
  
    
      House of Smoke and Bone

      A MIDNIGHT BALL SERIES SEQUEL

      
        A PALACE OF BONES

        BOOK TWO

      

    

    
      
        L.L. HUNTER

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2023 L.L. Hunter

        House of Smoke and Bone

        By L.L. Hunter

      

        

      
        All Rights Reserved

      

        

      
        ISBN: 978-1005852542

      

      

      First Edition

      
        
        Manuscript Services Provided by

        Rogena Mitchell-Jones, Literary Editor

        www.rogenamitchell.com

      

      

      
        
        Cover Design by KILA Designs

        http://www.kiladesigns.com.au

      

      

      This book may not be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission from the author. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. All characters and storylines are the properties of the author, and your support and respect are appreciated.

      This book is a work of fiction. The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead is coincidental and not intended by the author.

      Both author and editor have taken considerable effort in presenting a manuscript free of errors. However, editing errors are ultimately the responsibility of the author.

      This author writes in both American English and Australian English and may include Australian diction.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Palace of Bones Pronunciation Guide

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Pavin – (Pay – vin)

      

        

      
        Imogen - (Im – o – gen)

      

        

      
        Amelia - (A – me – lee – a)

      

        

      
        Aed - (Eed)

      

        

      
        Ares - (A – res)

      

        

      
        Agnium - (Ag – nee – um)

      

        

      
        Aurum (Or – rum)

      

        

      
        Sydlandia – (Sid – lan – dee – a)

      

        

      
        Venehica (Ven – ee – ka)

      

        

      
        Medeis (Med – ace)

      

        

      
        Phaos (Ph – ous)

      

        

      
        Lamia (Lam – ee – a)

      

        

      
        Denzon (Den – zon)
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      PAVIN AND IMOGEN

      The air was still and silent. Time had slowed. The lack of anything made them feel uneasy.

      And then, all at once, chaos was unleashed.

      “Amelia?!” screamed Pavin.

      Imogen sobbed as she looked around.

      Bones and debris rattled behind them as Aed pushed aside the pile of bones and got to his feet.

      “What was that?” asked Pavin.

      “Them? Only my guard dogs. Took them long enough to catch up to you.”

      Imogen snapped out of her sobbing stupor and gasped.

      “The cloud of demons on the plains. What do they want with Amelia?”

      “Oh, they’re only doing my bidding. Since you three are intent on not listening to me, I had to take drastic measures. But don’t worry about dear Amelia. She is a necromancer. She’ll be fine. I’m sure she loves being in the Netherworld.”

      All the blood fell from Imogen’s face. She braced herself on the stair railing and sat on the bone steps.

      “The Netherworld. Oh, gods. How are we going to get her back?”

      Pavin walked over to her and saw beside her. “Hey, like Aed said, I’m sure she’s fine. She’s strong.”

      Imogen looked at the prince. He had kind blue eyes and a boyish face. He was also bleeding steadily from a wound on his head. Imogen absentmindedly reached out to touch the wound. Pavin flinched.

      “Oh sorry. I didn’t mean to… you’re bleeding…”

      “Oh. I didn’t realise. It must have been when I landed back here in Underworld after being trapped in time.”

      Imogen got her bag and rifled through it, finding a healing ointment she had made earlier and a bandage.

      “You were trapped in time? Was that what happened when you stepped into that portal at the Midnight Ball?”

      “Yeah. Fredrick warned me, as did Grace and Maddi. I was a fool and didn’t listen. Again.”

      Imogen smirked. “Yeah. You have been pretty reckless. Here, let me treat your wound.”

      “Thanks, Imogen.” As Imogen gently applied the healing ointment, Pavin continued talking. “You know, I remember you.”

      Imogen met his gaze. “How?”

      “From the winter festival in Denzon a few weeks back. I think it was a few weeks. Gods know how much time has passed since I’ve been gone.”

      “I think it’s been about two weeks since Amelia came to find me. So nearly a month since the winter festival.”

      He nodded. “Time is a confusing concept, especially when you get stuck inside it.”

      “I bet.” She finished applying the ointment, and as her flesh touched his, a spark of magic and a warm, tingling feeling seeped out. “There, how does that feel?”

      “Much better. You’ve got magic hands.”

      Imogen hesitated and sheepishly looked down at her hands, partially covered in Pavin’s blood. She blushed.

      “Sorry. That was bad. I mean… it feels much better. Thank you.”

      “No. You didn’t cause offence. I lied to Queen Dana and to my sister about my magic. I do have some. It’s not as strong as Amelia’s. My talents lie with my plants and herbs, mostly. But I have tested this… this dark magic. This blood magic,” she admitted, hiding her face as she packed away her kit back in her back and wiped her hands.

      Pavin reached out to touch her wrist. She stilled and looked up to meet his gaze once more.

      “Hey, it’s okay. I won’t judge. But we should probably find my sword and get out of here.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” Then, looking around the once pristine foyer littered with bones, glass, and blood, she realised they were alone. “Pavin, where are Fredrick and Aed?”

      “I don’t know. But that annoying demigod was driving me insane. I’m sure he’s lurking somewhere nearby, though, or returned to Sydlandia and left us. Demented jerk.”

      “Oh gods, that means I’m going to have to try and summon a portal on my own.”

      They hurried into the Armoury since Aed was nowhere to be seen. Lining every surface was every weapon imaginable.

      “Can you see your sword?” she asked.

      Pavin took a right-hand turn and stopped to admire a gold crossbow.

      “No. What do you think Aed wants with all these weapons?”

      “Nothing good. You said he took your sword from you the first time you arrived?”

      “Yeah. More like held it hostage.” He walked around the middle table lined with axes, throwing discs, spiked batons, and things with long barbed chains attached. He didn’t want to think about the damage some of these weapons could cause. On the back wall, something caught his eye, though.

      “Yes!” He saw his beloved sword hanging on the back wall. He climbed on one of the shelves, knocking bullets off, grabbed his sword from where it hung, and then jumped back down. “At last, my love. We’re reunited.” He admired the handle, with the gold filigree design twisted around the blue sapphire, the Denzonian Sapphire.

      Imogen smiled at the happy look on his face when the entire room began to shake.
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      AMELIA

      Flesh tore, and bones snapped as the demons hooked their claws in and dragged her across the dirt. Amelia screamed, not opening her eyes since they dragged her through the black hole into the next world.

      The Netherworld.

      Her eyes snapped open then. The colour-drained grey world slowly slid past her as the demons dragged her across the sticky mud.

      It was cold here, with no sunlight.

      So, this is where the dead come afterward, she thought.

      One of the demons snarled and snapped at one of the others. She felt their talons digging into her flesh right through to bone as they dragged her by her legs.

      No. That was enough of that. She was a necromancer.

      These low-life demons should be bowing to me. I should be their queen.

      She sat up and threw all the power she had at the demons to make them stop, to vanquish them, anything. But all it did was make them stop walking and look at her.

      Here, the demons that had gathered around her in the Palace of Bones were no longer clouds of black smoke. They were solid, humanoid beings with black inky rotting flesh, making it look like they had walked out of a fire.

      They probably were once humans. Now they were here doing Aed’s bidding in the Netherworld.

      “You’re a stubborn one like the boss said,” said one of the demons, his voice gruff and blunt. “I’m doing you a favour, little death witch.”

      “And what is that? Working for Aed? And where are you taking me?”

      “Relax, Necromancer. I’m taking you home.”

      All the blood drained out of her head. And the pain of the demon’s talons in her flesh, which she had pushed aside until now, she felt like passing out. But she couldn’t and wouldn’t.

      “Home? My home is in Lamia.”

      The head honcho demon laughed. “Are you sure about that?”

      Amelia clenched her fists. “Look, let me go, and I promise I won’t try to fight or run away or kill you.”

      The second in command sighed loudly. “Just do it, Ralph. She’s incorrigible.”

      Amelia smirked. One of the demons’ names was Ralph.

      “Fine. But Benji, if she does anything, you tell the boss.”

      “Ugh. Fine.”

      Amelia laughed to herself. Who kept their human names when they became demons? Wouldn’t you want something cool and more demonic, like Beelzebub?

      And just like that, Ralph unhooked his talons from her leg and dropped her on the ground.

      “Thanks, guys. For nothing. So, where is this home you were talking about?”

      “We think you’ll like it very much. We’re almost there.”

      Now that Amelia could walk, albeit with a limp because of the wound, she wished she had Imogen with her to heal her. Then she noticed the scenery. The world was still drained of colour. The sky was a brownish grey, but they looked to be walking down any tree-lined street in any city. Except for the trees here were bare of foliage and in sepia tones. The houses were Gothic and Victorian-style mansions. It all looked so… idyllic and typical, except for the colours and the fact that accompanying her were two grotesque-looking demons.

      “Here we go. Welcome home, Necromancer.”

      Amelia stopped walking and looked up at a grey and black gothic-style house. It had gargoyles on the pitched roof, which spanned four stories. The garden had naked trees and shrubs and a few bones of different sizes. Amelia cringed.

      Yeah, that wasn’t normal. She didn’t want to think about where those had come from.

      She looked over her shoulder to ask Ralph and Benji something, but they were gone.

      She was all alone in the world of death.

      “Ugh, Demons!” she muttered before pushing through the front iron gate and hobbling up the path toward the front door.
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      PAVIN AND IMOGEN

      “Pavin! What was that?” She gripped one of the tables in the Armoury. Pavin ran for her and took her hand.

      “I’m not sure. Demons? Aed having a tantrum? I’m not sure, but we should try and get out of here.”

      They ran for the door as debris and weapons fell around them.

      “I think it’s an earthquake!” shouted Imogen.

      They entered the foyer just as a shimmering portal opened before them. Pavin moved to shield Imogen, his sword out in front.

      But they need not worry as three familiar figures stepped through the portal.

      “Pavin, Imogen, hurry!”

      “Fredrick? Is that where you went? Back home, without us?” asked Pavin, a little upset at being left behind. He wanted to throttle the demigod.

      “To get help, yes. Where’s the mean twin?”

      Grace and Maddi searched the foyer.

      “She’s gone. Demons took her to the Netherworld,” said Imogen sadly.

      “What?” Grace staggered, putting her hand over her mouth in shock.

      “Pavin, do you have your sword?” asked Maddi.

      “Yeah. I have it,” he said, holding it up.

      “Good. Then we need to get out of here.”

      “Wait, without my sister?”

      Pavin ran for the portal, but Imogen stayed where she stood.

      “I’m afraid we must figure out how to get her from Sydlandia. Aed has gathered more demons. We’re surrounded. We need to leave. Now.”

      Imogen hesitantly walked toward the portal, looking once back at the spot near the bone stairs where the demons grabbed her sister.

      “I’ll find you, Sister. I’ll get you back. I promise.” Pavin reached for her, and she took his hand before stepping through the portal.
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      AMELIA

      The house would have been mundane and ordinary if not for the fact that everything flickered or distorted like the electricity was shorting out every so often. Amelia took a few steps toward a doorway ahead of her. She heard a soft melody playing, like someone was humming, and the scent of baked goods wafted through the door to her nose.

      Was someone in there baking? She made her way gingerly toward the kitchen doorway. The humming grew louder as she approached. She entered the kitchen and saw a pretty, petite woman in a black homespun dress and white apron. She turned from the counter toward the oven her arms carrying a tray of cookies. The rest of the house was cast in shadows and dim, but the kitchen was warm and bright and inviting. The floorboards creaked under her boot, announcing her presence. The woman looked up and smiled when she saw her.

      “Amelia, my Amelia. I’ve been waiting for you.”

      Amelia stilled, and her hand went to the athame. Back in Niamh, she and Imogen had decided to swap artifacts so that she held the athame, and Imogen, the amulet, as that was apparently how it was meant to be. Deep down in her soul and her heart, she knew this woman. She knew she was safe. Yet, this place, the Netherworld, made her feel uneasy and guarded.

      “Mom?” she whispered.

      Her mother smiled warmly, and her eyes fell upon the hilt of the athame sticking out of her hip sheath.

      “Ah, I see you’ve found the other artifact.”

      “Mom, what do you know about them? Why were Imogen and I separated?” She had a million questions for her mother. She never thought she’d see the day she would be reunited with the woman who had given her and her twin life.

      “I’ll answer your questions, my love. Come, we can talk over tea. I just brewed a pot. Sit, please.”

      She gestured toward two lounge chairs and a small coffee table in the corner of the room before a dying fireplace. Not that the heat was needed. The Netherworld was neither cold nor hot. Amelia assumed her mother kept it lit for magical purposes.

      Without saying a word, Amelia made her way over and perched on the edge of one of the armchairs as her mother brought over a tray with a colourful teapot and two china cups and saucers. The teapot was red with gold and silver swirls, and as she looked closer, Amelia gasped when she saw little amulets and daggers painted on it. The cups and saucers matched.

      “Did you make these?”

      “Yes,” was all her mother said before she snapped her fingers, and the oven dinged. “Just a moment.” She walked over and pulled the tray of cookies from it. Then Amelia watched in amazement as her mother telepathically picked up a few of the cookies and set them on a plate before sending the plate floating toward her, where it sailed down and set itself gently next to the teapot. Amelia’s mouth opened and shut again. Amelia’s mother sat opposite her in the other armchair and picked up her teacup.

      “Now, what did you want to know?”

      “I… I have so many questions.”

      “Ask me which pops first into your mind, child.”

      “All right, why are you here, in the Netherworld?”

      “Darling, I have always lived here. You and your sister were born here.”

      Everything seemed to slow down as the reality of her mother’s words hit her.

      “We…we were born here?”

      Amelia had so many feelings, all of which felt overwhelming. She didn’t know whether to laugh, cry or get angry at her mother. Instead, she asked the following question on her mind.

      “Why were Imogen and I separated?”

      Her mother sipped her tea and set the cup back down on the saucer on the table between them. She didn’t meet her daughter’s eyes.

      “I did the best I could, but I was scared. After your father was killed, I tried to raise you girls alone, but there was a growing unease here. So, I ran. I left with you both, and we escaped the Netherworld and Underworld and hid in Aurum. But demons followed. They hunted you. So the only way to keep you both safe was to separate you from each other and put you both up for adoption.”

      “Why were demons hunting us? Is that why they captured me and brought me here?”

      “Part of the reason, yes. And it’s also because of who your father was and what he did.”

      “Wait a minute,” said Amelia, pointing her palm towards her mother. “Who was my father?”

      “Your father was once Aed’s right-hand man. His lieutenant.”

      Amelia gasped. “So, what happened?” she picked up her cup and leaned forward, eager to hear more.

      “Your father betrayed Aed, so Aed had him killed. He was going to come after me and you girls too. Hence, I couldn’t stay and had to do what I did. I am sorry you’re only learning the truth now. Sweetheart, I had to make a choice between life and death. And the only way to do that was to keep you girls safe.”
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