The Quiet Hour

By Joshua Schuler


Chapter 1

The quarter moon glowed brightly in the cloudless night sky, surrounded by millions of stars. Light smoke could be seen from various chimneys now that it was mid-fall and the nights were turning cold on the coast of the Sea of Hail. Grish Tower, one of the few gnomish made contraptions that did not blow up if you looked at it, chimed one single note signaling that it was midnight, the start of Quiet Hour in the city of Dalecrowns.

Dalecrowns was the capital city of Cardon, ruled by King Burhman for the past five years. The city was large, housing nearly seven hundred thousand people of several races, but mostly humans. The city was broken into several districts, the docks, the palace district, the market district, upper class residential district, and the lower class residential district. All was within the massive outer city walls. The outer walls where covered with the marks of time, wars, and weather. 

The citizens were protected from burglars and other night things by a night watch. One member of the guard patrolled a specific path through each district of the city that was routed to make sure he passed every house two times each shift. The night watch made sure everyone was off the streets during the quiet hour. 

The streets near the docks were empty except for Tebor a night watch who was trying hard to stay awake as he passed under a streetlight. The light was a simple candle inside a glass case, which had a reflective top to direct the light onto the street. The light flickered in a breeze blown in from the docks not far away. The guard pulled his heavy red cloak tight, not that it did much good while wearing platemail armor.

A few of the guards had wrote a petition and sent it around the guardhouse for signatures, to change to a thick padded armor for the winter. Tebor had signed, as did most others including the captain of the guard. Last he heard, it had passed out of the guardhouse and was on its way to the king. Many men would get sick if it was not accepted, which would mean more watch patrols for him. He seldom got sick from the cold, northern winters.


Standing under the light Tebor noticed how very quiet it was, with the looming possibility of winter, even the rats were obeying the quiet hour rules. Then soft padded footfalls signaled to him that someone other then the expected guard was out on this street. Peering down the candle lit street he saw nothing in either direction. Then he realized that he was one big red target while he stood under the light with his cloak wrapped around him.


Tebor turned and walked to the middle of the cobblestone street, his steel boots clanking loudly all the way there. He stopped and listened to the night to find out where the soon to be imprisoned soul was at now. There was nothing, no sound at all. He could not even hear the light breeze that still pulled at his cloak. He started for the guardhouse. The shortest path he could think of took him down a side ally. As he ran, he noticed that his boots made no noise. He knew he had not merely gone deaf. He had been silenced, that meant that someone did not want him making noise nor did they want him hearing anything. He stumbled and lost feeling in his legs as a sharp pain started in the middle of his back and chest and spread outward. Falling to all fours, he looked down and saw the tip of a crossbow bolt protruding from his chest. He crawled on dragging his legs behind him thinking this cannot be happening to him, but the taste of copper in his mouth told him it was. He coughed and blood dripped from his mouth, then all he knew was blackness as something struck the back of his head, his worries about the cold were gone. 


The assassin walked up to the body and made a flipping motion with his hand as if to bat away a fly. His silence spell dissipated with that motion and the sound of the night breeze rushed in on him. He glanced around the alleyway and decided it was good enough location for his first. He stepped over the body and dropped a card. The card landed on Tebor’s back face side up. On the card’s face was a wilted heart held by a skeletal hand. He walked on and disappeared into the shadows.

*

Toevert stood with his back on the palace courtyard’s wall. This wall was in better shape then the city wall, for it was only a few years old. The wall blocked the breeze very well, which was good for his old bones. He was sure that this year would be his last with the watch if he made it through the winter. He was too the point in his life that he did not care what the king decided. He was not going to wear the platemail again after tonight. It was only good if you are in a fair fight anyway. A rogue could easily sneak up behind you with a dagger and all you would know is darkness. This ‘summer armor,’ as the new king called it, was crap in Toevert’s opinion. The backs were mostly open, so long as the cloak covered it no one knew. Eventually someone would notice and then it would ‘sneak-up-on-the-guard week’ then death.

Off in the distance outside the city a wolf let loose a lonely howl that was not answered. At that second, something moved in the shadow of the wall to Toevert’s right side. He turned in time to see a greatsword materialize out of nothing. No hands held it; no arms swung it. It had a large red gemstone in its hilt that glowed brightly. This was the last thing Toevert seen as it found the only other weak spot of the summer platemail, the neck. Toevert found relief from his old bones a little sooner then expected. A card dropped out of the air and landed on the body.

*

The docks of Dalecrowns were deserted in the night. Blead loved the quiet hour on the docks. He stood out at the end of the longest dock facing away from the city, his cloak blowing in the breeze coming off the Sea of Hail. He loved the winter almost as much as he loved the quietness of the docks. Winter was his only reason for moving this far north. He left his home in Voldon in the kingdom of Fishita far to the south until he found Dalecrowns and settled in. This being his third winter here and only his twentieth since birth made him young for guard duty. During his three years of travels though he gained much experience in the ways of the sword and that qualified him for his position on the night watch.

He took a deep breath then turned back to his patrol. Tebor should be coming his way soon and he did not want to be caught off in his own little world. He got to where the dock met the streets and turned north. After about a hundred feet, he turned back east, away from the sea. To his surprise, Tebor was not coming down the road toward him.


The streets were dark as the breeze extinguished candlelights here and there. He started down the street hoping Tebor did not already pass him up. Blead watched the shadows of the street as he walked. Something did not feel right to him this time. Down a side alley, Blead thought he could see someone lying on the ground. It was up to him to give this man a proper bed over in the guardhouse prison cell. He turned and entered the alley. It was darker in the alley as a lone cloud drifting across the night sky blocked the moon. As he walked, he noticed the stones of the road were sticky. Bending down he touched them and found it to be blood. The red cloak on the man made his heart sink, and then seeing the head a few feet away from the body made him stop and throw up the remains of a midnight snack in the gutter.


Once Blead regained control, he headed for the guardhouse as fast as one dared run in steel boots during quiet hour. He wanted to yell for all the guards to come at once, but even he had to wait for quite hour to come to an end. 

The guardhouse was a two-story building. It had been built as close to the center of the city as was possible. The lower floor was split by a set of steps going to the upper floor. There was the main room that had a table and four chairs that at least one guard was to be at twenty-four hours a day. Along one wall was a cabinet with books, parchment, ink and pens. To either side of the stair way were doors that went to other rooms, one being the practice room and the other the armory, which was called the storage room by the guards. It was full of old swords and armor not used much anymore, although it had the things needed to make them good again, grinding stones, hammers and the like. 

Blead burst through the front door, nearly knocking it off the hinges, into the main room where Cale was sitting at the table. The sudden noise made Cale jump out of his chair. He was a few years older then Blead, nearing his twenty-fifth birthday, with sandy blond hair that he kept trimmed short. Most of the guards like to keep their hair short although there was no rule stating that they needed to. 


“Ssshhh,” Cale said as he landed on the floor looking around. “Blead, what are you doing making all that noise during the last minutes of quiet hour?”


“There has been a murder. I am sure I found Tebor, though I didn’t stay long. I wanted to scream. I saw a head lying on the ground a few feet away from the body.”


Cale picked himself up off the floor; he was about five-eight. He just shook his head in disbelief at first before telling Blead, “What are you telling me for? Go wake Korid.”

Blead circled the table and the knocked over chair Cale had been sitting at to get to the stairs. Cale righted his chair as Blead started up the steps. Cale turned and was about to say something but Blead had already gone up the steps. Therefore, he decided it would be good to track down the rest of the night watches.

*

The second floor of the guardhouse was divided into several rooms and a hall running down the length of the building. The room at the end of the hall was Korid’s room. He was the Captain of the Guard. There was a sign hanging on his door that said, ‘Captain’s Quarters.’ The other rooms were for the younger guards that did not have homes of their own yet. Most guards with homes worked at night, though Blead had his room here in the guardhouse.


Blead stood before the door hesitant. He did not want to wake the captain from his sleep. He could hear the big man sleeping inside. Korid snored so loud that he was on the verge of breaking the quiet hour rules. Blead raised his hand to knock but stopped short as Korid stopped snoring.  He breathed a sigh of relief when he heard Korid moving on the other side of the door. It meant that he would not be waking him if he knocked on the door now, so he raised his hand again.

Before Blead had a chance to knock, Korid swung the door open. Korid was a big man, many rumors around the guardhouse was that his was part ogre. He was at least a foot taller then all the other guards and weighed close to three hundred pounds of heavy muscle. He wore only the pants of his night cloths, his wide shoulders bare. Blead’s eyes were level with Korid’s lower neck. Korid looked down a little surprised, “Blead, what are you doing here disturbing my sleep? Shouldn’t you be out on patrol someplace?” He leaned on the doorframe and folded his arms to wait for the excuse. 


Blead stuttered a bit trying to find the words, “ah, Sir, um, it’s um, its Tebor, He’s been murdered. I was on my rounds in the docks when I thought we would be crossing the same street. I noticed someone in the alley who I thought may have been a drunk passed out. I got close and seen his red cloak then his head a few feet away.”


“Wait, wait, what time is it?” Korid asked with a raised hand a little confused.


Then Grish Tower chimed, signaling the end of quiet hour.


Korid’s jaw dropped in astonishment and asked, “Hold on, did I just hear the bell for quiet hour to start? I went to sleep twenty minutes ago. How did Tebor get killed already?”


Blead shook his head, “No, sir that was the bell for the end of quiet hour. Tebor was killed during quiet hour.”


Suddenly a racket came from the street outside, the sound of several steel boots running on the cobblestone. Korid swore as he pushed Blead out of his way and rushed down the stairs. His thoughts raced with questions. Who was out during quiet hour killing? What caused the other guards to run to the guardhouse? Why was he awake?


He reached the main room downstairs the same time the other guards broke in the door. Cale, Klurn and Tinage tumbled in almost falling over each other.


Korid was furious, “What are you running for? You just woke half the city in fright. How many times have I told you not to run in platemail? It’s unhealthy and damn loud,” his voice boomed off the walls and rang in their ears.


Cale tried to catch his breath before explaining. His voice came out barely a whisper, “Sir, the killer was not just in the docks this hour. He murdered Toevert also. The old man was near the palace’s outer wall.”


Blead entered the room in time to see Korid grab hold of the chair and sit down with a sigh. Korid rubbed his face deeply with his hands trying to wake up a little more. Looking around he started sorting things out, “Lets get this straight, Toevert was in the Palace district,” the young guards shook their heads, “Tebor was in the Docks district,” they all shook heads again, “you all believe that one killer murdered in the docks then again by the palace within one hour.” They all looked at each other, not fully understanding where he was going.


Korid continued, “Those two districts are on opposite sides of the city. It takes nearly an hour to get from one to the other, let alone kill two guards on the way.” He paused to let it sink in. Then he pointed to Klurn and Tinage, “you two go rope off the bodies in a way that the public wont be able to see them.” Then he turned to Cale and Blead, “you two fix the door then grab two more chairs and tell me everything you can remember from the murder scenes.”
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