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Chapter 1

	The rock bit into Kestrel’s palms as he inched down the cold stone wall. The wind tugged at his cloak as if it, too, wanted him to stop. He didn’t dare look down. Not yet. A single misstep would leave him a broken heap at the base of the eastern tower. Even worse, the guards would drag him back to his parents before he hit the ground if they saw him first. “Don’t look down. Don’t look back.” He repeated to himself.

	His magic suction cups held. Just. He’d practiced it a dozen times with his friends, but now, dangling in the moonlight outside the palace, the distance to the ground seemed formidable.

	A foot slipped. He caught himself. Barely. His heart pounded louder than the wind. His cape swayed, scraping the stone as he finally dropped the last few feet and hit the ground hard. He landed in a crouch, then froze.

	Voices.

	He pressed into the shadow of a butter-bloom hedge. A guard’s boots crunched on gravel just around the corner. Then silence. A shift in the wind. The guard passed without noticing.

	Kestrel exhaled and grinned. He was out.

	A soft whistle came from the grove beyond the garden wall. A sparrow call. Twice.

	He gave a quick, answering trill. Then, crouching low, he darted from cover to cover. He scampered around the servants’ quarters, past the rose bridge, through the gate carved with fleur-de-lis. At the far edge of the palace grounds, beneath the shadow of the outer wall, two figures waited, his friends Theo and Brannic. They both wore dark cloaks and were smirking like foxes caught mid-theft.

	“You’re late,” Theo whispered.

	“You’re loud,” Kestrel shot back.

	Brannic tossed him a strip of dried fruit. “You sure you want to do this? During the full moon of Pantaleon, the hollows awaken. The dead arise, and the living are frightened.” He raised his hands as if afraid.

	“That’s the point,” Kestrel said, slipping into the woods with them. “We want to see the magic of the Blood of Pantaleon. Real magic of the Moon Goddess herself. It only happens when the moon is full.”

	Above them, the white moon climbed higher.

	Theo said, “Let’s gotta get a move on. They might all be gone before we get there.”

	“What are you waiting for then? Let’s go.” Kestrel sprinted off toward the castle gate.

	The others shouted, “Slow down.” 

	Kestrel held his finger to his lips. “Quiet. Or we won’t even get out of the castle grounds.” 

	The sacred hollow waited.

	The three boys crouched in the shadow of the eastern castle smithy, hearts thudding, breaths misting in the cold air. Lantern light flickered along the upper ramparts. Somewhere beyond the high garden wall, the outer postern gate lay locked. Only one guard was posted. Kestrel knew the sentinel fell asleep once the castle grounds grew quiet.

	Their whole plan hinged on him being asleep when they reached the gate. But just in case, Kestrel had a backup plan in his tunic pocket.

	He peeked around the stone column. “Follow my lead,” then slipped from shadow to shadow. Theo and Brannic trailed close behind. They crossed the training yard, the bottoms of their cloaks brushing dew-slick grass, passing beneath the windows of the War Hall where the knights stored gleaming polished armor and practiced each day.

	The flickering torchlight by the postern gate cast long shadows on the frost-dusted cobbles. The three boys reined in behind the ancient wall that marked the original castle footprint. Their breaths appeared as thin white clouds.

	Kestrel motioned for silence, then peeked around the edge of the building. The guard had tilted his chair back against the wall. His head slumped forward.

	Sleeping? Or waiting.

	Kestrel leaned back, heart thumping in his throat. “I think he’s asleep.”

	Theo grinned. “Perfect.”

	“No,” Kestrel whispered. “Not perfect. If he’s pretending, we’ll get hauled to my father before the gate even shuts behind us.”

	Brannic muttered, “So what, we sit here all night?”

	Kestrel drew a breath and looked again. No movement. Just the same slouch. The light of the torchlight danced lazily over the man’s helmet.

	He turned to the others. “Stay here. I’ll go look.”

	Before they could argue, Kestrel stepped out of the shadows with boots light on the stones. The postern gate loomed taller than he expected, its iron reinforcements black against the pale wood. He moved like a shadow, one step at a time, breath held.

	Closer.

	Closer.

	He was ten paces away when the man moved.

	Steel rasped from its sheath. A gloved hand gripped a halberd.

	“I wouldn’t take another step if you want to live tonight,” the guard said, his voice calm, deadly soft.

	Kestrel froze.

	The man straightened, standing to his full height now, no longer pretending. Kestrel saw recognition dawn on the man’s face. 

	“Your mother would have my head if I let you through that gate.”

	Kestrel swallowed. “She’d have mine if she knew I was out here.”

	The guard’s lip twitched. “So, you are sneaking out.”

	“Please,” Kestrel said. “We just want to watch. That’s all. No trouble.”

	“No trouble,” the guard echoed. Theo and Brannic came into the light. “If you are with those two, then you already have more trouble than you need.”

	The two boys snickered.

	“I can’t let you go.”

	“I can command you, and you have to listen to me.” Kestrel straightened his back.

	“Your mother would never forgive me.” The guard held his spear across his chest. 

	A silence fell, heavier than the winter air.

	Kestrel looked the man in the eye. “I don’t ask for your blessing. Just your silence.”

	The guard lowered the spear a fraction. “And if I don’t give it?”

	Kestrel reached into his cloak and pulled out a small leather pouch. He tossed it at the man’s feet.

	The guard opened it. Silver glinted in the torchlight.

	“You’re bribing a royal gatekeeper?”

	“I’m persuading an old friend to look the other way.”

	“What am I supposed to tell your mother if you don’t return?”

	“Tell her I lied. Tell her I snuck out when you switched guards at the second watch. I don’t care. Just open the gate.”

	The guard looked down at the silver, then at the fourteen-year-old boy who stared at him with steel in his eyes.

	The guard stared at him, then sighed. “You’re more like your mother than she’d ever admit.” He hesitated, then sighed. “Your mother will flay me.”

	“She’ll flay me worse,” Kestrel muttered.

	He sighed, looked at the coins once more, and stepped aside.

	“The gate will be unlatched for the next five minutes. After that, it locks up for the night. Come back before the first bell, or you’ll face her wrath alone.”

	Kestrel nodded once. “Understood.”

	As he turned and waved his friends forward, the guard added under his breath, “You won’t like what you find beyond that gate, boy.” With an inaudible curse, the guard reached for the iron lever behind the hedge and released the catch. The postern gate let out a soft clunk as the latch gave way.

	As the boys slipped through, the guard grabbed Kestrel’s shoulder. “Whatever you do, don’t die doing it. She’s strict because you’re her only child.”

	Kestrel nodded, more solemn than he wanted. “I know.”

	The gate swung open just enough for the boys to slip through, and just like that, they were outside the castle walls, running through the trees.

	They faded into the dark outer grounds, breathless and quiet. The castle walls loomed behind them like angry parents with their arms crossed. They pushed past the frost-covered herb garden and the old gamekeeper’s shed. They made their way to the lower stables, used mostly for hunting mounts and royal errands.

	Kestrel held up a hand, signaling Theo and Brannic to stop.

	“We go in, grab three saddles, and lead the horses out quietly. No talking. No banging. No showing off.”

	Theo smirked. “Who, me?”

	Brannic rolled his eyes. “We’re not idiots.”

	Kestrel arched an eyebrow. “You say that every time.”

	They crept through the stable doors. It was dark inside, the only light a slit of moonlight cutting across the hay-strewn floor. The warm, familiar smell of horses and feed filled the air. Kestrel’s mare, White Shadow, whinnied softly as he approached.

	“Hey girl,” he whispered, stroking her flank. “Shhh.”

	Theo was already fiddling with a saddle girth, making far too much noise as buckles clinked and leather slapped against wood.

	Kestrel flinched. “Theo!”

	“Sorry, sorry!” Theo hissed. “It’s dark!”

	Brannic bumped into a feed barrel, nearly knocking it over. The hollow thud echoed like a drum in the silence.

	“Oh, for the love of—” Kestrel snapped, barely keeping his voice down. “You're both as quiet as a parade.”

	Theo grinned. “A handsome parade.”

	“Do you want the stable hands to hear us?”

	Brannic handed him a saddle blanket with a shrug. “No one comes down here this late.”

	Theo laughed a little too loudly. “Just hand out some more of that stash of royal coins you have in your pocket.”

	“Those coins got us out of the castle, didn’t they? What would you have done? Climbed the walls and be shot with arrows fleeing the castle.”

	“Relax, Prince Kestrel.” Theo mockingly bowed to his friend.

	“That doesn’t mean we can act like—ugh. Forget it. Be quiet and hurry.”

	“Yes, Your Majesty.”

	Brannic stifled a laugh that came out more like a snort than a snicker.

	Kestrel worked fast, fitting the saddle to White Shadow with the ease of long practice. She nickered once, then stilled under his calming hand. He murmured to her gently, almost forgetting the nerves twisting in his stomach.

	Kestrel’s mare was ghost-pale, her coat the color of morning fog. She moved with a fluid grace that made her seem half-spirit, especially under moonlight, where her hooves barely seemed to touch the ground. Her mane and tail were long and silver-white. She had earned her name for the way she vanished into mist and snow, a shadow made of light. But he worried how easy it might be for someone to see her in the bright white light of the

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

cover.jpeg
SHATTERED
ASCENT

KENNETH BROWN





