingerly 
stretching my aged body, my withered muscles, my brittle bones.

Instantly I sensed it. Something felt different that morning, both within 

consider it, though, the serving girls entered, carrying trays of fruits and 
bread.

shouts of alarm on their lips.
Startled, looking about for signs of intruders, I pulled my robe tighter 

about myself and rushed after them. Tyren, the captain of my guards, 
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met me at the door. Having served me for many years, he had earned my 
implicit trust, and I waited for him to explain this strange turn of events.

It was not to be. Gawking, eyes wide, he stumbled back a few steps, 
then called for his men. They rushed up behind him, resplendent in their 
white uniforms, weapons at the ready, even as I attempted to ask what was 
happening.

Frowning, utterly bewildered, I searched the faces of the guards, these 
men and women who had been in my employ for much of their lives. 
None of them exhibited the slightest signs of recognition. Shocked and 

the furnishings of the room, seeking a mirror. I desired above all else 
at that moment to see what my guards were seeing. It was not to be, of 
course. I had banned all mirrors from my presence years earlier, when 
my aging had grown so pronounced that I could no longer bear to look 
upon myself.

At last I brought my hands up to my face, and then I began to understand. 
My shock, profound after so many decades of helpless wasting away, must 
have been obvious. My skin felt smooth, my hair thick and strong. Looking 

I had become.

rushed through me. Had I broken a bone? No! I had hardly felt the impact. 
I was whole again. I was young!

Springing to my feet, I faced my guards and laughed maniacally, 
practically bouncing in the air. Confused, they hesitated in moving to 
apprehend what they surely took to be an intruder in the palace. One of 

and spots, and gasped in awe. Others quickly followed suit, and then the 
captain, Tyren, knelt on one knee, his mouth working soundlessly for a 
second.

I could feel it then. In truth, I had felt it from the moment I had 
awakened, but its long absence had dulled my sensitivity to it. A low, soft 

through the fabric of the universe itself.
A sense of awesome, nearly limitless power, once again at my disposal.
The Power! After long decades, it had returned. During the night it 
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had swept over me, carrying away the effects of age and restoring my 
appearance and condition to that of a man of thirty. It had made me a god 
once more!

Scarcely acknowledging my guards and the advisors who had rushed up 
as word of an intruder had spread through the palace, I turned the entirety 
of my attention instead to a goal I had believed forever denied me.

exile for ten centuries, and over which I had reigned for much of that time? 

Alliance? To what fate was I abandoning the Mysentians, and the other 

At that moment, I did not know and scarcely cared at all. For me, a destiny 
far greater awaited. The Golden City, so long denied me, beckoned.

Thus did I take my leave of the mortal realm and set my foot upon the 
Road once more, the Road leading home.

My faceless acquaintance with the excessively somber sartorial 

and he had not seemed the talkative sort. Had he been lying in wait for me? 
Someone in my line of work cannot afford to believe in coincidences.

The dream images faded then, and I drifted in peaceful blackness for a 
time. It could not last, of course, though I clung to that great oblivion with 
all of my unconscious willpower for as long as I could. Some small part of 

to delay that bitter revelation for as long as possible. Soon enough, though, 
reality reasserted itself and my worst fears were dreadfully, depressingly 

me, to the point that I scarcely felt any desire to move. Though there was 
scarcely a reason to do so, I opened my eyes, and was greeted with the 
sights I had expected. Black marble tile beneath me stretched endlessly 
into darkness in every direction; immense stone columns soared into 
nothingness above. No visible walls. No furnishings whatsoever. All just 
as I remembered it from my last stay here, a thousand years ago. Any 
remaining hopes I might have entertained evaporated. 

At that moment the sound of hushed words from nearby reached my 
ears, and I became aware that I was not alone. My eyes, peering through 
the gloom, focused on three individuals who sat huddled against a nearby 
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blue with gold insignias. The look seemed somehow familiar to me. 
Alliance? That could scarcely be possible here. Yet, as their faces resolved 
to me, I knew they were no gods. Humans? Apparently. But—here? 
How?

All the systems showed green. It just powered down. I don’t know what 

A pause, then the second, rougher voice growled, “Maybe our friend 

I sighed softly, wanting to roll over and go back to sleep. But some 
small degree of curiosity about these people, I had to admit, tugged at my 
mind. Reluctantly, and with some effort, I pulled myself up to a seated 
position and faced the others, waiting.

They all stood then and made their way over to stand in front of me in 
a semicircle. 

Baranak’s? 
Not meeting their eyes, I nodded once.

This woman surprised me. Her voice was strong and even, lacking the 

this place—the fear already detectable in at least one of the others. Perhaps 
she simply knew too little to fully appreciate her plight, I thought to myself. 

mere humans, I resolved to ignore them.

I emitted one sharp laugh before rolling onto my side, my back to 
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them.

go? But they were all standing there, waiting, hoping I could tell them 

back to them.

They all seemed shocked that I had actually spoken. 
Regaining her composure quickly, the woman said, “I’m Captain Evelyn 

The Terran Alliance. So it was true. Only a day earlier, still powerless 
and trapped in exile, I had believed the Alliance represented my mortal 
enemy—mortal in every sense of the word. Now, a god again and removed 
entirely from that existence, I cared nothing for that government or its 
people, save a lingering sense of resentment and animosity.

I took a deep breath, pursed my lips, and looked them over carefully, 
taking the opportunity to appraise them. All three were what one would 

captain had short but full blonde hair and piercing blue eyes so vivid they 
struck me as belonging more on one of my kind than hers. Behind her, the 
rough-sounding guy, Cassidy, was tall, though not so much as me, and 
an imposing specimen, blunt of nose and ruddy of cheeks. He kept his 

possessed hair even darker than mine, worn in a crew cut, and was the 
shortest of the three, though wiry.

the captain addressed me again. 

“The Copernicus
on the news, days ago, just before I’d taken my leave of Mysentia and 
started for home.

Emboldened perhaps that she had gotten a word or two out of me, she 
pressed on. 
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to me he hovered perpetually on the verge of hysteria.

The captain silenced them both with a look, then turned back to me, her 
brow furrowed. 

“You sought to improve jump technology. You jumped farther than you 

Ignoring him, the captain continued. 

“I—all right, sure. And they nearly tore our ship apart before bringing us 

around us, “—this place

The captain looked back at the others. Each of them shared a confused 
expression. Shaking her head as if to clear it, as if this could all make 
sense to her somehow if she could just sort out the pieces, she turned back 
to me. 

“At least tell us something
I considered her request for a long moment.

more.

His voice trailed off as my dark eyes met his. He felt something of the 
Power then, and faltered, staggering back a step. My wrath aroused at last, 
I made as if to rise, but stopped myself as the woman interposed herself 
between us.
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suit as he went, his face still revealing his anger.

She startled me with her composure, and though my anger dissipated 
almost instantly, I determined to shake her up. Considering the truth I was 
about to reveal, I couldn’t help but laugh. I took her hand and shook it. 

“Pleased to meet you. I am Lucian, considered in these parts to be the 

Their faces registered no expression. Unfortunate—I’d hoped at least 
for shock or fear or something to indicate they appreciated the seriousness 
of their situation. But they truly had no clue.

muster, “I have to be thinking of a way out of this most inescapable of 

and this time they respected my wishes.
Perhaps, during my time among their kind, I would have been more 

patient with them, more willing to help. But those days were now over. And 
thus I found I had little interest in their plight. And I had not, I reminded 
myself, not precisely been among their kind—the Alliance—but among 

them now? Hardly, I thought. Let them rot.

request, the humans left me alone after that exchange, and didn’t speak to 
me again for some time. They retreated a few feet away, huddled together, 
and spoke in hushed but intense whispers. Try as I might, though, I found 
myself quite unable to ignore them.

The captain, Evelyn Colicos—I surprised myself with how easily that 
name came back to me—carried herself as a leader should, despite being 
well out of her depths. She kept her cool, for the most part, and directed 
their discussion, as they walked through the series of events that had led 
them here.

pressing. Kim took issue and their voices raised. Just as they seemed ready 
to come to blows, the captain stepped between them.

At that moment, I found my mind spinning backwards through the 
centuries, to the days prior to my failed revolt. Memories long suppressed 
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My Halaini. My lady of poise and strength and grace. My goddess, my 
muse, my inspiration, and my conscience. She who had encouraged me 
to strive beyond the limitations of my Aspect, then consoled me when I’d 
invariably failed. She who had argued so strongly against my secret plans 
to overthrow Baranak’s ruling circle and install myself as ruler of the City. 
She who had watched in sorrow as my plans were exposed and an army of 
gods marched out to meet my followers and me before we were fully ready 
to strike.

She had stood there, in the main square of the City, her hands raised 
between both armies, appealing for peace and restraint. She had faced 
even mighty Baranak down with the sheer force of her will and the purity 
of her intent. She had been determined to stop my war before it got going, 
and she had said—

My mind snapped instantly back to the present. 
Those words. Had Evelyn actually spoken them, just then? Or had 

memories of my long-lost love? I wasn’t sure.
I looked at the humans again and saw that their captain had indeed 

Thus did the mortal woman Evelyn Colicos, with her poise and her 

black heart, and summon ghosts from ten centuries in the past to torment 
me. That was the moment when all my plans and dreams came to naught, 
though I scarcely suspected the truth until much, much later.

At about that time the door opened, shattering my reverie. 

could only be opened from the outside. It shimmered into existence a few 

hand to shade my eyes, and saw the humans behind me cringing.

tinged with sarcasm. “I don’t think the humans are equipped to tolerate 

as their lord and master—and our captor—stepped through. Behind him 

“The dark god himself. So. This one is the cause of all our pain and 

styled god of the forge. Our engineer and builder. His mottled bald scalp 
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eyes seemed to bore through me. His muscular arms were crossed over 
his chest, and contempt dripped from his every word. “My compliments, 

shifting and almost snakeskin-like. Her eyes, rimmed in black, sparkled 
with many colors; her thick, pouty lips shone with the color of wine. Her 
narrow face, pale to nearly white, lay within a sea of hair so deeply red 
as to appear almost black, shot through with shades of burgundy and 
magenta where the light struck it. Two long braids trailed down her left 
shoulder and over her breast. In all, her Aspect caused me to ponder anew 

As with all of us, she lived up to the part she desired to play.

The big, blond god seemed momentarily troubled by her question, but 
swept it aside. 

Baranak nodded. 

overthrow this realm once before, and was exiled. From there, he doubtless 
plotted any number of schemes to bring us to ruin. And he has nearly 

“Is there even any point to me saying that I don’t know what you’re 

Sullenly I stared back at them, growing more resigned to my fate by 
the moment.

Nothing unexpected there. I nodded impatiently. 
“Right, right—but what exactly am I accused of? Can you at least tell 

Baranak glared at me, full of righteous fury. 
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I absorbed this news with a degree of shock. So many of our kind–dead? 
It was no easy trick to kill just one of us, but seventy-two? My stomach 
twisted and my heart quaked at the mere thought. Then I remembered 

only recently. The Power had been denied us for so long. Of course, I 
had thought only of my own loss during that time—what else would you 
expect? But during that period, we had all been vulnerable…

Baranak whirled and stalked toward the portal even as I fought to regain 
my wits. 

in black is patrolling the main path to Earth’s plane, right? You do not 

without so much as a backward glance, but Alaria remained another 
moment, her eyes meeting my own, her expression unreadable.

turned about, she followed the other two out of the dungeon. The Hosts 
closed the portal behind them and darkness descended once more.

I stared at the point where the opening had been, my eyes readjusting to 
the lighting, and contemplated what I had been told. I was being framed, 
obviously. And who better to frame? 

Anger and depression settled over my spirit, and I sat in solitude for a 
while, considering my situation. The humans must have been impressed 
by the visit of our captors, for they kept to themselves during that time and 
I all but forgot them. 

After the passing of perhaps an hour, they must have worked up their 
courage once more, for I heard one of them approaching. It was the captain, 
Evelyn. She knelt beside me, and I saw that her expression was pained.

 I shrugged, my mind still occupied with Baranak’s words.

She nodded earnestly.

Despite my frustration, I couldn’t resist a laugh, and she joined me. I 
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found my depression lifting somewhat, much to my surprise.

had no right to assume you’d wish to help us—especially if you do have 

respond.

oblivious to my discomfort, “but certainly you wouldn’t feel any 

at Baranak’s hands must have caused some sort of brain damage.

intentionally shaming me? Or could she possibly be as open, as sincere, as 
she seemed? I could not get a read on her, and it galled me.

Leaning forward, she rested a hand on my shoulder, and met my eyes. 

I may have nodded once, my throat dry.
At that moment I had one of those out-of-body experiences, where 

you see yourself from high above. And I saw myself conversing with this 

the thousand years of my recently ended exile on her plane of existence, 
I’d been forced to deal with humans, to interact with them. But always I 
had occupied the highest reaches of power, where I was removed from 
contact with all but the elites. I’d slain dukes and princes in my day, as 
well as generals and admirals and enlisted men by the bushels. By the end 

on the brink of a war of liberation from the old Terrans. In all that time, 
though, only a very few mortal women had known my attentions, and 
none of them for long, even as the mortals measured time. My regard for 
most of them had been slight, indeed. None compared to what I had known 
in the eternal realm, to goddesses such as Halaini or Alaria. A thousand 
years had not been enough to make me forget what I had been forced to 
leave behind, nor to make me accept what I had deemed sub-standard 
replacements.

Yet here I sat, an inexplicable and undeniable interest in this mortal 

ludicrous; no mortal woman—no mortal at all—could evoke such a 
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reaction from in me in so short a time. No, this had to be something 

within me for quite a while. I could see it now. This woman, Evelyn 
Colicos, was the catalyst of the moment, but the root cause was ten 
centuries spent in exile among their kind. It had softened me. That 
simply could not be.

been doing some thinking of her own. Standing, she walked a few steps 

I sighed. I had known it was too good to be true. Her mind was always 
active, always thinking. Good traits in a captain, but not in a cellmate. 

I looked up at her, waiting.

One of the others snorted; we both ignored him.

Grinding the balls of my hands into my tired eyes, I replied, “A portal 
into here has to be opened from outside. Our powers are negated within 
the dungeon. It is actually a walled-off pocket universe, a step below the 

Lieutenant Kim had been approaching, and he scoffed at my words. 

I shrugged.

Kim ignored her. 

said.

He looked down at me, shaking his head in wonder. 

enough, we would have been standing triumphant on your Earth, your old 
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And then I cursed soundlessly. I had given in to anger, and given away 

could I have allowed these mortals to push me so, and cause me to slip?
The third human, Cassidy, approached then, eyes wide. 

The captain and Kim turned, regarding him with questioning 
expressions.

working through intermediaries and puppet rulers, so not much has 
been said about them publicly within the Alliance. Their current head is 
supposedly called Markos, probably named after the original one, years 

My dark eyes studied Cassidy carefully, but I said nothing.
He snorted a laugh. 

leaders, over the years, and a bunch of us in the Directorate had begun 
to think maybe it was all a myth—something the Outies cooked up to 
scare our security forces out along the frontier. But—I’ve seen what few 
pictures we do have, and this guy has to be a part of that family. Maybe 
a son or a nephew—though he looks just like the guy from a generation 

before it could fully register.

me, waiting.

Cassidy nodded again, his jaw setting, his mouth curling into a self-

Cassidy grew visibly angry again, but held his tongue.
“I was

How much to tell them? I inhaled deeply, considered for a few seconds, 
then decided that recounting a bit of the story might actually do me some 
good.



20 LUCIAN: Dark god’s homecoming

Sitting back, I spread my hands before me and began. “A thousand 
years ago… well, let us say that I objected—strenuously—to the prevailing 
power structure in this City. For my troubles I was exiled to your mortal 

I ignored him and continued. “After a brief time of casting about for 

abilities. And there, under the name Markos, I ruled, subduing your fellow 

Security and safety I possessed there in full measure, along with control 
over the destinies of millions. Leading a world in rebellion against your 

Even as I said those last words, though, I knew them to be false.
Evelyn frowned. 

She stared at me, waiting.
I felt that an answer—a good answer—hovered out there, somewhere 

just beyond my reach. The fog…

I was grateful for the interruption. My mind cleared at once, as I set 
Evelyn’s question aside and faced Cassidy.

Cassidy looked away, unsettled.

I glared back at him. 

determination to ignore these creatures, they had succeeded in raising my 
ire—a fact that further angered me and spurred me to react.

unwavering as they met my own. 

Calming myself, I executed a small bow to her and reseated myself on 

the others.
Evelyn would not be deterred. After a few moments, she spoke again. 
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“Please—let’s put the accusations and innuendo aside. I genuinely want 

we are. But I don’t know how we’re supposed to believe you, especially 
when you actually claim to be… evil

I sighed, then looked up at her again. Her eyes sparkled in the dim light, 
betraying no deceptions. I found, unexpectedly, that I, too, wanted her to 
understand.

perhaps the thousandth time in my long existence. I paused, considering 
the strange sense of sincerity I felt behind the phrase this time. “At least, 

I considered my own words, and then laughed humorlessly. 

and found me guilty. His one-track mind will not entertain any other 

strange series of events that had brought me to this point. 

I looked at her, then looked away and said nothing.
Cassidy and Kim, still lurking nearby, frowning, shook their heads and 

retreated some distance away. Soon enough, it sounded as though they had 
set the issue of my presence and identity aside for the moment and were 
resuming an earlier argument over engineering problems with their ship. 

The captain, however, remained. She sat across from me, her eyes 
penetrating, never leaving mine. 

I tried to ignore her, but found I could not. 

“Because, if we truly are in some other universe, and you’ve been to 
mine, I want to know how you got there, and how you got back again. It 

I sighed. 

merely that you are… well… a level up from your own plane, so to speak. 
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I smiled, sitting back.
“One might say that, in your nice, new, experimental ship, you simply 

Evelyn attempted to question me further, but, despite any personal 
feelings on my part, I studiously ignored her. After a brief while, she gave 
up and returned to the others.

An uneventful few hours followed, during which Kim cast occasional 
unsavory glances my way. Eventually the three humans slept, and I sat 
there in the near-darkness with my mood grown black as my prison and 
my soul.

I do not know how much time I spent in bleak introspection before 

This time I stood, determined to face Baranak down—but it was not our 
glorious golden god of battle who passed through. Alaria instead emerged 

robes, backlit and glowing, leaving her curvaceous silhouette an interplay 

crimes, we both know you will receive no fair hearing from Baranak. He 
is convinced of your guilt and means to see you consumed by the Fountain 

I blinked. 

I looked at the portal, then back at her. It didn’t quite add up. I hes-
itated.

At that moment the human captain pushed past me, the other two in 
tow. 

I scoffed. 

in the dungeon of my City. 
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I shook my head.

She looked past me at the glare of the open portal. 

I snorted. 

Rising to my feet, I made my decision and started past her. 

any number of ways, including the possibility that three humans might 
make excellent decoys. Certainly, in the case of Cassidy and Kim, I 

the advantage of hindsight, however, I have to admit it was probably the 
look in Evelyn’s eyes that motivated me to do what I did. 

For long seconds, as Alaria urged me to depart, I stared back at the 
human woman. Finally I told her, much to my own surprise, “Very well. I 

that long, cold darkness.


