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~ One ~

Briar of the House of Dungan

––––––––
[image: image]


TROUBLE—FOR ME NEVER ENDS! 

Trouble in a wide array has presented itself and surrounded me, ’til all other choices but the one I have made were possible.

We are a realm of wizards, warlocks, and witches. I am more than any of those. I am a very unique hybrid in our realm, which has been kept a relative secret. You see, my mother was a dragon shifter, as were my grandparents. The three of them came to our realm looking for a home where they could find peace. 

My father, the king of our parish, fell in love as soon as he saw her. They courted, and married shortly thereafter. My grandparents were not pleased. They never approved of my father. They rejected the violence of our warring parishes, and before very long, moved on to a realm where they settled and lived a quiet and peaceful life.

I am a royal wizard, with enhanced magic because of my dragon blood. I am forever taking to the skies, using my invisibility power, which all dragons own. My wings are quite large, powerful, and look like a brown shade of leather. My body, though also brown, is sprinkled with gold. In addition to my ability to breathe and use fire, as a dragon, I have many secretive magical skills. My father wants me to help him rule, but like my grandparents, like my mother, I am against war and violence.

He believed my grandparents had too much influence over me, and forbade me from visiting them. Of course, I disobeyed him and visited them often, as did my mother. He pretended not to know.  

Over the years, I have often displeased my father. I am a wayward soul, forever questioning rules that do not make sense to me. The one redeeming quality my father possessed was the fact he adored my mother. Until this last year, and despite my infuriating spirit, as he called it, he seemed to love me as well. 

We bumped heads often and forcefully. I broke more rules than he could countenance. I suppose I was a sad trial for my father, the king. So be it. As it presently stood, I am no longer interested in seeking his approval. My love for my father has been thrown into a pot of stirred emotions. You see, I blame him for so much—for the unthinkable. 

I looked over at my lady-in-waiting, Jennifer, who eyed me worriedly. She sighed heavily before she said, “You must try and see this from a king’s point of view. Forget he is your father. Remember he is a king...looking out for our realm. This situation is so much more than what it appears to be on the surface. Princess, don’t you understand what is at stake? King Lofto wants you for his queen. Your father wants a treaty with him. Lofto is the king of the Eastern Parish. A treaty with him means so much. Your father...our king, needs the treaty so he and Lofto will be able to control and contain the Western Parish.”

“My question is why am I the bargaining tool? King Lofto has his pick,” I said, and pulled a face at her. Jennifer may be my lady-in-waiting, but she is not my friend. She will always be too ambitious to be anyone’s true friend.

She grimaced at me. “You must be jesting, Briar!” She took my shoulders and turned me to the long mirror. “Look at yourself. Your hair is a shade which is the envy of so many women at court. It flows and shines down to your trim waist. Your eyes sparkle silver, and your face...arrestingly beautiful. Lofto wants you! Please, Briar, you must do as your father asks!”

I eyed my reflection. “Must I? I can’t imagine wanting someone who does not want you. I can’t imagine wanting someone without being in love with them, and he is not in love with me. He is no better than my father, and wants me as his queen as a power grab. I could never love him, and, in fact, find this proposed union revolting. I will not marry without love, I promise you.”

“Love!” she scoffed. “Love has nothing to do with politics.”

“True, thus, I will have nothing to do with politics either. I will not be forced into this by my father.” I took to pacing, and as she was silent for the moment, I rounded on her. “No, I won’t do as he asks. I am not about to prostitute myself to enhance my father’s plans for war...or any other reason for that matter. Jennifer, as I just said, when I take a mate...it will be because we are in love.”

“Briar, Briar...tell me, where is this love you are waiting for? Does he exist?”

“I have not yet met him, but I have met King Lofto of the Eastern Parish, and I find him loathsome in the extreme,” I snapped as I marched away from her again. I smoothed my hands over the blue silk of my long gown and plucked at it agitatedly. Jennifer was not to be trusted. I had to keep my plans to myself. 

“You don’t have a choice. He will force you into marriage with King Lofto,” she said, and clucked her tongue. “Perhaps, when you sit with him today, you may find more to like about him than you have in the past.”

I walked over and took her hands. “Jennifer, I know my father enlisted your help. Do not deny it. You have never been a friend, and you are not one now. A friend would support me. You are doing quite the opposite. You have been married now for three years, to a man you don’t love. You are not happy. I know when he takes you in your marriage bed, you cringe. I know because of the many off chance remarks you have made. I have heard you on more than one occasion say something which led me to that conclusion. Why do you wish the same unhappiness for me?”

She looked away. “You are quite right. I am not happy in my marriage, or in my husband’s bedroom. His needs are roughly taken and...unwelcome. I had no choice. My father chose him for me.”

“We all have choices. I choose to disobey my father,” I told her, and took a turn around my room before adding, “Jennifer, you were once a dear and bubbling girl, and we often laughed together about the idiocies of life. Now what I see is a resigned and unhappy woman. I will not go that road.”

She sighed heavily. “It is the way of our world.”

“It shouldn’t be the way in this day and age! I’ll tell you what, Jennifer, it won’t be for me if I have anything to say about it,” I answered sharply, and found I was gritting my teeth.

“So ferocious,” she said sadly. “Not all of us have your courage to stand up to authority.” She patted my hand, but a knock at my bedroom door, then my father, the King of Dungan of the Central Parish, stuck his head inside and grinned.

“Hello...may I have a word, my darling, and hello, dear Jennifer,” he said softly.

She curtsied and hurriedly made her exit.

I stared at my father. He was a large man and quite attractive. I adored him when I was younger...much younger. After all, in those days, he taught me to be a warrior, and spoiled me into the independent thinker I am now. But as I got older, he became obsessed with the war he was waging...obsessed with obtaining more power. Even my mother was troubled and unhappy. 

Our realm is divided into three parishes—with each having its own king. Each king was obsessed with outdoing the other. Over the centuries, they had tolerated one another, but something went wrong, I never understood what, and war was declared. 

During this time, my father seemed to have lost his way. He saw only what he needed, what he wanted. It is why I blame him for the death of my mother!

My mother was everything I admire. She always steadied me, pointed me in the right direction. Always, until last year. I looked around my room. She was needlessly killed. She was gone from my life because my father wouldn’t listen to her!

She was far more clever than my father—the king. She was able to see past the present, and tried to tell him his latest plans were shrouded in a black cloud. She had been against war from the start. She begged him not to engage in that last battle. She had a vision of death. She wasn’t clear about whose death, but none of her pleas were heard. He just wouldn’t listen.

I demanded to be allowed to join my parents on the battlefield. I am a dragon. Without engaging in battle, I could have been protection for my mother—watched her. The king would not even consider it. It plays over and over in my mind. I could have stopped her murder. I could have, as a dragon, kept death from her door! But no, he had to have his own way!

During the time of that last clash of realms, I paced alone in my room. There had been no word from the battlefield, and then, all at once, my mother mind-linked with me while she flew overhead reporting casualties to my father.

Mama assured me all was under control as she protected our troops from the sky. Suddenly, and while our mind-link was still engaged, my mother dove down toward my father. She saw he was in the direct line of fire. I watched, helpless, as she took the blow from King Treble’s Death Sword, a blow which was meant for my father! 

Mama gave up her immortal life for him. Her dragon form left her, and Grandmama later told me her dragon spirit went into the arms of our ancestors. But all I knew was she was dead on the battlefield, her blood all around. I saw him as he sank to his knees and bellowed out his pain. I saw as he went after King Treble and laid him low.

King Treble may have been the weapon that had killed her, but it was my father’s fault. 

Her vision of death had been for herself.

Long ago, in another time, one of peace, the queen of the Fae had awarded the three parish kings a Death Sword each, for some favor the three had managed to do for her. She was assured these swords would only be used to protect the wizard community from evil outsiders.

Time dulls promises.

Not all the wizard skills, not all my hybrid magic could bring my mother back. She was forever lost to us. 

Now, my father wanted vengeance...so he claims. What I want is very different. 

Nothing will bring her back, but I know what she wanted, what she prized. Peace. The road my father presently was on would never fulfill that dream of hers...but perhaps one day, I could. 

’Til then, I have only one thing I must do—escape.

I came back from my reverie and heard my father talking, saying nothing that needed answering. I find it difficult to look at him these days.

“Briar, are you listening?” he asked suddenly.

I nodded. “Listening is something I do, but you don’t.” I get in my digs whenever I can. He doesn’t deserve my respect.

He sighed. “Briar, we need to talk about what you owe your position. What you owe our realm, and what you owe me!”

“Owe? Owe the realm? Owe you?” I was incredulous. “I owe you nothing. My mother would be horrified to hear what you expect of me. No. Owe you? I don’t think so.”

“It is your duty to...”

“My duty is to do what I think is right, not blindly obey you,” I cut in.

“Enough. I have ordered you to...”

“Ordered me? You know the day my mother was killed I lost all feeling for you. She warned you about the battle. She took a Death Sword for you. Now you want me to do the same. No. My answer is no.”

He sighed and sank into a nearby chair. “Stop, Briar, stop. Hating me won’t bring her back, and it is beneath you.”

I couldn’t believe the way he twisted it right back to his own needs.

There was no talking to him. I knew that. “I will not marry King Lofto. He stands for everything I am against. It is time for you to understand that.”

My father sighed and attempted to take my hands. I moved away. He said on a quiet note, “Indeed, but we don’t have a choice. He won’t join us in our efforts against the Western Parish, and their army grows stronger. Lofto has agreed to join us if you accept to marry him.” He looked away and added, “Briar, we need this union. The Cold War with the Western Parish, once again, is destined to explode. They are marching closer and closer to our border. King Treble’s son, Adolpho, is obsessed with invading us. He wants to avenge his father. We need Lofto to join with us.”

“Marrying him means being with him in his bed...Da...” I stupidly pleaded. “Think what you are asking!”

My father winced, but said nothing.

“I can’t. I just can’t give myself to him,” I continued. “Asking me to prostitute myself is wrong.”

“Marriage is not prostitution,” he tried.

“The hell it isn’t, when the only reason for that marriage is to buy Lofto’s help!” I shook my head. “If he wants to survive the war, he must join us in the end. Adolpho, and his army, is as much a threat to Lofto’s kingdom as he is to ours.”

He stood up, evidently at his wit’s end. “You can, and you will marry him.” My father was no longer trying to persuade. 

I don’t take orders from my father any longer. Not since the day he ordered me to stay in the castle when I could have protected my mother. 

I am two and twenty, and very much my own person. In a way, I always have been. However, I knew the tone he was using meant he wasn’t about to budge from his decision. I had known this for weeks.

Our realm has been at war for the last year with the new king, Adolpho, of the Western Parish. We have driven them back a few times, and have been able to hold our Central Parish safe, but my father was correct...Adolpho’s army was growing. I stood my ground. “You can order me all you like, I won’t marry him.”

“Enough. You will marry him,” my loving father declared.

I knew any further argument was useless.

He didn’t bother saying anything else, but got up, and I watched him march to my door. He glanced back at me then, and his voice was low and firm. “You will be married in a week from today, and tonight, you will sit and enjoy pleasant conversation with your soon to be groom. Be ready. I will have the special gown I chose for you sent up this afternoon. I know you could dress in rags and still be the most beautiful woman in all the realm, but I want him to know you mean to impress. Again, dearest daughter...be ready.”

Dearest daughter! Ha. Oh, I was ready! 

I had only a few hours before he sent up one of my other ladies-in-waiting to deliver the oh so special meant to impress gown. I wanted to rip the damn thing to shreds when it arrived, but I didn’t have time for that. My father. How could my own father expect such a sacrifice from me? 

He was obsessed with wiping out the regime of the Western Parish, and meant to do so at any cost. In my opinion, such an obsession could only lead to defeat. It blinds one to so many alternatives.

Because I knew what my father had been planning, I had made some plans of my own. Indeed, my idea was near perfect, and I had my mother to thank for it.

My plan was to travel to the one place he would never think to look—the Human Realm. He would never think I would run away to the Human Realm. He considered humans and their world to be inferior to ours, and never gave them a thought. 

Because of my mother’s love of humans, I have studied and loved them as well. I find them so very brave, despite the very short lives they are allotted. Their determination to move forward...always looking ahead, the way they played their sports, their fashions, their ‘coolness’ and style were things I admired. 

As it happened, my father did not really know me. He had never taken an interest in the things that interested me. He would be at a loss to find me when I vanished.

I was certain it would never occur to him that I had run off to live in the Human Realm.

I knew, in my heart, my mother would approve of my rebellion. She never would have allowed him to use me in this fashion. I would be honoring her by rushing off to the Human Realm. 

She and her dearest friend had visited the Human World, with their parents’ consent, when they were still young, even younger than I am now. I always listened raptly to her tales of adventure while there.  Yes, Mama would have approved of my plan.

Right, I had no time to lose, and yet I hesitated. A doubt, and concern for my fellow citizens plagued me, then it happened.

My mother appeared. She was but a transparent image, but her voice came clear and softly. “Daughter...”

“Mama!” I threw myself toward her, but she really wasn’t there. I held only myself. A sob escaped me. She had come to me in spirit, her hands folded into one another, as she so often did when she wished a word. A sweet smile curved her lips. Was I imagining this?

“Hush, child. You do not imagine this. I am here for you. You are my unfinished business, but I cannot stay long. Listen to me. Your plan is sound. Indeed, you will love the little town of Reynolds, as I did. Save yourself from this unwanted union. In time, your father will understand.”

I felt as though I might collapse from the emotion seeing her like this was putting me through. I didn’t want to let go...and then, she was gone.

I pulled myself together. She said my plan was sound. There was only one thing left to do, and that was to execute it. Reynolds. I had a picture of it in my mind.

I had done my research. I had a map of the town my mother had visited and loved so much. Reynolds—where I would start a new life. I remembered Mama also talked about a town called Sundown Falls, however, she had told me that particular village was inhabited by nearly all paranormals. Thus, I decided Reynolds, with its human population, was the place for me. Humans were the ones I wanted to interact with...so different than wizards and witches.

I studied their currency, their clothes, their culture. I found a way to create a great deal of human money so important to them. Mama had brought back many souvenirs, and I used those to make more of the same. I hid all these things away in my ether, along with my royal weapon. 

Finally, I would get to explore the world that so intrigued me, and there, be safe from King Lofto’s advances. The thought of him made me physically ill. Ugh.

My parents’ marriage had been a love-match—I wanted that, nothing less.

My magic was highly formidable, both as a dragon and a sorceress, and yes, I can fly most efficiently, and I can do so while invoking invisibility. As a dragon, I can use fire, and combine my dragon magic with my wizardry. I would be very safe in the Human World. 

I believed I had all the warrior skills I would need if challenged. Cockiness is never a good thing, but if I was going to make it on
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