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THE SORCERESS OF SONG AND
FLAME




Matsuko Ishikawa, Audiologist and Newbie
Sorceress

 


Being autistic, I’ve learned the patterns and
rules of my world to make life easier. Everything I know is thrown
into disarray when I find myself wearing long robes and setting
fire to a wagon with blue flames… From my hands. I
don’t know where I am… or how to control my new pyrotechnic talent.
Throw in a guy who can turn into a dragon and a goddess-given
quest, and I’m totally out of my depth. But if I complete the
goddess’s task of finding a magical artifact, I can go home, which
is the goal, right?

 


Arach Uzekamanzi, Third Born Prince of the
Dragonkin

 


Being a 126-year-old dragon, there isn’t much
that surprises me anymore, but Matsuko is completely new. And it’s
pretty clear she’s not local. Accompanying her on a quest to find a
magical artifact seems like the best way to learn more about her
and stave off boredom. Now I just have to help Matsuko acquire the
Song Stone, return it to the goddess’s temple, and get her home.
But the more I learn about her, it becomes clear I’ll do just about
anything to convince her to stay.
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 Chapter
One

 


Matsuko

 


As an autistic person, confusion was
normal for me. I’d been more sensitive to light, motion, and sound
than neurotypical people since the moment I became aware, so I
didn’t always understand how other people took them all for
granted. How did they ignore the brightness, the movement, or the
constant noise?

Like what’s going on right
now.

Finding myself dressed in hooded robes
on a dark, windy street I didn’t recognize with blue fire filling
my palms, I was understandably confused. And not in my usual
way.

Last I checked, I’d been listening to
some of my most favorite music, humming along as I ate my evening
meal after work. Humming helped me release the pent-up emotions I’d
experienced during the day and let them flow away. The scents of
the briny coast and an approaching storm had filled my nose as the
last rays of the sun caught the land before the clouds swallowed
them. I’d tilted my head back and closed my eyes for just a
moment.

The same moment the world tilted, and
I threw my hands out to grab the railing in front of me.

Except there was no railing, no
sidewalk, no beach. And I’d set fire to a handcart and an unlucky
pile of rags on either side of me.

The pile of rags jumped up, screaming,
and ran down the cobblestone road between oddly ornate buildings no
more than a single story tall. Surprise and panic ramped up in my
chest and the flames from my hands grew larger.

Shouts came from the buildings around
me, waking up what appeared to be a small seaside town. With
burning lanterns instead of streetlights. And livery stables
instead of covered parking. And swords instead of automatic
rifles.

Unfortunately, that only ramped up my
anxiety and I hummed louder, which made the flames leap a good two
feet off my hands.

“Whoa!” I tried shaking
them but that spread the fire in wider arcs. “Oh, glory, not good.
Not good!”

When I stopped humming, the flames
died back a bit. That made my scientific mind take note and I
suddenly wanted to verify that sound increased the height of the
flames. But the shouts of the armored men grew louder and more
panicked, and some of them held what looked like
crossbows.

Yeah, swords could be avoided for the
most part. Crossbows were a sniper’s weapon. I closed my eyes and
silenced the music in my head. To my relief, the blue fire
evaporated into the damp wind.

My relief was short-lived as the big
men with the swords smelling of garlic and stale beer grabbed my
arms and pinned them behind my back. I was so taken aback, I didn’t
make a move to escape. Panic started to rise again and with it, the
fear that I’d set the men on fire. While I hated being manhandled,
I didn’t want to kill anyone if I could help it.

I tried to keep my mother’s serenity
sand garden in my head as they hustled me off the street and into
an even more foul-smelling stone building. They said a few words to
the intake officer who looked something like a BDSM Dom crossed
with an executioner from the Spanish Inquisition. He even had a
nipple ring on one beefy pec.

“What ’ave we ’ere
then?”

“I reckon a sorceress or
some such. Caught ’er settin’ fire to the marketplace.”

“This chit?” The intake
officer stared down at me. “She don’ look dangerous.”

“She burned Crombe’s market
cart to a crisp.”

“Why ain’t she got the
cuffs on, then?”

The guy holding me shrugged. “There
weren’t no resistance from ’er so we didn’t worry too
much.”

The intake officer rolled his eyes at
their unconcern. “That ain’t the way to take in prisoners who done
burnt shit down. Go on, then. Put ’er in the cell next to the
thief. Maybe she’ll make ’im sweat.”

He chuckled darkly and they
hustled me into a rabbit warren of dank cells. Sound echoed in the
dark spaces like a dungeon out of an online video game and weird
things looked at us from the cages. Some appeared vaguely humanoid,
but others were decidedly not. Was that a
unicorn? The horse-like creature was a
mottled gray, had red eyes, and its horn twisted to a savage point.
Definitely not the animals maidens were reputed to call.

They shoved me into an empty space
with nothing but moldy straw, weeping stone walls, and a rusty
bucket. I just managed to keep on my feet even as the guard pinched
my ass and chortled before the gate slammed shut. Anger, fear,
confusion swirled around my mind as I stopped in the center of the
space, out of reach of anyone or anything near the
walls.

“Sleep tight, girlie.
Mayhap I’ll be back later to try yer paces, yeah?”

Fear ignited to anger, literally, and
one of my hands glowed. “Should we start right now?” I didn’t dare
throw it at him, but I wanted to see the fear reflected in his
eyes. I couldn’t control it, but he didn’t know that.

He lost his smirk and skittered away
from the cell with a muttered insult I ignored. I still needed to
find some sort of anchor to reality, but none appeared to be
forthcoming. The world around me had foul, alien scents and
unfamiliar sounds, and I stood lost among them.

“You certainly have a way
with the guards.”

The smooth, cultured voice came from
the cell to my left, and someone leaned forward into the limited
light seeping through the bars from the smoky torches burning in
the aisle.

I couldn’t be sure he was speaking to
me. I didn’t know if he meant it as a compliment or in sarcasm. I
still struggled with the basic niceties other people naturally
understood.

“I wasn’t going to let them
do anything to me.” I rubbed my arms with my hands, grateful I
didn’t set my own clothes on fire.

“Nor I. I may not be the
greatest being out there, but I draw the line at taking a woman
against her will.”

I suppose that was comforting, though
what he’d be able to do when iron bars separated us was unclear. I
glanced around to find a place to sit, but the grime made me
wrinkle my nose and avoid all surfaces. Who knew what crawled on
the two stone walls? I shivered and wrapped my robes tighter around
me.

Robes that aren’t mine any
more than the ability to control the fire in my hands.

Nothing made sense. I once heard
people pinched themselves to wake up from dreams or nightmares or
weird occurrences, but I’d never had to do that before. There were
a lot of things I’d never done that had occurred in the last hour
or so and that seemed to be the new normal.

So I pinched myself.

“Ow!” Other than pain,
nothing had changed.

“What’s happened? Are you
all right?” The figure relaxing in the other cell leaned forward
and his eyes glowed like a cat’s for just a moment.

“I’m fine. Sort of, but not
hurt. Much.” I frowned and met his hooded gaze. “Who are
you?”

 


****

 


Arach

 


It was rare for me to find
a human worth talking to, though the person in the cell beside me
wasn’t completely human. She could be considered “other” or rather
“more” than human. But she sat with a stillness not common in her
species and that made her a rare treasure—at least to me. Humans
had frenetic energy as if they had to experience everything within
their meagre century of life. Definitely
an inefficient species. My own people had
millennia to learn and experience things.

“Who are you?” She faced me
with her gaze landing in the vicinity of my chest. Most humans
feared to look at a dragon square-on.

I rose to my full height and gave her
sweeping bow. “Arach Uzekamanzi, part-time thief and full-time
gentleman.”

She turned and bowed in return.
“Matsuko Ishikawa. I’m an audiologist. Where am I?”

“You’re in the most
illustrious prison in Wyvern’s Edge, the northernmost city on the
Surland Peninsula of Greylea.”

“Where is that? Is it near
Norway?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know Norway,
but perhaps you’ve heard of Swynton? Byrock? Orholt?
Farhaven?”

She shook her head. “No.”

I inhaled her scent, catching the
fragrances of wizardly magic combined with divine grace.

By the ancient ones, she’s gods-touched.

My interest in her trebled and my body
reacted to such a potent combination of magic. She offered an
intriguing puzzle to a time-weary dragon at loose ends—never a good
combination—and treasure worth cultivating.

“It’s reasonable to feel
disoriented or lost. The wardens here aren’t very forthcoming with
information.”

“I don’t know what to
feel.” She reached up and tugged on her earlobes, closing her eyes.
She took several deep breaths, making her ample chest rise and
fall.

“Are you all
right?”

“I don’t actually know.”
She opened her eyes and glanced down at her hands, turning them in
the dim light of the prison cell. “I don’t know how I made flames
come out of my hands.”

“Perhaps a latent
talent?”

She shook her head. “I don’t have this
talent.” She tugged on her earlobes again. “My hands aren’t burned.
I could feel the heat, but it didn’t hurt.”

“Perhaps you’ve been
blessed by the gods to wield such power.”

She frowned as she raised her gaze. “I
don’t believe in god.”

“That may change, m’dear.”
Lord Ignius knew I’d doubted his existence until he showed up and
damn near singed my tail. I was a lot more careful about how often
I threw my doubt around.

Matsuko frowned and shook her head.
“None of this makes sense.”

I leaned against my cell door. “What
would make sense to you?”

“Starbucks and my cellphone
full of music. Yoga pants and a Toyota Prius. Maybe a good Marvel
movie. Do you think Steve Rogers got together with Peggy Carter in
the new timeline?”

I frowned. None of the things she said
made sense to me, but she sounded wistful, like these were common
things in her life. “Uh…”

“Oh, I know, no spoilers,
it would ruin it. But do you think that’s less fantastical than
being able to shoot fire from my hands? I mean, no matter what, I
do have a good memory and I remember shooting fire from my hands,
and that makes less sense than movie magic.”

She suddenly pressed herself against
the bars between our cells. “Tell me the truth. Where am I really?
Did Universal Studios put together a Lord of the Rings action set
and we’re in it?”

I laughed. “My lady, the universe
often puts events in our path so we may learn, but this Lord of the
Rings doesn’t exist. Now there is a Lord of Stones, but he’s a
rather dreary old mage who keeps shiny rocks and says they’re full
of power. Fool.”

Matsuko frowned and despite her
fearsome visage, I remained charmed. “You have no idea what I’m
talking about, do you?”

“Not a bloomin’
clue.”

She sighed and turned her back against
the bars, sliding down into the moldy straw. “I have to get out of
here and get home. I don’t belong here.”

I chortled. “Oh, my dear,
none of use belong here. We’re just here temporarily.”

She glanced at her hands and tilted
her head. “I’d rather not be here at all. I almost blew up the
town. If I knew how to control…whatever this is, I could blow the
door open. But I don’t have the skill.”

I perked up at her statement. “Perhaps
I can help teach you to hone your skills. But this isn’t the most
convenient place to do so. I propose we leave.”

She snorted with what sounded like
amusement. “Absolutely. Leaving would be lovely. Do you happen to
have the keys to this establishment?”

Her sarcasm delighted me. “No, but I
know where they can be found, and the guards tend to talk. They
don’t think I hear them, but I do. Exceptional hearing, you see.
But we don’t actually need the keys. Just a plan to get past them
once the doors are open.”

“Wait, you can get out of
here anytime you want?” She tilted her head with a frown. “Then why
are you still in here?”

I laughed as I stretched. “I needed
the break. My father and my enemies can’t get to me here. I was
using it as a safe place to rest with both eyes closed. But now,
I’m rested and adventure awaits.”

I strode to the door and inserted a
claw, rattling the tumblers of the old lock. They turned
surprisingly easily considering how grimy they were, and the door
squeaked open.

“Ready to leave, my
dear?”

She gaped at me as I stepped into the
main aisle.


 Chapter
Two

 


Matsuko

 


Arach unlocked the cell door and
stepped out into the aisle.

He’s here because he needs
a nap?

I gaped at him as he moved to my door
and with a flick of his wrist, unlocked that, too.

“Are you
coming?”

I scrambled to my feet, but still
hesitated on the threshold. Could I just walk out? I’d torched some
of the buildings and though it had been an accident, I’d still done
it. But I didn’t know the rules and I didn’t want to see what
they’d do to an Asian woman they felt was a threat.

Shooting looks either way down the
aisle, I stepped out beside the man who’d become my impromptu
friend.

“Excellent. Let’s be on our
way. Hopefully, the guards will be gaming as is their wont and
we’ll slip out without them seeing us.”

He gestured ahead and I followed him
down the grimy hallway toward the front of the jail. The other
prisoners watched us, though none of the made a move toward the
aisle except the mean-looking unicorn. It tilted its head as I
passed, like it considered me an intriguing snack, and I hurried my
steps away.

Voices from the guards filtered to us
from their wardroom and the scents of unwashed male bodies
increased. Not that the jail smelled wonderful to begin with, but
unwashed men plus the heat of a smoky fire made for a pungent
combination. I swallowed hard against the stench as fear tried to
crawl up my throat.

Quiet as a mouse,
Matsuko.

I used to be very good at making
myself small and quiet. But I’d grown and could shoot fire from my
hands. That was distinctly not quiet.

Arach paused just before the light
spilling into the hallway from the wardroom and placed a finger to
his lips. I understood his suggestion and nodded as he moved to the
wall farthest from the doorway to peer into the guards’ space. I
don’t know what he saw, but he nodded to me and darted through the
light to the other side without a sound. Then he motioned to me to
copy his moves.

I bit my lip and shifted to the
opposite wall, anxiousness ramping up in my chest. Would the guards
see me? Would they turn and look just at the wrong time? My hands
started to tingle and I glanced down. Blue sparks flickered over my
fingers, and I clenched them into fists as I shot a helpless look
at Arach. Nothing like setting off fireworks when going for
stealth.

He grimaced and looked around like he
was trying to figure out what to do. I tried to picture the
serenity garden to calm myself down again.

They don’t know you’re
here. They can’t see you. They can’t hear you. Calm
down.

I took a deep breath and focused on
letting the fearful energy slide away from me. Thankfully, it took
the sparks with it and my hands stopped tingling. I blew my breath
out and looked for Arach. He nodded and motioned me to come to him
on the other side of the light. I gritted my teeth and pulled up my
hood before I straightened my shoulders and skittered across the
open space.

Please don’t see me.
Please don’t see me. I’m nothing but a flickering shadow in the
firelight.

It seemed like as good a mantra as
any, and miraculously, it worked. No one looked up at the wrong
moment or sounded the alarm. We’d made it beyond the wardroom. But
we still had to get past the BDSM Dom intake officer at the front
of the jail. While he hadn’t been concerned with me, I didn’t want
to test my random powers against him.

Again, Arach took the lead and peered
around the edge of the counter near the door. I couldn’t see much,
but he motioned to crouch down beside him.

“The hooded fool is nodding
in his sleep. Not sure why he hasn’t found his bed yet, but he’s
not awake. Stay crouched and I’ll get the door open, then you can
slip out silently and we’ll be home free.”

“Okay. I understand. Do you
think the door will be quiet enough?”

He grinned in the limited light.
“We’ll find out, won’t we?”

When I gaped at his craziness, he
added, “It’s all part of the challenge.”

I shook my head as he
crawled away. Sweet glory, he’s totally
insane.

He got the door open without a sound
and I crawled to him without the intake officer noticing we’d gone.
We even got outside the jail without mishap. And then everything
fell apart.

Apparently, the reason the intake
officer hadn’t found his bed yet was he waited for the arrival of
new guards fresh out of training from General Warmonger, an ironic
name that made me roll my eyes.

The men he expected arrived just as we
got out the door.

“Oy! Who are you lot and
what do y’think yer doin’?”

After the silence of our escape, the
head guard’s loud voice surprised me and released my delicate hold
on my emotional state. My hands tingled with heat and power, and
blue fire rose like burning swords from each palm.

Guards surged out of the armored coach
and surrounded us.

“Think that’s the sorceress
Twilly was talkin’ about, Captain?”

“Yeah, I’d say that’s her.
Are you lot gonna just stand there or cuff her?”

I shot a look at Arach, but he’d
disappeared and left me to face the guards alone.

So much for an adventuring
friend.

I didn’t know the rules in the
village, but I knew enough to want to get away from the sneering
guards and the jail. How, I hadn’t figured out, but if I needed to
use my flaming hands, I would.

I hummed a little tune, something from
a Celtic singer in my world, and the fire swords shortened but
intensified. I wanted to tell them to back off, to leave me alone
or I’d offer them a display of fireworks, but the humming helped me
focus and I couldn’t spare the breath.

“Bloody gits, get
her!”

That was all the initiation I needed.
I focused the sound and the power on the armored wagon. If they
were going to threaten me, I’d remind them why they threw me in
jail in the first place.

“Aleuces, aleuces,
ale-ooh-ooh-ooh goodbye.”

I threw the flames at the wagon like
softballs, each splattering against the wooden sides like paint
balls. Unlike paint, the flames suck to the wood and licked upwards
in a deadly dance. They were beautiful and I wanted to watch them
consume the wagon as the men ran around in panicked
circles.

“By all that’s holy, run,
Matsuko!”

Arach’s shout shocked me into moving
and I bolted away from the burning vehicle as I looked for my
erstwhile jail mate. I was reasonably sure there hadn’t been any
people inside the wagon. The idea that someone might have been
trapped inside when the explosion of blue flames engulfed it
sickened me. I damn near vomited as I tried to run, tears blinding
my eyes.

Gotta get away. Gotta get
away.

The problem was I didn’t know where I
would go. Heck, I didn’t even know if going was the best path. I
wasn’t a nature-lover by any stretch of the imagination. Safety had
always been found inside where there was running water and
heat.

I headed out of town toward a forest
swathed in misty fog with nothing but the road beneath my feet to
indicate my path. The air smelled wet and dank, like the laundry
room in my apartment building back home, and I shivered with
distaste.

Glory, will I ever be warm
and dry again?

I hated winter in western Washington
for that reason. It seemed to go on forever and I feared I’d never
be warm again.

I entered the trees and an eerie
silence enveloped me. I stopped and froze, the only sound my harsh
breathing. I spun, looking back the way I’d come, but I only found
more road, more mist, and more trees.

Good glory, it’s like the
road from Lord of the Rings and the Nazgul rider.

I half-expected some huge, cloaked guy
to come riding up on a horse bleeding from nasty festering wounds.
I tried to listen for pursuers, but my heartbeat had grown so loud,
it took all my attention.

Where was Arach? For that matter,
where was I?

I gotta get off this
road.

If movie magic had taught me anything,
no one should be in the middle of a road cutting through
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