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        Tiogan has agreed to head south, no doubt influenced by his eagerness to return to Dir Talan. I’m glad the old Wolf has found someone he cares about. Though I must admit, it amuses me to no end that after all these years he still doesn’t understand they call him the wolf because he’s fiercely intelligent, loyal, cunning, and terrifying in equal measure. Every time he complains about the nickname, I come near to correcting his impressions, but in all honesty, it’s more entertaining to see if he’ll ever come to understand that the rest of the Library is as loyal to him as he is to us.

        Master Archivist Cardur’s  Personal Journal
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      For the seventh time that day, Tiogan reached for an object in vain. This time, a cup of coffee. The problem was not one of depth-perception, befuddlement, or carelessness; but rather that his left—and dominant—arm had recently been severed slightly above the elbow. Even when staring directly at the space his arm had formerly occupied, he could feel the heft of the missing limb as though it was still attached to his body. If he closed his eyes and thought about it, he could almost convince himself he was able to flex his wrist or wiggle his fingers. The sensations were so vivid, Tiogan swore he could feel the sharp bite of fingernails digging into his palm when he clenched his imagined fist tightly. But of course, he’d inevitably open his eyes and look down at the place where his hand used to be, and the limb would be just as gone as it had been since the incident.

      Only one thing never went away. Unceasing itchiness. Sweet Cindra, how the infernal imaginary arm prickled and burned! The phantom limb itched so badly he’d even begun to dream about it. In these reveries, at least, he found satisfaction in raking nails across skin until the flesh was red and raw. Dream-scratching never did much to abate the damnable sensation, but it felt good to try, at least.

      Reaching across his body, Tiogan grabbed the cup and drank, reminding himself yet again to set things down on his right side from now on. A lifetime of habit still prompted him to place the cup on the left side of his desk when coming into the room. It should have been an easy enough habit to break. Of course, stopping himself from trying to grab things with his missing hand should have been simple as well. Unfortunately, many things that would have been straightforward before regaining consciousness in his Library sickbed had begun to push the limits of his frustration and sanity. Even rousing himself in the morning had become a challenge. No matter how long he slept, he felt mired in tar. A bleak grogginess pervaded every thought and action. This was the longest stretch of time he’d been confined to the Library, and though he longed for the freedom of the road, the merest thought of sitting on a horse, bartering with merchants, or enduring a long sea voyage exhausted him beyond measure. Even making the trip to the dining hall to fetch a cup of coffee was intimidating now. Tiogan could rarely wake early enough to dodge the pitying stares and well-wishes of his fellow librarians. Which, as often as not, was enough to dissuade him from leaving his room. To complicate matters, Cardur had expressly forbidden anyone from running errands for Tiogan. Once able to cow even the most self-assured of librarians into trembling compliance, he could no longer convince even the most skittish of pages to fetch a new quill from the storage rooms. But of course, mornings without coffee made everything else more difficult, and his desire for the clarity and wakefulness that accompanied the blessed brew outweighed his unwillingness to be seen as a victim.

      Having quaffed half the coffee in one long gulp, Tiogan set the cup down, then dipped quill in ink. The nib was duller than he’d have liked, but it was yet another menial task he’d taken for granted his entire life. Sharpening it would once have taken only a few seconds. Now it was an arduous process that involved using his foot to pinch the quill against the table with only the tip hanging over the edge so he could shave it to a fine point. Even then, the quill was wont to slip out from under his foot if the knife wasn’t as sharp as could be. Naturally, sharpening his knife was as much of a problem in its own right, and so he made do with dull implements he would never before have tolerated.

      Ink drying on the end of his pen, Tiogan stared at the blank piece of paper before him. Cardur had set him up with the good stuff. Thick, pale sheets with few imperfections. This was to be a formal record for the restricted archives, and thus no detail was to be spared. Tiogan had recorded hundreds of similar reports in traveling journals over the years, yet never had he been so uncertain of where to begin. Then again, never had his memories of a trip been so muddled and indistinct. There’d been an original journal in which much of the first leg of the journey had been faithfully recorded; however, his limb hadn’t been the only thing lost during this last trip. The journal, along with all of Tiogan’s belongings, had gone missing during his feverish passage back home. The memories would return, he’d been assured. Time and rest were what he needed now. That’s what the physickers continued to tell him, at any rate.

      Tiogan wiped his quill on a rag, slammed back the rest of his coffee, and got up from his desk. By way of lesser-used hallways and stairwells, he made his way down to the Library courtyard and tried to picture the scene as it had been on the day of his departure. “Start at the beginning,” he grumbled to himself. That’s what his mentor had told him time and time again when he’d struggled to recall stressful or chaotic events in order to record them days or weeks later. “Build on what you know; the details will emerge.”

      Most journeys from the Library began in a similar enough fashion. Packing his satchel and a few basic camping supplies for the ride south to Alabain. From there, a sea crossing. What had the ship been called? Something Emirian? Soccorran? Tiogan closed his eyes and tried to recall details of the harbor. He filled in obvious particulars like the sharp tang of saltwater on the air, the sound of gulls fighting over a fish head snatched from a nearby fish market, and the harsh shouting of a first mate calling orders to stevedores hauling cargo up the steep, bouncing gangways that seemed liable to collapse into the sea at any moment. There, emblazoned on the back of the ship in foreign script was the name… Golden Sands? Shimmering Sands?Jewel… something… Jewel of the Sun?

      That was it. Jewel of the Sun. Flying Emirian colors.

      The sea voyage itself had been unremarkable. Tiogan had spent much of it reading up on customs of the nomadic horsefolk of far-flung Keshtor. It had been a very long time since he’d been in the region, and he had only the most rudimentary grasp of the language. Much to his dismay, there were precious few records of Keshtun dialects available in the Library archives. Localized versions of the language were as varied as they were numerous. Given how difficult the language was to transcribe, phonetic pronunciations seemed to vary wildly from book to book. None of the sailors on board had spoken Keshtun, so Tiogan had arrived in the Emirian port city of Dir Talan having learned little more about his destination than he’d known before setting out.

      Dir Talan itself was a familiar enough city. Tiogan had previously spent nearly a year there while tracking down a lost schematic for how to fabricate a telescope tenfold more powerful than anything else ever devised elsewhere. He’d developed a particularly valuable contact who might aid in his work by way of connections, information, materiel, or to serve as a guide for travel into more remote regions. Dir Talan should have been a brief stop along the way. A chance to resupply and rendezvous with his local agent. But, Dir Talan was where things had begun to go wrong. Not wrong enough to make him flee for home and the safety of the Library, but looking back now with the benefit of hindsight, perhaps a clear enough sign as Tiogan could have looked for had he been the type of person to be dissuaded by ill-omens.

      But he was not such a person. Those sorts never lasted long among the traveling librarians, and Tiogan had been on the road for more than twenty years. Double the length of mandatory service.

      His reward for steadfast loyalty and stubborn refusal to give up? He’d found the scroll he’d been sent to fetch.

      And it had only cost him a limb.
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      For perhaps the first time in his life, Tiogan was frozen in the grip of uncertainty. He could only stand and stare, numb in the face of a lifeless body sprawled behind the counter in an unassuming pottery shop tucked deep in the twisting confines of the Dir Talan bazaar. It wasn’t the first dead body he’d seen, nor was it by any stretch the most inconvenient, but that didn’t make it any less troubling. Hiral, the vibrant-eyed man to whom the body had once belonged, was supposed to have provided travel assistance to the southern Emirian border and into the Keshtun plains beyond. The dead rug merchant was what the traveling librarians called a local agent. Any good traveling librarian had a network of similar such agents all over Tellen, and these contacts did far more than serve as mere travel guides. If a librarian had a problem specific to a city or region, a good local agent was the first person they sought out. Over the years, Hiral had aided Tiogan by bribing local officials, sussing out tightly held truths behind third-hand rumors, procuring forged documents, and supplying Tiogan with a number of specialized tools of questionable legality.

      More so, Hiral had become a lover and a friend—infrequent as their contact might have been over the years. The life of a traveling librarian, though poetically romantic if viewed in a certain slant of light, was not one well-suited to romance. The discreet nature of Tiogan’s work meant keeping a great many secrets from all but those of his order and a select group of senior librarians who rarely left the comfortable confines of the Library. The role of traveling librarian attracted natural loners, and Tiogan had always been one of the more solitary of his ilk. So much so it had earned him the nickname, Wolf of the Library. A sobriquet he despised for its inaccuracy. Wolves were anything but solitary creatures. Even those who broke away from their packs generally only did so in search of a mate in less competitive territory. Had they called him the Lone Wolf of the Library, it might have been slightly less galling despite the unwieldiness of the phrase. If he had to be called anything other than his given name, it could at least have been a truly solitary animal like the pale leopards who prowled the foothills of the Ularesh mountains in southern Keshtor.

      Regardless of the true communal nature of his supposed canid brethren, Tiogan kept mainly to himself during his brief stopovers at the Library. In Hiral he had found a rare companion worth sharing those intimate parts of his life with which he could afford to be free. Though urgency bade him travel south with all haste, he’d been looking forward to indulging in a cup or three of shrelki while talking late into the night before tumbling into bed and forgoing sleep. Instead of this eagerly-awaited tryst, he now grappled with the indecision of whether to search the area for clues and indulge in bitter vengeance, or to simply vanish in the night and put as much distance between himself and this tragic crime as possible. Which wasn’t really much of a choice. Seeking retribution for the murder would in no way serve the Library. Tarrying in Dir Talan was to risk jeopardizing his mission. Were he somehow implicated in the murder—or worse, caught in some foolhardy quest for vengeance—Tiogan’s mission would be over. Emirian justice was a bureaucratic nightmare. He couldn’t afford to languish in prison until an opportunity for escape presented itself or someone from the Library was able to facilitate his release. Hiral having been slain on the selfsame night of Tiogan’s arrival was too much of a coincidence to be worth exposing his neck for competing interests willing to slash it in order to beat the Library to its prize.

      Tiogan glanced wistfully at the door, eager to be free of the city outskirts by first light. Something kept him from leaving. Returning his attention to the body, he caught a detail that had initially escaped his notice. Scarcely visible on the dark clay tiles was a streak of blood indicating the body had been dragged to its current position. Stepping carefully, Tiogan followed the trail to a back room that served as storage, an office for Hiral’s accounting books, and, as indicated by the narrow pallet in a dim corner of the room, an occasional bedroom on those nights Hiral worked too late to bother returning to his modest apartment on the far side of the city. A pot of ink lay on its side, black-blue streaks staining the pages of an accounts ledger. The chair that would normally have accompanied the desk was on the far side of the room, one leg splintered and broken. A burnt-out candle had melted down to a mere stub, blackened wick encased in congealed wax.

      It didn’t take a stretch of the imagination to picture the scene. The killer catching Hiral unaware. Dragging him from his desk, likely with a hand over his mouth and a threatening blade to his throat. They’d wanted information. Would have tried to make him talk. That would explain why the largest pool of blood was in the middle of the room several paces away from the desk. The position of Hiral’s body was quickly explained by the faint rusty handprints marking the floor on either side of the blood trail.

      “What were you doing, old friend?” Tiogan murmured to himself as he returned to the main room of the shop. “Why drag yourself out here only to hide behind the counter? Why not the front door where you might call for aid?”

      Now that he was looking for it, the answer was obvious. Hiral lay on his chest, head resting on an outstretched arm as though he’d merely decided to nap on the floor of his shop. Easy to overlook in the dim light and his initial shock at having discovered the warm-hearted rug merchant dead, Tiogan now saw that Hiral’s little finger extended outwards from an otherwise clenched hand. Unlike in Laeria where the first finger was used to gesture toward a specific person or item, the Emirians favored their little finger. And sure enough, when Tiogan gazed in the direction of his friend’s final signal, he saw that one of the half dozen rolled rugs leaning against the wall in the corner of the shop stood out. It had been tied with the same pale gold silk as all the others, only this one was sealed with a blob of wax bearing the mark Hiral used to anonymously seal missives sent to Tiogan by way of the Library.

      Tiogan suppressed a sigh as he stepped over Hiral’s outstretched arm to collect the rug. It was taller than him by another half and weighed as much as a sheep. It was no less awkward to carry. Tiogan would look anything but inconspicuous hauling the rug out of the shop at this time of night. Furthermore, he hadn’t secured a room anywhere, having assumed he’d be staying at Hiral’s apartment. There were Library-owned residences in every major city around Tellen. Dir Talan was no exception, but it had been so long since he’d used the local Library house that he’d quite forgotten where it was. No doubt the information resided somewhere in his notes, in a journal now archived in a secret corner of the library.

      Time was a currency Tiogan could ill-afford to squander. Every moment he lingered in Hiral’s shop brought daybreak that much closer, increasing the risk that those who’d slain the rug merchant would catch notice of Tiogan’s visit. If they hadn’t already seen him enter the shop. For all he knew, they lurked in the shadowed doorways of neighboring buildings, waiting to ambush him on departure. Had those who’d killed Hiral known the significance of the rug he now hefted over his shoulder? Was this all an elaborate scheme to capture Tiogan and force him to reveal the details of his mission? Tiogan considered the problem as he made his way to the exit and unshouldered his burden before cracking the doorway and peering out into the street. The light of a quarter moon was enough for his dark-adjusted eyes to scan the dim recesses and rooftops where an assassin might skulk, but not so bright as to make it easy for a casual observer to mark his features. Considering his options, Tiogan retreated to Hiral’s office and rooted around until he found what he’d been looking for tucked into a wicker basket at the foot of the sleeping pallet. Hiral’s jirala—a brightly patterned ankle length, hooded robe—was comically small on Tiogan’s tall and rugged frame. Nonetheless, it would do well enough to obfuscate his foreign clothing and features while he made his way to safe refuge elsewhere in the city.

      Following instincts that had saved his life on more than one occasion, Tiogan shouldered the heavy rug and strode confidently out into the night. Letting his gut guide him through the labyrinthine streets and alleyways of Dir Talan, he took a circuitous route to Hiral’s apartment. A more direct route would have limited opportunity for anyone to mark a foreigner traipsing about at such an odd hour of the night, but several calculated looping diversions had given Tiogan the opportunity to ensure no one followed him. There was little he could do about the risk that Hiral’s killer lay in wait inside the apartment, but with nowhere else to turn and sunrise now only minutes away, it seemed a reasonable gamble. Tiogan waited until he was certain there were no witnesses before entering the building and climbing the stairs to the second-floor landing. After laying the rug down gently in the hall, he retrieved a leather case from his satchel, procuring two slender pieces of metal crafted specifically to manipulate the internal mechanisms of a lock like the one on Hiral’s door. The lock was of a finer quality than anything to be found outside of Emiria, an inconvenient side-effect of the city’s famed clock-making legacy. The tumblers and pins were the smallest Tiogan had ever tried to pick. Every passing second felt an eternity as he charmed the lock’s secrets to finally be rewarded with a gentle click of the door giving way.

      Tiogan quickly stowed his precious and delicate lock picks before slipping the dagger known as a librarian’s friend free from a sheath at his waist. The slender blade was identical to that which regular librarians carried in order to aid them with such mundane tasks as cutting away moldering book pages, slicing meat and cheese at table, or prying loose a stubborn inkwell cork. The keen edge and fine craftsmanship made for more than a general use tool, however. Traveling librarians were taught to wield the little blades in self-defense, as Tiogan now did while inching the door open and slipping into the apartment. Knife held in a reverse grip with the flat of the blade resting against his wrist so no reflection of light on the burnished metal might give him away to an unwary assailant, he crept through the apartment, scanning for trouble.

      The knife turned out to be unnecessary. Hiral’s furniture lay broken and littered about the room, pages from his small collection of books scattered like autumn leaves after a windstorm. Clothing had been flung about carelessly, and any pillow, mattress, or cushion that might have concealed whatever it was the intruder had been searching for had been slashed open, spilling forth their feather and cotton guts. Tiogan could only assume they’d discovered nothing of value, leading to the eventual interrogation and murder of Hiral in his shop. Willing to wager there was little chance of them returning to the apartment to search it again, he decided it would make as good a home base as any from which to decipher the mystery of the rug. Hiral had no family in Dir Talan, and had previously confessed to Tiogan that he rarely invited anyone into his home. If he kept a low profile, Tiogan judged himself safe enough from prying eyes.

      By the time he’d collected the rug from the hallway, rehung the cloth window covers to give himself some privacy, and done what he could to sweep the worst of the mess into Hiral’s bedroom, the sun had crested the rooftops of the neighboring buildings and was heating the apartment to an uncomfortable warmth. Tiogan had shrugged off the jirala immediately after ensuring the apartment was safe, and he now kicked off his boots and pulled his sweat-soaked shirt over his head before draping it over an only partially cracked stool. His body longed for sleep, eyes gritty from more than just the pervasive ochre dust that scoured the air even in the middle of the city. Sleep would have to wait. Tiogan cracked the wax seal on the ribbon binding the rug, and rolled the carpet across the empty expanse of floor that had once been Hiral’s sitting room. Unfurled, the intricately woven rug took up most of the room. Tiogan walked around it in a measured gait, trying to identify any pattern or flaw that might indicate why it had been so important.

      After three hours of careful inspection and contemplation, Tiogan’s thoughts became muddled and incoherent. A cursory search of the table by the hearth revealed only a single earthenware vessel that had escaped destruction, and it was blessedly filled near to the brim. Tepid as it was, the water was a balm to Tiogan’s aching throat. He drank little, choosing instead to ration the remainder in order to prolong the inevitable sojourn out into the city for information and supplies. The mystery of the rug might take days to reveal itself, but without it, Tiogan had no way of knowing where to go once he arrived in Keshtor. The relic he’d been sent to find was generally thought to be a thing of legend until Hiral had sent word of credible new information. Since Tiogan had been expected at the shop that night, he was certain this rug was the key to revealing the relic’s whereabouts. Whether it was a map or a set of coded instructions, he couldn’t yet begin to guess.

      The only thing he knew for certain was that he would make little progress without rest. Collecting the least damaged cushion he could find, Tiogan lay down atop the rug, falling asleep within seconds of closing his eyes.
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