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The path rose steadily up the mountain, with steep rock and grass to either side.  Jyron glanced back.  In the valleys below, the windbreaks, great earthen mounds, and the canals looked strong, but they would not have taken this trek if they were strong enough.

Milas's hand gripped his arm like a claw.  "Stop dreaming.  There's the wizard's house."  He jerked his head.  It looked like a cottage, or half of one, but it was built into the mountain.  Milas shook his arm.  "We brought you to help on the trail—you don't need brains for that.  Not to talk.  We will talk with the wizard."

Bizal, his hands on his hips, said, "This is too important to be bungled.  Without crops, we will all beg in the cities."

Jyron pulled his arm away.  He had not come for pleasure.  They walked on, and he followed, lagging, but not so far that he did not see the door open.

The wizard stood on the cottage's threshold.  His face was as brown and wrinkled as sun-baked earth, and his white hair and beard foamed like starlight about his face and over his ivory robes.  Jyron's tongue touched his lips.  The wizard's dark eyes, looking from face to face, glittered like water deep in the well.

Milas and Bizal stuttered out their message:  their valley perished for the want of work on the canals and the windbreaks, and the king would not maintain them.  What would it cost to have the work done by magic?  They glanced at each other when words failed them.

They had sounded confident in the village.

They stammered into silence.  The wizard looked between them, and then to Jyron, and back to the two before him.  "For such a spell, I will cast—and will cast it only—in return for the jewel of the tiger."

* * *
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Milas and Bizal gave the wizard's cottage baneful glances until the mountainside hid it from sight.  Jyron kept his gaze on the footing and tried to think.  Halfway down, perhaps out of earshot, Milas burst out, "The jewel of the tiger?  What on earth did he mean by that?  Why doesn't he just conjure it himself?  Or at least tell us what he meant."

Jyron looked up.  "He—"

"There's the library," said Bizal.  The first trees appeared ahead of them, the first land where the hills gave enough shelter from wind.  Bizal glared at them.  "If the wizard has to live so far from it to make it difficult for us to reach him, it might make it difficult for him to reach things, too."

Milas brightened.  "Something so impressive that it would repay a wizard for his work on our land—such a thing could not be an obscure piece of lore."

"We must do something," said Bizal.  "We need the windbreaks.  We need the pools and streams."

Jyron remembered how the crops had withered.  If their last year had not been wet, they could not even have sent the three of them in search of an escape.  Bizal told the truth.

"And we can not afford to do the work by hand.  That would take longer than discovering what this Jewel of the Tiger is."

"The library it will have to be," said Milas.

"But—" said Jyron.

"Oh, be still," said Bizal.

Jyron glared at them.  If the wizard had asked for the flower of a rosebush, they might have guessed.  Why did it have to be some strange and marvelous thing?  The jungle—closer than the city—might have marvelous ruins in it, but it also had tigers.  And roads.  Tigers killed men, and men carried jewels.  Once the tiger had such jewels in its lair, whose would be?  No one else's but the tiger's.

His eyes narrowed.  Of course, if he showed them, it wouldn't matter if they didn't listen.  Better even.  If they listened, they could claim the credit.  If he showed them, they would find out too late.

He smiled, a little.

* * *
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The open door left the small house still dim, but he needed only a little light.  He slid more bread into the pack.  Too much would burden him, he did not have as long a journey as Bizal and Milas, off to the city, and besides, the pack was full.  Jyron slung the pack on.

"Jyron!" called Lisiza, waving from the cook fire.  "I made a special batch of sweets tonight."

Lisiza's sweets were not lightly to be missed—but they could not be half so sweet as the look on Bizal and Milas's faces, when they returned to find someone else had taken the place of hero.  "I'll come before they're all eaten."

* * *
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Birds chattered in the trees.  Jyron peered about.  The layer upon layer of leaves shadowed the entire forest, coloring every scrap of light with green, but he thought it grew dimmer because sunset came.

Jyron rubbed his eyes.  A rock ridge stood in the midst of the trees; he had seen it before he descended into the valley that sheltered the jungle.  He could sleep there.  He walked on, over the forest floor where leaves lay centuries deep, and through tangles of ferns and vines.  When a rock stood, uncovered, to the right of his path, he looked at it warily and gauged his directions to ensure he did not go astray.

But the rock proved a harbinger.  Soon Jyron climbed a slope of rocks.  Without the trees, ferns and vines grew even more thickly, but even at evening, sunlight touched him in mote-laden beams.  For all their rough surfaces, the rocks made stepping stones, easier to walk on than the greenery.  By the ruby-red light, he leapt from rock to rock.  He stopped on one boulder, surrounded by vines and dead branches.

Something hissed.

Jyron jerked back.  The snake slithered from its shadowed rest:  dark in the sunset light, thicker than Jyron's arm.  Its mouth gaped.  Poison glittered on its fangs, and Jyron drew back again.  Go away, snake, he thought, I'm too big to swallow, I have nothing against you—I have nothing against the tiger, even, since it doesn't want its jewels.

The snake slithered closer.  Drawing his dagger, Jyron inched back, and his foot landed on a branch.  The dead wood splintered instantly, wood soft with rot went flying, Jyron's foot fell into a crevice, and he fell, sprawling.

Aching, fighting for breath, Jyron looked about.  After a dazed moment, he saw his dagger glitter, flat against the stone.  The snake hissed.  Jyron did not try to rise but eased his hand toward the blade.

The snake lunged, but not toward him.  Its body covered the blade.  Then it slithered about it, an intricate pattern, always about the dagger.  Jyron stared, blankly.  He should have gotten a second dagger before he left, somehow—however little he had in way of grudges against anyone.  His hand clenched into a fist, and he watched the snake.  Except Milas and Bizal, and them he only wanted to show up.

"I don't even want to show you up, snake," he muttered.

The snake hissed as if it understood, and would dispute the point.  It coiled, readying itself to spring.  Jyron leapt to snatch the dagger by the point, whirl it about, and slice off the snake's head.  Poison splattered.  Jyron leapt back, but the drops still sprayed on dagger and cloth as well as stone.

Jyron gave the dagger a long glance, trying to be glad that the poison had only touched the blade, before climbing back two stones, where moss grew.  He thrust the blade into it, cleaning off blood and poison.  The spots on his tunic looked even darker, though the light faded.  He pulled the tunic out and sliced off the affected cloth before climbing back up the ridge.  He could hear Amara now, about the waste of cloth, as if women spun and wove and sewed for their own amusement.

At the height of the ridge, he looked into the valley, dark with evening and greenery.  Once he got the jewel, and the wizard cast his spells, Amara could tell him as long as she had breath.

Only a fool would venture toward the tiger's lair at night.  But he spent a long time climbing over rocks, looking for any beast laired in the nooks, before he lay down to sleep.  Frogs started to call, and Jyron stirred restlessly.  If they continued all night—he sighed.

The frogs continued, and other noises, less identifiable, joined them.  He shifted.  Stones made a hard bed.

* * *
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The birds' chorus had replaced the frogs', and sounded even more loudly.  Jyron stretched into the cold air and winced.  He hoped the tiger laired deep in the valley.

He rose to his feet slowly, but moving was the best way to recover.  Jyron clambered to his feet and started down the slope.  Greenery encroached on the rocks.  Vines with bell-like flowers surrounded him, each gaudy bloom as large as his head
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