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1

A View from a Tree

Sir Beccaroon cocked his head, ruffled his neck feathers, and stretched,
allowing his crimson wings to spread. The branch beneath him sank
and rose again, responding to his weight. Moist, hot air penetrated his
finery, and he held his wings away from his brilliant blue sides.

“Too hot for company,” he muttered, rocking back and forth from
one scaly four-toed foot to the other on a limb of a sacktrass tree. The
leaves shimmered as the motion rippled along the branch. “Where is
that girl?”

His yellow head swiveled almost completely around. He peered
with one eye down the overgrown path and then scoped out every
inch within his range of vision, twisting his neck slowly.

A brief morning shower had penetrated the canopy above and 
rinsed the waxy leaves. A few remaining
drops glistened where thin shafts of trop-
ical sun touched the dark green foliage.
On the broot vine, flowers the size 
of plates lifted their fiery red petals,
begging the thumb-sized bees to come
drink before the weight of nectar broke
off the blooms.

Beccaroon flew to a perch on a
gnarly branch. He sipped from a broot
blossom and ran his black tongue
over the edges of his beak. A sudden
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breeze shook loose a sprinkle of leftover raindrops. Beccaroon shook
his tail feathers and blinked. When the disturbance settled, he cocked
his head and listened.

“Ah! She’s coming.” He preened his soft green breast and waited,
giving a show of patience he didn’t feel. His head jerked up as he de-
tected someone walking with the girl.

“Awk!” The sound exploded from his throat. He flew into a roost
far above the forest floor, where he couldn’t be seen from the ground,
and watched the approach of the girl placed under his guardianship.

Tipper strolled along the path below, wearing a flowing golden
gown over her tall, lean body. She’d put her long blond hair in a fancy
braid that started at the crown of her head. A golden chain hung from
each of her pointed ears. And she’d decorated her pointed facial fea-
tures with subdued colors—blue for her eyelids, rose for her lips, and
a shimmering yellow on her cheeks. Beccaroon sighed. His girl was
lovely.

The bushes along the path behind her rustled. Beccaroon’s tongue
clucked against his beak in disapproval. Hanner trudged after Tipper,
leading a donkey hitched to a cart. The man’s shaggy hair, tied with a
string at the back of his neck, hung oily and limp. Food and drink
stained the front of his leather jerkin, and his boots wore mud instead
of a shine. The parrot caught a whiff of the o’rant from where he
perched. The young man should have carried the fragrance of citrus,
but his overstrong odor reminded Beccaroon of rotten fruit.

A tree full of monkeys broke out in outraged chatter. Tipper, when
alone, walked amid the animals’ habitat without causing alarm.

“Smart monkeys,” said Beccaroon. “You recognize a ninny-nap-
conder when you see one.” He used the cover of the monkeys’ rabble-
rousing to glide to another tree, where he could hide at a lower level.
He had an idea where Tipper would lead Hanner.
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“Here it is,” said the pretty emerlindian. She pulled vines from a
clump, revealing a gray statue beneath. “My father named this one
Vegetable Garden.”

Hanner pulled off more vines as he made his way slowly around
the four-foot statue. “Vegetable Garden? Mistress Tipper, are you sure
you have the right one? This is a statue of a boy reading a book. He’s
not even chewing a carrot while he sits here.”

“Father used to say reading a good book was nourishment.”
Hanner scratched his head, shrugged his shoulders, and went to

fetch the donkey and cart. Tipper’s head tilted back, and her blue eyes
looked up into the trees. Her gaze roamed over the exact spot Becca-
roon used as a hidden roost. Not by the blink of an eyelash did she be-
tray whether she had seen him. Hanner returned.

Tipper spread out a blanket in the cart after Hanner maneuvered
it next to the statue, then helped him lift the stone boy into the back.
Hanner grunted a lot, and Tipper scolded.

“Careful… Don’t break his arm… Too many vines still around
the base.”

They got the statue loaded, and Tipper tucked the blanket over
and around it. She then gave Hanner a pouch of coins.

“This is for your usual delivery fee. I couldn’t put in any extra for
traveling expenses. I’m sure you’ll be reimbursed by our buyer.”

He grunted and slipped the money inside his jerkin.
Tipper clasped her hands together. “Be careful. And give Master

Dodderbanoster my regards.”
He tipped his hat and climbed aboard the cart. “I always am. And

I always do.”
She stood in the path until the creak of the cart wheels could no

longer be heard.
Beccaroon swooped down and sat on a thick branch wrapped with
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a leafless green creeper. The vine looked too much like a snake, so he
hopped to another limb.

“Was that wise?” he asked.
“I don’t think so either, Bec, but what else can I do? I sell the artwork

only as a last resort when we need quite a bit of cash. The well needs
re-digging.” Tipper pulled a tight face, looking like she’d swallowed
nasty medicine. “We’ve sold almost everything in the house. Mother
sees our things in the market and buys them back. Sometimes I get a
better price for a piece the second time I sell it, and sometimes not.”

Beccaroon swayed back and forth on his feet, shaking his head.
“She never catches on?”

“Never.” Tipper giggled. “She shows remarkably consistent taste.
When she spots something that was once ours, she buys it, brings it
home, shows it off to me, and tells me she has always wanted some-
thing just like it. And she never notices pictures gone from the walls,
rugs missing in rooms, chairs, tables, vases, candlesticks gone. I used
to rearrange things to disguise a hole in the décor, but there’s no need.”

The sigh that followed her explanation held no joy. Tipper looked
around. “There never is a place to sit in this forest when one wants to
plop down and have a good cry.”

“You’re not the type to cry. I’ll walk you home.” Beccaroon
hopped down to the path.

His head came up to her waist. She immediately put her dainty
hand on his topknot and smoothed the creamy plumes back.

“You’re the best of friends. Keeping this secret would be unbear-
able if I didn’t have you to confide in.”

Beccaroon clicked his tongue. “No flattery, or I shall fly away.”
They moseyed back the direction Tipper had come, opposite the

way Hanner had departed.
Beccaroon tsked. “I don’t like that greasy fellow.”
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“I know.” Tipper gently twisted the longest feather from the cen-
ter of Bec’s crest around her forefinger.

The grand parrot jerked his head away and gave her his sternest
glare. She was his girl, but he still wouldn’t let her take liberties. She
didn’t seem to notice he was disgruntled, and that further blackened
his mood.

“Hanner is all right, Bec. He takes the statues to Dodderbanoster.
Dodderbanoster takes them to cities beyond my reach and gets a fair
price for them. Sometimes I think the pouch Hanner brings back is
way too full.”

Beccaroon clicked his tongue. “Your father is a master artist. His
work is worth a mighty price.”

“Hanner says sometimes Dodderbanoster sells them to a dealer
who takes them even farther away, to thriving districts. Wealthy patrons
bid to own a Verrin Schope work of art.” She held back a leafy branch
so Beccaroon could strut by with ease. “Late at night when I sit in my
window and think, I hope that Papa will see one of his sculptures or
paintings in a market in some far away metropolis.

“I imagine the scene. He exclaims with shock. He turns red and
sputters and shakes his fists. In fact, he’s so angry he comes straight
home and yells loud and long at his daughter who dares to sell his
masterpieces.”

Beccaroon rolled his shoulders, causing his wings to tilt out, then
settle against his sides. “What of your mother? Does she ever mention
your father’s absence?”

“No, why should she? He’s been gone for years, but she still sees
him. She talks to him every night after his workday is done. Prome-
nades through the garden with him. Pours his tea, and just the other
evening I heard her fussing at him for not giving enough money to the
parish.”
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“I suppose she dipped in the household funds to make up for his
neglect.”

Tipper sighed. “Yes, she did.”
They went on a ways in silence.
Tipper picked a bloom, savored its spicy odor, then placed it be-

hind one pointed ear. “Mother has an idea in her head.”
“For anyone else, the head is a splendid place to keep an idea. For

your mother, she should just let them go.”
“She’s determined to visit her sister.” Tipper raised her eyebrows

so that the upside-down V was even more pronounced. “She’ll go if she
manages to pack her long list of necessities. Some of the items are quite
unreasonable.”

Beccaroon snatched a nut from an open shell on the ground. He
played the small nugget over his tongue, enjoying its sweetness, then
swallowed. “And you? Is she taking you?”

“No, I’m to stay here and make sure Papa is comfortable and re-
members to go to bed at night instead of working till all hours in his
studio.”

“I don’t like you being alone in that house.”
“I don’t either.”
“Of course, there are the servants.”
“Only two now.”
Beccaroon ruffled his feathers, starting at the tuft on top of his

head, fluffing the ruff of his neck, proceeding down his back, and end-
ing with a great shake of his magnificent tail.

“It seems I will have to move into the house.”
“Oh, Bec. I was hoping you’d say that.”
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2

Needed: One Painting

Tipper walked up the wide veranda steps and crossed to a wrought-
iron table where her mother sat sipping a tall cool drink and reading
a book.

“Is that you, Tipper?” her mother asked without looking up from
the page before her.

“Yes, Mother.”
“You’ve been in the forest?”
“Yes, Mother.”
“There are snakes in the forest. Big ones.”
Tipper poured some frissent juice from a pitcher and took her

glass with her. She leaned against the carved granite railing and peered
up at her home. Byrdschopen had been in the family for generations.
Eldymine Byrd had married Brim Schope and brought an astonishing
wealth to his bounteous landholdings. Both husband and wife lived ex-
travagantly and built Byrdschopen to accommodate their pleasure.
Three stories, an attic, and a flat roof designed for entertaining. Mas-
sive stonework. One hundred seventy-six windows. Guests came from
all over Chiril to visit. Servants crowded the quarters designed just for
them. The family grew as seven sons and four daughters joined El-
dymine and Brim.

Those days were long gone.
The extended family dwindled. Tipper’s mother and father had

one child. The wealth slipped away. No one visited.
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Byrdschopen remained, but housed only four people.
Tipper glanced back at the rich forest. “I didn’t see any snakes

today.” Sipping the sweet liquid from her glass, she let the coolness
ease the tension in her throat.

Her mother puckered her lips in a moue of disapproval. “You
could at least take Zabeth with you.”

Tipper smiled at the long, lazy minor dragon sunning herself on
the balustrade. “Zabeth is afraid of snakes.”

“Just as she should be. You should be too.”
“But I’m not.”
Her mother looked up with a puzzled frown. “Not what, dear?

That wasn’t much of a sentence, and I haven’t a clue what you’re talk-
ing about.”

Rather than explain, Tipper stroked Zabeth’s green back. The
warm scales glistened with different hues. The minor dragon looked
up, winked, and curled her tail around Tipper’s wrist, pulling her hand
back to continue the gentle rub.

Mother cleared her throat. “I want you to speak to your father,
Tipper.”

“What’s he done now?”
“It’s what he hasn’t done. I’ve asked him time and again to do a

little painting of the garden there.” She pointed to a fountain sur-
rounded by a gravel walkway. Blooms fringed the pleasant sitting area
with splashes of unbridled color. Every shade of pink dotted the dark
green foliage. Spots of large yellow blossoms captured the sun. Tiny
fibbirds with their purple and rose plumage flitted among the smaller
flowers, drinking nectar.

“But you know how he is lately. He turns a deaf ear. Whatever
project has captured his interest keeps him in his studio far too many
hours.” Her mother’s plaintive tone touched Tipper’s heart.
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“I know, Mother. It’s very hard.”
“If he didn’t come to me at night, I’d die of loneliness.”
Tipper nodded sympathetically.
“So you will ask him. He always does as you request. You’re his fa-

vorite daughter. I wish to take the picture with me to show your aunt.”
Her mother gathered up her things—a book, a fan, and a handkerchief.
She left the glass and stood. “So comforting to know you’ll take care
of it. I’m tired now and will take my afternoon nap.”

She came to kiss Tipper’s pale cheek. Her complexion was only a
few shades darker, and her hair still glowed a honey yellow. On her
hand she wore a simple gold band declaring her married state. Her
only other jewelry adorned her hair. A thin gold circlet had shifted to
one side but was in no danger of falling off since a few shining braids
wrapped around Lady Peg’s head and secured the emblem of royalty.

Lady Peg wrinkled her nose at the dozing dragon. “Come, Zabeth.
You’ve exerted yourself too much today. We’ll go where it’s cool and
rest.”

The dragon rose, stretched, then flew to the older woman’s
shoulder.

“That’s right,” said Mother. “I’ll carry you. You must be exhausted.”
Tipper whispered, “Lazy!”
Zabeth turned her elegant head, bestowed a dragon grin on Tip-

per, and stuck out her tongue.
Tipper chuckled and sat in her mother’s seat. A bowl of fruit in the

center of the table released a tempting fragrance. She plucked a clus-
ter of grapes and popped one into her mouth.

The crackling voice of their butler, Lipphil, interrupted the pop
of the fruit as she chomped it between her teeth. “Mistress Tipper?”

She choked. The ancient o’rant in shabby formal attire rushed for-
ward. He almost pulled one of her arms out of the shoulder socket as
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he stretched it straight up and pummeled her back. “Perhaps you had
better stand, Mistress.”

She stood more because he hauled her to her feet than because
she was following his suggestion. Lipphil thumped her between the
shoulder blades.

She sucked in a breath. The butler let go and poured more juice
into her glass. She sipped and nodded her thanks. This man had
walked her at night as a colicky baby, bandaged her knees, and wiped
tears from her cheeks when her father disappeared.

He stood at attention until she recovered. “Mistress Tipper, there
is a young man here to see your father.”

She tilted her head. “Send him away.”
“He won’t go.”
“Well, he won’t see Papa.”
“Perhaps if you would tell him so. In the meantime, I’ll trot down

to Rolan’s and have him come up to throw the young man off the
property.”

The thought of her ancient friend trotting almost caused Tipper
to laugh out loud. With effort she kept a solemn face and said,
“Certainly.”

Lipphil left and returned, trailed by the unwanted guest. Tipper
straightened her spine, lifted her chin, and tried to look as regal as her
mother did when she received a guest. Thankfully, the tumanhofer
couldn’t see her insides shaking like a quiverbug before a rainstorm.

The butler announced the visitor. “Graddapotmorphit Bealomon-
dore of Greeston in Dornum.”

Tipper nodded. “Have a seat, Master Bealomondore.” She ges-
tured toward a chair at the table.

Lipphil poured a glass for the guest, then discreetly disappeared.
Tipper noted that the butler had summoned a rather old minor
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dragon to be her protector. Junkit sat on the step into the house, look-
ing alert and proud to be called to duty.

The short tumanhofer pulled himself up to his full height, perhaps
four feet, clicked his heels together, and gave a jerky bow.

Tipper sat. “Please.” She smiled and gestured to the other seat.
After flipping up the tails of his coat with a flourish, the young

man sat. His eager expression showed in his eyes, while a grin stretched
across his clean-shaven cheeks.

“I make my appeal to you, dear daughter of the celebrated Verrin
Schope. I am an artist, and I have come all this way to offer myself as
an apprentice to the great master. I saw his statue A Morning in Time
in Brextik. I was struck with his genius, as was all of the city. I found
another statue, by chance, in the home of an old family friend in the
Valley of Chester. That one was Dream Night. Are you familiar with it?”

Before Tipper could affirm that she was, he went on with an air
of enthusiasm that tired her. “Of course you are.” He put his finger-
tips to his lips, made a smacking noise, then flicked his fingers into the
air as if sending his blessing to the heavens.

Tipper sighed heavily and leaned back in her chair.
Bealomondore’s eyes focused on something far, far away. “And the

painting. Ah, the painting. A woman beside an ocean, a ship at sea, a
cloud hovering in the distance, and the bird flying from vessel to shore
with a message in its beak. The poetry of line, the color of emotion,
the tenderness of technique.”

His eyes riveted on Tipper. “I must study under Verrin Schope. I
am capable. Let me speak with him. Let me show him my work. Let
the master decide whether I am to slave for him and learn at his feet.”

“He won’t see you, Master Bealomondore. He is a total recluse.”
“So I have heard. But if his precious daughter were to make my

plea…?”
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Tipper examined the aspiring artist with more interest. The pre-
cious daughter currently had a problem. Could the man actually paint?
She looked beyond him to the fountain. How long would this obses-
sion with having a likeness of the garden hold her mother? Would she
forget in a day like she sometimes did?

No. From long experience, Tipper knew this was one of the times
her mother would harp on a point until her daughter felt like scream-
ing. The tumanhofer presented a way to avoid days, weeks, even
months of nagging, pouting, and silent despair. Her mother’s per-
formance would drive Tipper to distraction. Perhaps the daughter
could act as well.

Sighing dramatically, she said, “You have come such a long dis-
tance, across the entire continent. I hate to turn you away with no
hope.”

He leaned forward, keen to hear her words, his face practically
torn with expectation. His earnestness almost made Tipper forsake her
sudden plan. But Mother would want that painting day after day for
months, until she inexplicably forgot about a picture from her hus-
band’s hand.

There was the trip to see her sister. Perhaps when her mother came
back, the picture would be of no importance. No, it was more likely
Lady Peg would postpone the trip until she had the painting. Then
there would be two topics for her mother to worry to death—the de-
layed trip and the fountain depiction. The thought of her mother’s
nagging pushed aside Tipper’s last hesitation.

“You have seen my father’s work?”
“Many times.” He reached across the table as if to touch her but

withdrew his hand. “I have searched out every piece I could find.
Twenty-nine statues, fifty-three paintings.”

Tipper raised her eyebrows. She hadn’t sold that many. Perhaps
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her father still produced his masterpieces, wherever he was. She
scowled.

Tipper pointed to the fountain. “Paint that. Paint it tomorrow
and be done by nightfall. Paint it in such a way that your very art
proves you have already studied my father’s style and genius. I will
show it to my mother, and if she approves, then she will petition my
father to give you an audience.”

“Thank you,” the tumanhofer gushed. He slid out of his chair
and down on his knees before her, grabbed her hands, and bestowed
a flurry of kisses on them. “Thank you. Thank you. You won’t regret
this kindness.”

Tipper cleared her throat and tried to pull away. Junkit flew to
her rescue, batting his blue wings against the effusive man’s face.

He cowered. “Excuse me, I beg you. I am zealous for my ultimate
dream to come true.”

“Yes, well.” Tipper glanced around. Her second servant stood in
the door, a worried expression marring her usual serenity. “Gladyme,
how good of you to appear at just the right time. Master Bealomon-
dore will be staying the night and the morrow. Please show him to a
room.”

Gladyme gave a curtsy but looked doubtfully at the fancy-dressed
guest. Nevertheless, she escorted the tumanhofer away.

Tipper collapsed in her seat, expelling her relief with a puff of air.
A few minutes later, Lipphil arrived with Rolan.
“Is everything all right, Mistress Tipper?” he panted.
“Yes, but I fear we shall have to do something with Mother to-

morrow. I’ve allowed the artist to stay to paint the picture mother
wants of the fountain. Even in her hazy state, I don’t think we can let
her watch the stranger at work and then tell her the result is a gift from
Papa.”
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Rolan scratched his head. “I’m taking my wife to Soebin tomor-
row to visit the market. I know it’s not convenient for Lady Peg to go
shopping, but it would get her out of the house.”

Tipper jumped to her feet and squeezed the marione farmer’s arm.
“Just the thing, Rolan. You’ve saved us.”

“Not if she spies that huge clock I took away last week and has me
haul it back home.”

Tipper narrowed her eyes and pressed her lips together in a straight
line before speaking. “We’ll have to chance it. Surely Boscamon will
favor us with one more lucky circumstance.”

Boscamon, the unseen ruler of fate. She knew better than to rely on
a myth, but the phrase had slipped from her lips as if it had meaning.

It would be nice to have a mother or a father who took responsi-
bility for regulating each day’s events. Tipper would even accept a being
without shape or form such as the “hero of the universe” legend if he
would only show some dependability.

But Boscamon provided a convenient way to explain what could
not be explained. Shifting blame for awkward situations onto the shoul-
ders of Boscamon created a sense of relief without solving any problems.
But Sir Beccaroon had taught her to carry her own burdens.

Tipper’s body sagged as if a weight bore down on her. She recog-
nized the threat, squared her shoulders, and lifted her chin. “Whatever
tomorrow brings, we’ll plow ahead. Determination isn’t a choice. It’s
a necessity.”
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3

The Proper Light

Beccaroon cocked his head and critically examined the painting de-
veloping under the hand of the young tumanhofer Bealomondore.
The grand parrot waited to comment until the artist pulled his brush
back from the canvas. “You’re good.”

The man jumped and turned abruptly to face Beccaroon. “I didn’t
know you were there.” He dabbed his paintbrush on his palette, then
waved its green tip at the mansion. “Do you live in the house?”

“No, I’m visiting.”
“Friend of the family?”
“Yes.” He lowered his head, his version of a courtly bow. “I’m Bec-

caroon.”
The tumanhofer put down his brush, wiped his hand on his artists

overcoat, and extended it to shake.
Beccaroon tilted his head. The feathers above one eye ruffled up

like an eyebrow.
Bealomondore withdrew his hand. “Ah! You don’t…um. Pardon

me. I’m not accustomed to…um… Pleased to meet you. I’m Grad-
dapotmorphit Bealomondore, at your service.” He clicked his heels
together and bowed.

Beccaroon nodded and turned his attention back to the likeness
of the fountain on a six-by-six-inch canvas. “I’m impressed with your
replication of Verrin Schope’s style.”

The tumanhofer picked up his brush and rolled the slim handle

Dragons of Chiril_int3p:Master 5-3/16 x 8  3/18/11  10:06 AM  Page 15



between his thumb and forefinger. His brow furrowed as he studied
the foliage surrounding the scene and then his work. He dabbed a few
strokes of shading to the bushes, then stood back and glared at the
fountain. “I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting Lady Peg or Verrin
Schope.”

Beccaroon clicked his black tongue against his beak. “I doubt
you’ll meet either.”

The artist whipped around again, facing the parrot with a scowl.
“Is my talent not great enough? Do not say so! I am the best of the
best.”

“Then why do you seek tutelage under Verrin Schope?”
The tumanhofer’s demeanor changed in an instant. His head

hung, and tears welled in his eyes. “Because no one takes me seriously.
I am a man of infinite talent but no occupation. I can speak with a
golden tongue, but no one listens. I am a fop in the eyes of my friends
and relatives.”

“Well, you can’t do a thing about your relatives, but you can
choose better friends, ones who appreciate your gift.”

Bealomondore shrugged, wiped his wet cheeks on his sleeve, and
returned to his painting. “If Verrin Schope believes I have talent, then
there will not be a soul to contradict him.”

Beccaroon clicked his tongue again. “Verrin Schope is extremely
involved in his current project. It could be that you will be denied your
apprenticeship because the time is not right. While your talent would
prove sufficient, Verrin Schope’s availability could be…nonexistent.”

“Then I’ll wait,” said the painter. Using his brush, now tipped in
vermillion, he pointed to one of the ground-level windows. “Mistress
Tipper is trying to get your attention. I assume she doesn’t want to
speak to me.”

Beccaroon turned his head a three-quarter rotation. “She does,
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indeed, seem to be summoning me. What an unusual means of com-
munication she’s chosen.”

The tumanhofer made a guttural sound. “Whenever I turn to-
ward the house, she pops behind the curtain. She should realize an
artist is a keen observer.”

“Perhaps she does not want to disturb you when you are so nearly
done.”

“Perhaps she is avoiding me altogether, as are her mother and her
father.”

“Well, well,” said Beccaroon as he stretched his glorious scarlet
wings. “No need to imagine affront. I’ll go see what ails the girl.”

He flew to an entrance near the window where Tipper lurked. He
waited a moment before she opened the door and gestured for him to
enter.

“Is he done?” she asked.
“Almost. He’s perfecting the shading and highlighting the flowers.

His work is very good. Your father would be interested in the young
man.”

“If he were here.”
“I can’t think it is right to take this aspiring artist’s painting and

then just send him on his way. I also think you may have a hard time
getting rid of him.”

Tipper bit her lower lip and peeked through the heavy brocade
drapes. “He is determined.” She turned away from watching the artist
and put a hand on Beccaroon’s shoulder. “Mother could come back
any minute.”

“And she might not come back for several hours,” Beccaroon
countered. “Rolan knows you want her occupied for a greater part of
the day.” He sighed. “You want me to check, don’t you?”

“Yes, please.”
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“I’ll return shortly.”
They crossed the room and went through a hall to the main foyer,

where Tipper opened the massive front door. She kissed Beccaroon on
his forehead, right in front of the golden plumes that formed a sub-
stantial crest.

He didn’t acknowledge the affection but strutted out the door.
Tipper’s habit of stepping over his personal boundary should not be
encouraged. He took flight without comment and soared high above
the surrounding forest, following the wide path that wandered toward
the market town. He flew over Rolan’s farm and saw the crops stand-
ing in neat rows, almost ready to harvest.

He continued his journey, searching the road and several taverns
along the way for any sign of Rolan, his wife, and Lady Peg. He
squinted his eyes at a group of men camped by the River Noslow. He’d
send someone to keep watch over these strangers. People had been
going missing closer to the coast. Most agreed they’d been taken for
slave trade. A nasty business, and Beccaroon would not let it get started
in his territory.

Circling Soebin, he had a good view of the merchants folding up
their tents, packing their wagons, and heading for home. Rolan and
his lady passengers were nowhere in sight.

He flew back by a different route and finally spotted the wagon
pulled by a large dapple gray workhorse. Rolan had placed a two-seater
sofa in the wagon bed. The ladies tilted their parasols against the set-
ting sun and chattered away.

Beccaroon swooped down and landed beside Lady Peg and Rolan’s
wife, Zilla.

“Oh, Beccaroon,” exclaimed Lady Peg. “Just look what we’ve
found.” She pointed to a tarp-covered rectangular box around six feet
tall. “You’ll never guess.”
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Tipper shielded her eyes from the bright sun with a hand propped
against her brow. She stood on the covered balcony that ran along the
second floor of the mansion’s west side. Rolan’s farm lay beyond the
forest. The road that led to the village passed by his front gate. So far
she had not spotted any activity along the winding lane. No sight of
a wagon bringing her mother home.

She dropped her hand to clasp the other and wrung her fingers to-
gether. “Oh, I do wish this day were over.”

“I’m finished.” The tumanhofer’s voice startled Tipper.
She jumped and turned quickly. He scowled at her.
Pressing her lips together against saying something foolish, she

kept her thoughts to herself. Why did the man have to be so prickly?
Had he figured out he was not going to get his position of apprentice?
He’d have the right to be even more unpleasant when she sent him
packing without meeting her father. “You don’t look very pleased
about being done.”

The muscles in his face tightened a fraction more. “One naturally
prefers to execute a painting in one’s own style. Still, I am pleased with
the results.”

“Well.” Tipper paused, fumbling for words that would answer this
touchy coxcomb. None came to her. “Shall we go see it?”

He blocked the door to the upstairs hall, and she waited for him
to move aside. With her head held high in imitation of her mother’s
regal stance, she brushed past the shorter man. Walking briskly, she
headed toward the main staircase, a showy affair that curved down
from two points to the high-ceilinged foyer below.

In the hallway to the back of the house, Bealomondore displayed
his small painting on a console table flush against the wall.
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“The light is not good here,” he complained. “I would like to pres-
ent the piece with a full complement of candles. Perhaps two branches
to the side and a shallow row in front.”

“Yes, yes.” Tipper picked up the painting, touching only the sides.
The smell of fresh oil paint reminded her of sitting in her father’s

studio while he worked on a masterpiece in progress. He would hum
at times while making slow, deliberate strokes. Other times his hand
moved so quickly the air seemed to buzz as it did when a fibbird flew
past. She remembered the excitement of an image exploding out of a
mundane background.

She tilted the canvas in her hand to catch the dying sunlight from
the west window. She gasped. The exquisite detail of flowers, foliage,
and a spray from the fountain captivated her. How could she declare
this piece inferior and not worthy of her father’s attention? Tears sprang
to her eyes. Bealomondore had captured the vibrancy of Verrin
Schope.

Why had her father had to withdraw from his family, abandon
them? Anger surged through her, washing away sentimentality and
destroying her appreciation of fine art.

She turned to the stiff tumanhofer, her face feeling like a frozen
mask. “It’s an interesting interpretation of my father’s style. I shall show
it to my mother and have your answer by tomorrow at breakfast. She
will be tired after her venture to market. I suspect she will have din-
ner in her room and go early to bed, but I promise you I’ll seek an au-
dience this evening.”

For a moment, the young artist’s composure slipped. His eyes
rounded in astonishment. “You seek an audience with your own
mother?”

“My mother never forgets she is the second daughter of King
Yellat.” Tipper quickly turned away to hide her thoughts. Her mother
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had trouble remembering the day of the week but never the fact that
she had worn a circlet crown of finest gold from the day she was born.

Tipper replaced the painting on the table. “I’ll ask Gladyme to
bring you all the candles you require. I’m afraid you will have your
dinner in solitude again this evening. I will attend my mother in order
to find an opportune moment to present your request.”

“Your father?”
“As is his custom, he will not appear in the main house while there

is a stranger present.”
She heard his sigh. She could not look back lest she lose her resolve.
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