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Before




Rebellious Liberty Ship captain Charlotte Frost and her sentient Doll, Arslan Tash, fled the Matriarchy’s grasp only to discover a hidden temple of Ishtar buried under the Syrian Desert. Within an ancient cavern they found a sprawling complex of techno-magic dating back thousands of years. The Matriarchy had stolen its secrets and freed the sole prisoner the Temple was built to contain. But amid these revelations the Temple alerted them to trespassers. Fearing the Matriarchy had tracked them down, the group rushed to confront the threat.




Now




Chapter 1







The walls glowed blue as the mechanical woman and the human aviatrix ran through the Temple of Ishtar. Hundreds of feet below the Syrian Desert the stifling heat was absent, even without the temperature control of the artificial corridors and rooms. Alien script danced below the blue glaze that covered the walls, the reflection patterns forming text readable by anyone who knew the Kurian language. Occasionally, the walls would pulse red, leaving behind ripples of purple as the Temple called out for help.

Intruders had breached the Temple.

Charlotte Frost, captain of the Liberty Ship Harlot’s Promise and outlaw of the Matriarchy, began to regret still wearing her dark scarlet flight leathers as they rounded a corner in the hallway. On the windswept decks of an airship the flight suit provided warmth as well as protection from the occasional accident, but in a foot race they became hot and uncomfortable all too rapidly. Charlotte was shorter than Tash by nearly a foot, with raven-lock tresses and brown eyes flecked with green. She never knew who her father was, but her tawny-gold skin had contrasted starkly with her mother’s pale countenance to such an extent that some believed mother and daughter unrelated. But a quick check of the same oval features of both dispelled that notion quickly.

Next to the aviatrix was her faithful companion, a mechanical wonder of gold and ivory animated with tantric magic. But this Doll was even more unlike her steel and brass counterparts, in that she possessed intelligence and emotions. As if to double down on the oddity, Tash had not one, but two souls, one of them the curvaceous Amazon that ran next to her beloved captain. The other, Arslan, slumbered below the surface, an ancient being who had lost most of his memories when Tash was forced into the same clockwork body. Although he was not as loyal as his female counterpart to Captain Frost, he had made his peace with her to the ends of mutual survival.

“Tash, I hope you know where you’re going!” Charlotte huffed, trying to match the boundless stamina of her friend. “The Harlot’s Promise is still caught in the cavern hangar, and Shamhat is too busy communing with her broken column to be of any use!”

Unlike her mistress, Tash had no breath to lose, the illusion of such as artificial as her musculature. “In my first interface with the Temple I made it a point to download the map of this place. There is one egress point to the surface, a series of stairwells only partially collapsed.”

“Only…partially,” Charlotte panted. “You…spoil me.”

Tash laughed, carefree. “If you wish, mistress, we could awake one of the Enkidu to clear the way.”

Charlotte shuddered, a chill passing over her even as she sweated. “One of those monsters? If you ever want another kiss, then don’t…summon those things.”

Enkidu were worker frames, piloted by worker sprites the Kurians had created. The scorpion-like mechanicals were the size of a small horse, with a tail holding a variety of tools. The Temple had been stocked with them in case the prisoner got loose, but the Matriarchy helped the entity escape under their noses.

The stairwell was as strange as the rest of the facility, smooth and sloping upward. Despite the angle, the floor wasn’t slick, and Charlotte found the angle easy to climb. Tash almost seemed to glide upward along the floor, as if she was ice skating. Each step took her several feet farther than it should have. It surprised and delighted her, and Tash couldn’t help but to return and spin around the struggling Charlotte.

“Show-off,” Charlotte laughed, stopping to catch her breath. The alarm chimed again. “Can you shut that off?”

Tash nodded. “Of course, mistress. My apologies.”

Concentrating for a moment, the clockwork courtesan held her hand out. Dozens of tiny golden needles extended from her palm, waving in as if grain in a breezy field. She then placed her hand against the glowing blue wall. A slight pulse of teal radiated out from there and the alarms quieted a moment later.

“If only it was so easy to deal with the intruders above,” Charlotte lamented. “Do you have any information available on them?”

Tash shook her head. “I am sorry, but no. The ruins above are not connected to the Temple system currently. For the most part, it appears they never truly were. The Kurians built this place to siphon off the sexual energy of unsuspecting worshippers, so they kept most of their magical technology out of sight and construction.”

“You make it sound so sinister,” Charlotte said, wondering again exactly what the Kurians were and what they wanted with the energy. “Not saying you’re wrong, I just wish I knew where your people came from and what their ultimate goal was.”

Tash shook her head again. “Not my people, mistress. Perhaps they are Arslan’s, as he claims, but I feel no filial loyalty to the concept. I am yours, mistress. Not theirs.”

The aviatrix blushed, taken aback by the simple yet powerful words. She was still mourning the separation from her cheating wife, Lauren, and the six months since then had been lonely. To have someone declare themselves so quickly and completely after a drought of emotion was sometimes difficult to comprehend, even for a tantric engineer.

“You keep that up, and you’re going to blow up my ego and make me feel a bit too special,” Charlotte said with a feigned grousing tone. She was surprised when Tash tenderly took Charlotte’s face in her hands.

“I could never make you feel as special as you are to me, mistress,” Tash cooed, gently brushing her golden lips over Charlotte’s. Despite being made of gold and alabaster the magic animating her made the Doll feel as real as a flesh and blood being, and her ghost of a kiss sent Charlotte’s nerves tingling all the way down to her toes.

“Keep that up, and we’ll never make it to the top of this stairwell,” Charlotte breathed into her companion’s lips. Despite the sheer need she felt physically, the logical part of the aviatrix was terrified of what was coming from above. She felt as if she existed on the edge of a sword. On one side lay carnal pleasures with Tash, ignoring the world until it burned down. On the other, the fear of exactly what unknown force was coming.

To the surface world, the ruins of the Temple above were centuries-old and of no interest. At the most, locals would likely think them haunted and avoid the area. After all, no Muslim of good faith would ever tread foot on the sinful lands of the old gods, likely having stories of evil witches and the like inhabiting the ruins. From certain points of view those old legends weren’t far off, as the only way religious folk could comprehend the massive complex hidden under the sands was through myth and monsters.

Who, then, would violate whatever local customs and fears protected this place to disrupt the ruins enough to set off alarms in the expansive hidden base underneath? The system would not be so sensitive as to pick up animals and natural settling of debris, as that would make it nearly useless for detecting real threats. Who, then, or what, could be tearing through the upper levels with such single-mindedness as to set off a system-wide alarm?

The thoughts of the danger approaching helped Charlotte break off her embrace with Tash, who gave a little mewl of disappointment that sent a fluttery feeling to the aviatrix’s stomach. Even the smallest of habits and emotions from the Doll felt powerfully seductive. If Charlotte made the mistake of kissing her for too long or tasting any of the ambrosia nectar that lay between the Doll’s legs, she would truly be lost to the world. Tash possessed a sexual venom that she had little control over that was capable of enslaving even an aviatrix to her will.

They started up the spiraling incline once more. Charlotte’s legs were burning with the effort, her stomach was rumbling, and her throat was dry. She hadn’t stopped for a meal since they’d fled the flying city Godmother. Although the rush of constantly using her tantric magic had masked physical considerations, there was only so long she could go without tending to the needs of her body. Even Tash had been offline for a few hours while Charlotte had disabled the suppression field that made the Temple uninhabitable. The sudden effort of a run up a winding ramp was quickly draining what little energy the aviatrix had left.

“Go…go on without…me,” she gasped, collapsing to her knees. She felt like she needed to throw up, but nothing came but hacking coughs.

“Mistress!” Tash cried in sympathy, going to her knees next to Charlotte, cradling her lady in her lap. “I am so sorry, I forgot the limitations nature has placed on you.”

The aviatrix gave a raspy laugh. “Yeah, we flesh and bloods are funny that way. I kind of lost track of my own needs in the excitement of discovery. But forget all that. You’ve got to stop whatever threatens the Temple. After that’s sorted, we can worry about finding our way back to the hangar and the ship.”

Tash shook her head. “No, I will not let you lay here starving and in pain while I—”

“Enough!” Charlottes managed to interrupt. “There are more important things here than my comfort. Go, find out what’s irritating the Temple…then if you really want, bring me a sandwich.”

Both giggled. Tash nodded her assent, kissing Charlotte’s hands before releasing them. She then rose and glided up the incline, out of sight. Charlotte could hear the whoosh as the automaton moved more quickly than the captain could ever match, skating as if on ice up the corridor. The sounds faded from earshot as the Doll ascended the spiral.

Charlotte felt woozy and hitched herself over to the softly-glowing wall. It didn’t respond to her touch as it had to Tash’s, the carved figures underneath flickering at the ready for the Doll’s caress. But it was nicely warm against her back, and the floor itself was slightly springy to the touch.

Back the way they’d come were two Enkidu, one to each side, released from their glass storage to serve as eternal sentinels. They were impressive, but utterly useless. Out of three power cores for the Temple, one was missing most of its data diamonds, one was destroyed, and the other struggled to keep the lights on. Charlotte mused how she had blown the mystical embers alive and how it had spread to the other gems to activate them. A small amount of her magic traded for a much bigger reaction.

“So much for the Second Law of Thermodynamics,” Charlotte laughed. “Then again, if magic didn’t break the rules, it wouldn’t be so much fun.”

She gave another laugh that a drunkard would have been proud of. The aviatrix was struggling to stay awake, but the short sprint from the power chamber to here had taken the last of her reserves. She was running on no sleep, no food, and no water for the past thirty hours or so. Multiple orgasms had refueled her mystic abilities, but they had also taken a toll on her physical form. Sleeping after good sex wasn’t only convenient, it was necessary.

Despite her best efforts, the aviatrix dozed off. The steady pulse of magic in the Temple, the soft lighting, and the boredom of waiting combined to lull her into sleep against her will. 

Nightmares of loss and falling greeted her. Dreams of finding Lauren cheating on her, even after they’d both agreed to stop seeing the hateful Major Enright, dogged her like hounds on the chase. But a gentle pulse of love threaded the bad dreams, and somehow Charlotte was able to hold onto those threads. Soon the dreams turned to a pleasant oblivion, the nightmares becoming less effective than shadows on a wall. The smell of meat and potatoes cooking seeped into her dream, the taste of a hearty stew waking her.

She was nestled in Tash’s arms while the automaton held a cooling spoon of stew at her lips, feeding the aviatrix as one would a small child. Sleep kept trying to creep back into Charlotte’s eyes. Her muscles were sore with protest, and it felt as if her skin was an iron suit encasing her.

“What…” Charlotte started to say but couldn’t get more out than that. Her eyelids were fighting to close, to send her back to the land of sleep.

The stew was delicious, and the spice blend reminded Charlotte of the time she spent in England rescuing people with the Harlot’s Promise. Happier times, when she’d still been with Lauren, when she’d still believed in the Matriarchy and what it represented. Their Liberty Ship flying through the skies, fast and free, transporting the outcast, the rebellious, the free thinkers from the clutches of those who would do them harm to safe enclaves of like-minded folk.

A small campfire crackled nearby, and a worn tin coffeepot bubbled where it had been hung to brew. As Charlotte’s eyes adjusted, she realized they were on the surface, and it was nighttime. A canopy of stars, far too many to count, were splashed across the moonless night. There was a bite in the chilly desert air, and the scrub brush that had been gathered for the fire burned fragrant with a pungent odor.

Charlotte was bundled up in a patched blanket, swaddled and held by Tash. The spoon and bowl were simple tin like the coffeepot, bent and scratched by years of use. In a rush of memory, Charlotte thought of the intruders.

“Tash, what’s—”

“Oh, mistress, you are awake,” Tash said loudly, drawing raised eyebrows from the aviatrix. “Our friends will be so overjoyed.”

Taking the hint, Charlotte looked more closely at their surroundings. Two hiking packs were open nearby, the things filled near to bursting with a variety of tools and supplies. A scrawny log had been rolled near the fire to provide ready-made seats.

And there were two men staring at them from it.

The first was a rough sort, scarred, with his unshaven face bristled with gray hair and a pair of uneven mutton chops. Here and there was a touch of what must have once been a fiery red in both his whiskers and his thinning hair. His dirty trousers were patched in multiple places, and the boots he wore were long past their prime. The man scratched himself as he watched them, his stained shirt open to the fingernails that had never seen proper care. Stained teeth broke into a smile that was less than reassuring. The rough man’s companion, however, could not have been more different.

The other man was dressed in the fashion of a Londoner, wearing an olive drab tweed suit with a Windsor knot tie and soft cap. But that was where the coifed appearance ended, for the boots he wore were tough and well-used, bearing scratches from an adventurous life. The man himself was dark-skinned, much more so than Charlotte, and where his companion rarely saw a razor, he was clean-shaven and well-tended. He had broad features and a full mouth, which even now was curved into a shy smile, as if he were afraid of showing too much of himself to the world. His eyes were a dark brown, and even behind his horn-rimmed glasses they glittered in the firelight with intelligence and humor. He carried a straight black cane with a brass handle on the top with a pair of soft black leather gloves.

“Lookee there, the fancy ’un woke the little ’un with her feeding,” the bigger man said, giving a guttural laugh at his own joke. There was a nasty undercurrent of leering violence, but what surprised Charlotte was the twang of a Southern man from the Americas. Ever since the Bright had spread across the Atlantic Ocean over twenty years before there’d been no contact with the western hemisphere.

“How did—” Charlotte started to say, before Tash cut her off again.

“You hit your head on rubble, mistress, as we were exploring the ruins, remember?” Tash said with a subtle hint of warning. “These fine gentlemen found me rooting in the stones and offered their campfire to mend you.”

“I been many things, little missy, but a gentleman ain’t never been any of them,” laughed the big man. “Jackson Knox, ma’am.” He made no move to get up, merely nodded his head as he poked the fire and spit to the side.
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