

  	
	    
	      Also by B. A. Coffee Marks

	    

      
	    
          
	      Book of Watchers

          
        
          
	          Blood of Starlight

          
        
          
	          BLOOD OF STARLIGHT

          
        
          
	          Blood of the Bone-King

          
        
          
	          Bone-King’s Covenant

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at B. A. Coffee Marks’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Also By B. A. Coffee Marks

The | Bone-King Covenant

Table of Contents

Warning

Prelude

Part One

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Part Two

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Part Three

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Part Four

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Part Five

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Part Six

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Epilogue

A Note

Brandy’s Books

Sign up for B. A. Coffee Marks's Mailing List

Further Reading: Blood of Starlight

Also By B. A. Coffee Marks

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The

Bone-King Covenant


[image: ]


Book of Watchers-2

B. A. Coffee Marks

Copyright © 2026 B. A. Coffee Marks

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the copyright holder, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews, articles, or other permitted uses under applicable copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, events, organizations, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, organizations, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Scripture quotations are taken from sources noted within the text, where applicable.

Published by B. A. Coffee Marks

First Edition

eBook ISBN: 979-8-953515-05-4

Paperback ISBN: 979-8-953515-06-1

For information about other books by B. A. Coffee Marks aka Brandy Marks: https://www.brandymarks.com

The Bone-King Covenant: The Watchers - 2

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Table of Contents


[image: ]



Warning

Prelude

The Search for Mara


Part One


Beneath the Mountain

Chapter 1

The Awakening

Chapter 2

The Last Refuge

Chapter 3

The First Meeting

Chapter 4

The Library

Chapter 5

The Offering

Chapter 6

The Watcher Books

Chapter 7

Dead Ends

Chapter 8

They Don't Exist


Part Two


The Way Out

Chapter 9

Solomon’s Journals

Chapter 10

The History Journals

Chapter 11

The Tool Collection

Chapter 12

The Hidden Evidence

Chapter 13

Into the Currents


Part Three


The Final Escape

Chapter 14

The Desert Breakthrough

Chapter 15

The Caravan

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

A New Path

Chapter 18

The Way to Fight

Chapter 19

Solomon Returns

Chapter 20

The Reunion


Part Four


Mara Journeys Forth

Chapter 21

Choosing Her Path

Chapter 22

Rescued Again

Chapter 23

Training Challenge

Chapter 24

The Choices We Make

Chapter 25

Unanswered Questions

Chapter 26

Temptation


Part Five


Time to Move On

Chapter 27

Life Beyond

Chapter 28

The Breaking

Chapter 29

The Evidence

Chapter 30

Born of Starlight

Chapter 31

The War in Heaven


Part Six


Learning a New Way

Chapter 32

Starlight and Veil Sight

Chapter 33

The Connection

Chapter 34

The Mountain Pass

Chapter 35

A Father’s Anguish

Chapter 36

Mara's Eyesight

Chapter 37

Endings and Beginnings

Epilogue

The Way Forward

A Note

The story continues in Book Three...

Brandy’s Books





	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Warning

[image: ]


The Bone-King Covenant contains dark and disturbing elements sometimes, including kidnapping and endangerment, captivity, and torture of an adult.

There are also manipulative carnal scenes. These scenes may be difficult and possibly triggering for some readers.

Also published as Blood of the Bone of King: book of Watchers 2

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Prelude

[image: ]


​​The Search for Mara

“We cannot rely on ordinary ground-penetrating radar,” Gabriel said. “What else do we have?”

One scientist glanced at the others. “Archon has several systems available.”

Gabriel sighed. “And they are?”

“Do you want the technical—”

“Broken halos, man.” Gabriel pinched the bridge of his nose. “Just tell me what they are, what they do, and whether any of them can find one human female. I’m not hunting Fallen right now.”

The room fell silent.

Gabriel looked toward the engineer who had helped locate Ramiel months earlier. “You. Spare me the lecture.”

The engineer nodded. No one looked directly at Gabriel. Instead, they kept their eyes on the engineer, who seemed unbothered by, or perhaps simply understood, Gabriel’s frustration.

“First, deep neutrino tomography. We flood the mountain with neutrinos and measure how many pass on through. Dense rock absorbs more than open space, allowing us to build a three-dimensional map of everything underground. Caverns, tunnels, chambers... even entire underground cities.”

“Good. But not Mara.” Gabriel shook his head.

“No. It shows empty space, not people.”

“Next.”

“Quantum gravimetric sensors. They measure incredibly small changes in gravity. Every object has mass, even a human body. If someone were standing alone inside a chamber, the sensors might detect the disturbance.”

Gabriel raised an eyebrow. “Might?”

“The signal would be drowned out by thousands of tons of rock. Unless we already know exactly where to look, a single person is effectively invisible.”

Gabriel grunted. “Keep going.”

“Electromagnetic resonance imaging. Think of it as an advanced scan of the mountain itself. Different materials respond differently. We can distinguish granite from limestone, detect metallic structures, buried machinery, even unusually worked stone.”

“Still not a woman.”

“No, sir.”

“Then what use is any of this?”

The engineer stepped toward the display, something close to smugness touching his expression.

“Individually? Very little. Together...” He enlarged a holographic image of the mountain. “Neutrino tomography tells us where the voids are. Electromagnetic resonance tells us what surrounds those voids and whether anything inside them is artificial. Gravimetric sensors then watch those specific locations for changes in mass.”

He highlighted a chamber deep beneath the mountain. “Instead of searching an entire mountain for one person, we search only the spaces where a person could actually be.”

Gabriel folded his arms. “And the satellites?”

“Interferometric satellites measure movement at the surface down to a few millimeters. If a hidden door opens, if a chamber collapses, if a tunnel shifts, the mountain itself tells us where something happened. We correlate that with the underground maps.”

Gabriel stared at the mountain rotating above the table. “So the systems work together. Excellent.”

“Exactly. One finds the empty spaces. One tells us what they’re made of. One watches for movement. One listens for mass. Each fills in what the others cannot.”

For the first time, hope stirred in Gabriel’s chest. The corner of his mouth lifted briefly before he schooled his expression.

“Excellent. Then let’s get to work and make it happen.”

Time passed. Even working together, the equipment revealed enormous underground cities, tunnels, qanats, and collapsing caverns.

But no Mara.

Gabriel demanded. “Why can’t you find one human female?”

The lead scientist drew a slow breath. “We believe the same ancient seals that imprisoned the Watchers and the Bone-King are interfering with our scans. We don’t yet understand the mechanism.”

Gabriel’s eyes narrowed. “So the mountain isn’t merely shielding her.” He leaned forward. “It’s lying to us.”

The scientist nodded. “That is the simplest explanation. Every scan returns a different internal structure. Caverns appear, disappear, shift position. Corridors that existed on one scan become solid rock on the next. The mountain is... rewriting itself, at least from the perspective of our instruments.”

“And Mara?”

“We believe her gift complicates matters further.”

Gabriel waited.

“Whenever Mara releases Starlight, every sensor registers an enormous energy surge. For a few seconds, we know exactly where the event occurred.” 

He tapped the display. 

“Here the signal vanishes. The interference overwhelms every system we have. It’s like trying to determine where lightning is after the flash has already faded.”

Gabriel stared at the holographic mountain. “So what have we actually accomplished?”

“We’ve mapped a vast underground network. Tunnels. Qanats. Hidden chambers. Ventilation shafts. We know the city exists, and we know someone could survive there indefinitely.”

“But not where she is.”

“No, sir.”

Gabriel rubbed a hand across his face. “What else can you tell me about these qanats? If Mara is alive, she’d be looking for a way out.”

The engineer enlarged another section of the map. “They form a labyrinth extending for hundreds of miles. Many passages end in collapses or concealed chambers. Others were deliberately designed with false walls and misleading routes. Some carry fresh water...”

He hesitated.

“...others carry toxic water and gases. A wrong turn could be fatal.”

Gabriel studies the glowing maze. “I know she’s somewhere in there.” His voice quiet. “If we can’t determine where...” He shook his head. “No.”

The room fell silent.

“We gave up on her once.” He looked at each of them in turn. “We will not give up, not again.”

No one answered. 

They all knew what the reports said. Every additional week of searching consumed millions of dollars. The governing council was already questioning whether Archon should continue funding an operation built on hope instead of evidence.

Gabriel didn’t care.

Until someone placed Mara Quinn’s body before him, the search was not over.

~
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ANOTHER WEEK PASSED with no results. The team stood around the holographic display, out of ideas and increasingly aware there might be no next move.

Finally, an engineer broke the silence.

“We thought we had something. Several times, actually. But every time we took a closer look, whatever it was vanished. We’ve recalibrated the array twelve times.”

“And?”

He shook his head. “Nothing. Absolutely nothing. It was like empty space.”

Gabriel frowned. “Could the equipment be malfunctioning?”

Another engineer answered immediately. “No, sir. We’ve checked every system. Then we checked them again. The equipment is functioning within tolerance.”

Gabriel studied the mountain rotating above the holographic table. “Then what are we looking at?”

The room fell silent.

Finally, the lead scientist answered. “Nothing.” He glanced toward the first scientist. “It seems to be empty space.”

Gabriel said nothing for several moments.

Then, almost to himself, he murmured, “Not nothing...”

Every eye turned toward him.

“...permission denied.”

A slight smile curved his lips.

Blank expressions met him.

“We know there are tunnels beneath that mountain. Qanats and hidden chambers. You’ve identified an ancient transport system capable of moving supplies throughout the labyrinth.” He pointed toward the projection.

“Could it transport people?”

“Certainly,” the engineer replied. “The mechanism appears large enough. But there’s no evidence it has operated for centuries.”

“No heat signatures?”

“None.” The engineer hesitated. “Of course... if Miss Quinn died during the collapse...”

His voice trailed off.

“...there would be no heat signature to detect.”

Silence settled over the room.

Then one of the younger engineers cleared his throat. “There is... one thing.”

His supervisor turned toward him.

“We dismissed it because we couldn’t reproduce it.”

Gabriel’s attention snapped toward him. “What thing?”

“A few times...” He swallowed. “We recorded extremely brief energy spikes. Only a fraction of a second. They were unlike anything else we’d seen.”

“And?”

“We assumed they were anomalies. Cosmic radiation. Instrument interference. They never occurred in the same location twice.”

Gabriel stared at him. “What kind of energy?”

The engineer glanced nervously at his supervisor.

“It matched... or at least resembled... the spectral profile we recorded when Miss Quinn used Starlight.”

The room went utterly still.

Gabriel’s eyes widened. “By the shattered gates...” Then his expression hardened. “Why was I not told?”

The engineer lowered his gaze. Gabriel’s jaw clenched. “You had evidence she might be alive.”

“We had unexplained readings.”

Gabriel stepped toward the display. “Show me.” His voice chilling the room. “I want to see every spike, every anomaly, and every reading you dismissed.” 

He looked from one face to the next. “Now.”
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​Beneath the Mountain



​
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​​Chapter 1
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​The Awakening


The angels who did not keep their place of authority ... and abandoned their proper dwelling he has kept... bound with everlasting chains waiting judgment... —Jude 1:6


​Mara  

​My chest tightens like steel bands, it’s hard to breathe. Whatever awaits in this darkness might be worse than not seeing. I hold my breath, a useless task. Then, I remember...

The Fallen. 

Am I with them underground? What if they wake up? 

Breathe. I need to breathe and remember. I take a deep breath, feeling my chest rise, air filling my lungs. I try to relax... despite the throbbing in my head, pain throughout my body. As I breathe in deeply, some memories return in broken pieces.  

A flash of brilliant light. Was that Starlight? Stones falling around me, tons of stone. Moans of pain, voices crying out. I reached, my hand touched the Living stone, then a stone began to fall, slowly toward me. It would crush me.  

This is how I die... it was my last thought until suddenly, powerful arms grabbed hold, pulling me close... then a deafening roar. A white cloud filled the air, I gasped for air, my heart raced.  

Oh, stars... had I released some ancient creature that dragged me into its lair beneath the mountain? Was I to become a meal for a hungry dragon? I imagined sharp teeth tearing me, biting into my soft flesh. No. Dragons aren’t real.

Flaming feathers! I tried to scream, but my throat was as dry as sand and nothing came out.

Now I remember triggering the collapse with Starlight. The stones fell, and certain death approached. I look down. Still darkness. But I can move my hands and fingers.

I am not dead. Those hands that took hold of me were not dragon claws. They felt... almost human. The hands of a man. Who saved me, not from pain but from certain death?  

Not Maelor for I’d seen him vanish beneath stone.

I try to sit up, but my body won’t respond. I cannot move my legs or my arms. I am bound. Bloody halos... I’m a prisoner. 

Again darkness claims me.

Slowly, I awaken with a constant ache pulsing behind my eyes. It’s still dark, darker than night. If I could just open my eyes, but my eyelids feel like they’re glued shut. Not knowing what I’d see, I wasn’t sure I wanted them open.

Was I dead? Was this the afterlife? I hope not. 

Then a sharp pain pierced my head. A migraine, as if I wasn’t in enough pain. But where in the nine realms am I? It couldn’t be Heaven. There I would expect light not this endless dark.  

I search wildly for a way to escape, it was hard to even breathe. Whatever waits for me in this darkness might be worse than not seeing at all. I hold my breath, not that it will do me any good. 

I try to sit up, but my body still won’t respond. Then I remember. The restraints. Bloody halos... A prisoner again. 

My heart beat wildly. Oh God, please no torture. I want to scream but remain silent. Screaming hadn’t helped me before; it had brought only laughter and mockery.  

I hear a muffled sound. Then a door opens, and I scent fresh air and breathe a sigh of relief. Heavy footsteps cross the floor. I go utterly still. Who could it be? My chest tightens. A faint light appears, and I force my eyelids to part—to see who has come for me.

Not to kill me. They wouldn’t have kept me alive. Was it perhaps for torture? Despair almost dragged me deeper into darkness. My vision blurs, it’s hard to see in the faint light. I turn my head and catch sight of a man, but quickly look away. 

“Good morning.” His voice is low and rough. Still, he’s a man and not someone I can trust. Never again.  

“How are you feeling, now that you’re awake?”

I open my eyes, glare at him. “How do you think I feel?” I want to scream but my voice is scratchy, barely a whisper. “I’m tied down and want to be released!” I struggle against the bonds and scowl as if that alone would free me. Fear gnaws at my insides.  

“That’s a nice thank you for saving your life.” He chuckles. “The bonds are to keep you safe. You were thrashing about when I first brought you here.” He turns towards the door, then looks back. “Once your head is clear, I’ll release you. For now, rest.” Then the door closed and I heard a key turn in the lock with a sharp snick.

Again, I’m a prisoner.  

While I wait, likely for more torture, I look around the room at what little I can see. It is spacious. The walls pale grey but no pictures, and a simple window with sheer drapes letting in some faint light. But something is strange about it. It’s not sunlight, so that means I’m underground. But where and why? 

Then I remember, a name. Archon. 

Who is Archon? I don’t recall who he or they are. It could be a person, or a group, or... maybe they are the ones holding me! Images of torture from the past rush into my head. For a terrible moment, I was back in that dungeon.”

Broken halos. I must get out of here. But no matter how I struggle, I can’t break free of these bindings.  

My captor. He looked oddly familiar. But who is he? Why can’t I... Then a memory. He wanted me to bear his children. I’d said no and escaped the dungeon. Bringing down the stones, intending to die. Is that why I’m kept a prisoner? He’s the same monster as before, but this time, he’ll take what he wants and I’ll be forced to bear his children.  

Nauseous. I want to vomit but still the urge; it would do no good and I need my energy if I hope to escape.

Again, footsteps, a man’s footsteps. It is him? The door opens and the same man walks in. Yes. I recall him, Maelor and he’s still handsome just as before.

As I stare, another piece of memory returns.  

Damn. The bone-king. But he had died in the stone avalanche. I thought I had too, but here I am. So, he must have made it out. All that effort and I’m back where I started. And Azazel. Is he a captive too, or will he be my tormentor again? 

My mind goes blank as my lungs seem to forget what they are supposed to do. I thought I’d escaped but I was wrong. Suddenly, the man stands over me. The bone-king.

I scream.

“I see your mind and lungs are working. So you’re functioning. I wasn’t certain when I found you in that chamber. A stone almost took your head off, if I hadn’t moved you out of the way.” 

His brows draw together slightly. “The stone clipped you on the side of your head. Knocked you out. Though, you seem to be clear and alert now. Well, maybe not totally alert. Still, you will remain for a time just to be sure you’re okay.”  

At last I open my mouth. “Maelor. Don’t do this. Let me go.” 

My throat dry, and I try to swallow. Suddenly, he stood before me with a cup of water. I push it away. “No. I’d rather die of thirst.

“I assure you, there’s nothing in it but pure water.”

I don’t trust him, yet I’m so thirsty. I take a sip. It indeed tastes like water. I gulp a swallow feeling instant relief. 

“Slowly, or it’ll come back up,” he held the cup as I took another swallow before he set it on a small table at my bedside.  

“I’m not Maelor, though some cannot tell the difference. He’s my twin brother, or was.” He stepped back. “Doubtless, you have questions, and they will be answered, all in good time.” 

Not Maelor? Liar.

His gaze settled on me. Then he pointed to the side. “In that room is a bath, and you’ll find clothes in the wardrobe. A finger flick in another direction. Food will be sent.” He turned towards the door and then looked back briefly. “We will speak later.” 

Twin brother, my foot. He’s Maelor and I’m his prisoner, though I’m not in a dungeon. Still, he is my enemy. 

“I know what you want,” I snarl, rage coiling through my chest. “My answer is the same as before. Never.”  

He shook his head. “You have me confused with my brother.” A look of sadness covers his face. “We can, if you like, speak more on this later when you’re up and about. I’ve released your bonds.” He chuckles softly.

“Perhaps a bath and fresh clothes will help you feel better.”  

I look down, see I’m clothed in a simple nightshift that barely covers me but a warm blanket from shoulders down shields me. I sigh in relief. But who had changed me? 

Now able to move my hands and feet, I push back the covers and slide to the edge of the bed, plant my feet beneath me, and rise. The room lurched, and he moved fast enough to take hold of me before my knees buckle and I’m on the floor. I sit back on the bed. Fabulous. I can't even stand. 

Then, he turns away and I watch his back as he walks to the door, and exits, the door closes with no click of a lock this time.  

I was more than surprised, expecting to be confined and locked in the room with no way out. Again, I was wrong.  

“How long have I been here?” I would learn it has been nearly a week. But I want to know—where am I and how do I get out?

Deciding to make the best of things for now, I decide first on my list is a bath. With no one to help me, but with steadier feet than earlier, I make my way across the room and through the doorway he had indicated.  

The bathing chamber stole my breath.  

~
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WARM MIST DRIFTS THROUGH the room. A great bathing pool, carved directly into bronze-veined marble streaked with gold and silver, occupies its center. Water shimmers beneath the rising steam, fed by an unseen spring. How did it know I’d be needing it? Who cares? I was taking a bath and I would love it.  

I loosen the simple cotton shift. 

Not giving it another thought, for there isn’t much I can do about it, I lower myself into the warm water. The heat wraps around my aching body, muscles relax in its warmth and I groan in pleasure. Still, it does not quiet the growing dread coiling in my chest.  

To one side, a tray with soaps and containers likely with oils: it’s easily within reach. I lift one and scent vanilla and raspberries. And there’s a stack of towels near the bath. How thoughtful.

The scent of warm cedar drifts through the steam. Rich lather slips over my skin, leaving it impossibly soft as I rinse, enjoying the luxury. It was the finest soap I've ever used; it spoke of wealth and care. Again, I can't stop questioning why, as a prisoner, he is treating me like a guest? 

That was not like the Bone-King at all, so was it possible he was telling the truth? No.

Exhausted, I finished my bath, got out of the water, grabbed a towel for my body and another for my hair, and then returned to the bedroom. Slowly, I walked to the wardrobe.

Opening a drawer, I discover a selection of shifts, simple design, nothing fancy but fine silk glides over my skin, a cool sensation that is impossibly soft to the touch.

Once I was dressed, I sat at the dressing table, and carefully combed through my damp hair, allowing it to fall loose to air-dry naturally. I slip into a warm, soft robe taken from the wardrobe. It appears someone had thoughtfully prepared these items for me ahead of time. 

How could that be? 

All thoughts of clothes evaporated as the scent of food wafted through the air. Someone brought food while I was bathing and I had not noticed. A wave of hunger overpowers all other senses, forcing me to indulge myself in a truly scrumptious feast. 

Before long, I had consumed nearly everything on the tray.

[image: ]Now, pleasantly full, I turn toward the bed, lie down, and draw a warm blanket over myself. Instantly, I am enveloped in a cocoon of warmth. The mattress embraces my body in comfort. Within moments, sleep gently claims me.
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​​The Last Refuge


"When my father and my mother forsake me, then the Lord will take care of me." – Psalm 27:10


​Mara

I don’t know how long I slept, but the light from the supposed window had dimmed to darkness when I woke, unbound, and as free as I can be down here beneath stone.  

“I’m not in the dungeon,” I whisper.  “Yet I’m still a prisoner.”

A soft chuckle came from nearby, and I turn to see the same man I’d met earlier sitting in the shadows; the light from a fireplace flickered over his now familiar face.  

“Do you have a name?”  I ask sitting up.

“My name is Solomon, Maelor’s brother. He enjoyed being one of the bone-king. At least while he was still alive.”  

“Solomon.” The name felt strange on my tongue. “And unusual name,” I said. “I don’t recall ever meeting you, yet you look just like him.” He looks too much like Maelor, my former captor. “How can I trust that you’re not him?”

“I suppose trust right now is too fragile for you.” He shrugs.

“I don’t expect you to trust me. It was quite a traumatic event that brought us together.” His brows drew together in a puzzled frown. “Do you recall anything?”  

“No. All I know is I woke up in this room, and while I’ve had a few recollections, I’m uncertain of any.”  

Leaning forward and curious. “What am I missing?”  

“I’m not surprised you have no memory.” He hesitates. “We’ve never been introduced but you did know my brother, Maelor, the one who held you prisoner, I’m sorry to say.”  

“You look just like him or you are playing a trick on me, intending to manipulate me to go along with Maelor’s plans?” 

Why am I even asking him? He’d never tell me the truth. 

“Of course, I have no way to prove who I am, other than my word. But I can answer any questions you have about how you survived and why you’re here now.” 

I nod, wanting answers and he informs me, “Your name is Mara. Before this, you worked for a group called Archon.”  

At last, I had one answer, but there must be more. “When I woke, I thought of Archon. Who was I to them, if you know?” 

“Some things only you can answer once your memory returns. I’m sure it will with time.” Solomon smiled, and blood rushed hot, sending warmth throughout my body. No. He is not attractive, not to me. He may be my enemy.  

I recall the first time I was captured by the government. Ramiel had been nice, before he resorted to torture. When that had not worked, he had used pain and whips, and then, other ways purely to humiliate me even further, another punishment.

“I assure you, I am not your enemy. Maelor may have been, but I am not my brother.” 

Yeah, right. 

Solomon rose from the chair with an engaging smile. “We will speak again. Rest, and in time you will have your answers.”

I am on edge, expecting what would follow, and he would not be nice any longer. I need answers now.

“What in the seven realms does it mean, ‘I will have my answers!' I sit around hoping my memories will return? I want answers and I want to leave as soon as possible. Or do you plan on moving right to the torture?” 

“There will be no torture.” Sadness shadows his face, then it’s gone in a flash. “Apologies, but you cannot leave nor can I. We are here for however long or until the mountain moves, or another earthquake shakes us loose. Or of course, together we could find a way out.” He raises an eyebrow inquiringly.

I have no way to know if what he tells me is the whole truth or only partial. Solomon goes to the door and looks back. “I hope you find your answers, but it’s not to be. Not yet.

“In the meantime, you may explore as you like. Maybe that will shake loose some of those memories and the solution to your or our problem, a way out for both of us.”  

Solution to my problem. He said both of us were prisoners. Was that another lie amongst all the lies his brother told me? They look so much alike; I’m not convinced he is who he says. How to know if Maelor has a brother and if Solomon is his brother?

~
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I SPEND THE REST OF the day snooping: my room and the corridor nearby, opening doors but there’s nothing of interest. It’s strange seeing what Maelor had kept hidden from me. I didn’t know where brother’s secrets ended and the other’s began.

Maelor had kept me prisoner, until I would become his mate and bear his children. I’d refused him repeatedly. And, predictably, he’d tired of it and sent me back to the dungeon.

Now I’m back in the same place just not in the dungeon. And I’ve been given freedom; except, there is nowhere to go. Determined to do as he says, I investigate, disappear down one corridor after another, moving through this labyrinth of stone only to find I’m right back in the central chamber near my room. 

It isn’t a maze, as I’d once thought when my guard, Tamiel, had brought me from the dungeon the first time.  

He must have guided a roundabout way so I’d think it was a maze and I’d be too afraid of getting lost to venture far. He’d been right. I’d remained in my room the entire time until Maelor, had him return me to the dungeon. What a fool I’d been. If I’d only taken the risk then, I may have been able to find my way to freedom.  

No use dwelling on the past. Just keep moving forward to find my way out of here — if that’s even possible. According to Solomon, both of us are trapped in here. If that’s true, why has he not tried to find a way out? I doubt very much he hasn’t. So he isn’t sharing that information with me, keeping me in the dark instead. Okay. Two can play that game.

~
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THE NEXT MORNING, BEFORE venturing out again, Solomon appears, though he’s silent for a time, perhaps allowing me to talk and ask questions. Is he that bored, or is my company that interesting? This limited space is uneventful, to be honest, so I suppose him having anyone to talk to is time well spent.

“Tell me more about how you ended up here,” I said to break the silence. “Did your brother truly perish under the stone?” 

When he hesitated, I jump in. “I knew it. You are Maelor. You’re trying to trick me. Sneaky devil.”  

“No. Mara. I’m not Maelor. I am glad you’re asking questions, and I understand your suspicions. I hesitated, not knowing exactly what to say to convince you Maelor and I were identical twins, more alike than the usual identicals. People have confused us all our lives.” ​

Then, with a brief smile, he said, “There is a way to tell us apart. Not with ordinary sight, of course, but you no longer have ordinary sight, do you?” A pause. “But with Maelor gone, does it matter?”

I don’t answer because it doesn’t matter, if he is telling the truth. So I said, “Tell me about Maelor, about when he died.”  

“When you touched the stone, your Starlight triggered something that caused the avalanche of stone. Maelor perished under the stone. No one could have survived that.”  

He took a deep breath and huffed. “While I grieve for him, To say it was a tragedy is a lie. Indeed, Maelor’s death was inevitable, though he was my brother, my twin. We had a close connection, but he differed from me—significantly.

“He had become quite insane, as you know. Tamiel had finally contacted me and let me know what was happening. Maelor had a prisoner, and his expectations for you to bear his children, as you are aware. That’s when I knew he’d lost all sense of reality.” He paused.  

“He’d always been fascinated by the Fallen Watchers and the one known as Bone-King. He’d had those plans, and never once had I considered he was actually serious about re-establishing the Bone-King as a genuine king. And having children with you, or with anyone for that matter.”  

He must have seen my incredulous look, for his face became serious. “Never, Mara. Had I known sooner, I’d have come post haste.” Another pause; doubtless he’s considering what he’ll tell me while I’m still curious just how much of his ‘story’ I’m willing to believe. It sounds plausible. 

“What you don’t realize.” His voice filled with concern, “We’re both prisoners down here.”  

“I don’t believe it. You mean, however you came here, the way out is blocked, or have you conveniently forgotten where the exit is?” My eyes narrow in suspicion. “I do not believe one word from your mouth, no matter who you claim to be.”  

“You don’t have to believe me for it to be true. When you struck the stone with Starlight, the chamber with the Fallen, collapsed. As for the chamber above, perhaps you saw its weakened state.” I nod. “It also came down. Those stones falling almost took your head off. Until I pulled you out of the way. 

“It was a miracle that led me to you. I’d not intended to go there. I came to find my brother, to prevent his continued pursuit of you and the Watchers, and to foil his plans to set them free.”  

He shook his head. “I heard footsteps approaching in the tunnel, coming from his chambers above. I imagined Maelor was on his way to trigger the gateway to the Fallen so they could leave and begin their destruction of humanity.  

“It was a complete surprise when I saw you in the chamber with your hand on the living stone, gleaming gold-white.”  

A smile curved his lips. “When you touched it and the Starlight erupted from your fingertips, Not in my entire life had I seen such a marvelous yet terrifying thing. I froze. 

“I was watching my brother when. He fell beneath the stones and  that’s when I saw the one falling toward you. I barely had time to reach out and grab hold and pull you to safety.”  

His face softened, and a smile curved his lips. Then he shook his head as if coming out of a daydream. 

I imagined he was reliving the memory. He took a deep breath, then exhaled. “It was unbelievable; a startling experience.” 

Just then, he stood and prepared to leave. “We’ll talk later.”

I’m stunned at his ending abruptly. I wanted to protest, except at the look on his face likely he had emotions to process. 

[image: ]I slouch down into the chair. I’m stuck here, anyway. 
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​Chapter 3
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​The First Meeting

Mara

“Good morning.”

Before I opened my eyes, I noticed the room had grown brighter. Whatever plays as a sun, apparently it has risen.

​“Are you hungry?”

Solomon.

I hadn’t heard him enter and startled at seeing him standing there holding a tray with food on it. Then my stomach growls loudly. He chuckles, walks over, and sets the tray down on what’s become my dining table.

I climb out of bed in my nightie. Look around for my clothes then recall I’d put them away. I see the robe where I’d thrown it over the chair back last night and slip into it.

“Once you’ve eaten, you can change if you plan to explore.”

Exactly what I’d planned on doing.

I walk to the table, silently and reach for a biscuit, then pour what smells like coffee into a cup, take a sip and begin to eat.

Before long, I'd eaten nearly everything on the tray. Solomon is about to leave and he didn’t eat anything. For some reason, I am disappointed.

“You’re not hungry?”

“I ate earlier and wanted to make sure you had food before you begin your adventures today. Do you know where you plan to go? Likely not, not knowing the place.”

I shrug, stand up, and head for the wardrobe. “I’ll manage.”

“I have been below the mountain many times and am familiar with its layout. If you have questions come find me. I’ll answer what I can or next time we meet up.”

A smile curves his lips. “Still, there’s so much to do, it hardly matters.” Yet I saw a flicker of sadness darken his face briefly. It’s then I remember his brother. What had he done with his body? I wasn’t about to ask and bring up painful memories.

“How do you fill your time below ground? I’d think it was beyond boring. Not able to walk in the sunshine or under the moonlight.”

“We have both.” Again, that flicker of sadness. “It’s not the same, true, but it’s not total darkness like right after the mountain fell the first time.”

What does he you mean, after the mountain fell? Was it after I’d used my Starlight, and what does that have to do with moonlight? I don’t have time to ask before he starts talking.

“I have things to do today.” He flicks his amber eyes from me to the door. Is he in a hurry? “If you have someplace to be, I don’t want to keep you.”

His face flushes. “Whatever I was about to do I would rather you regain your memories and help us get out of here. I imagine if you busied yourself, it could trigger a memory or more.”

I didn’t know what to think about that remark.

Suddenly, there were stone walls with a very dim light. Beyond was darkness and shifting shadows as hundreds
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