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Before







Charlotte Frost, captain of the airship Harlot’s Promise, helped a sentient Doll named Tash flee from the clutches of the Matriarchy’s soldiers. During the escape, they were both surprised when a separate personality took over and shifted the female Doll’s body to a masculine form that went by Arslan, before reverting to the female configuration and personality. Following information buried deep in the automaton’s mind, they flew across the Syrian Desert and revealed a hidden temple buried under the sands. They clutched each other tightly as the ship descended into the unknown darkness, their only haven from the pursuing forces.




Now




Chapter 1







The stars scattered across the canvas of the chilly night sky were blocked from sight as massive twin slabs of ceiling stone rumbled closed with a dread finality. The dry air felt lifeless and foreboding on the skin of the pair of figures who stood on the open deck of the airship as it continued down into the abyss.

Charlotte Frost, tantric mistress of the Harlot’s Promise, guided her airship deeper into the dark depths of the ancient Temple of Ishtar that lay hidden beneath the ruins of the ancient city Arslan Tash. Through the control ruby on her tawny-brown forehead the aviatrix felt the wounds of the Liberty Ship as if they were her own. Fractures in the wood of the hull were like cuts on skin, and the libidium alloy skeleton that formed the superstructure and allowed flight hurt like bruised ribs after a prize fight. Despite the apparent lack of Matriarchy pursuers, Charlotte hadn’t been able to risk the time to properly repair the ship after jettisoning the seaward sail in the frantic escape from the floating city of Godmother. Although the starward sail and the engine pontoons were still able to direct the elegant ship the extra stresses from compensating for its hobbled maneuverability since then had piled the smaller injuries together to form into larger problems. Charlotte was careful to descend at minimum speed, to not aggravate the ship’s injuries any further.

But as complete darkness enveloped the world, the aviatrix feared she might have all the time in the world now to repair the Harlot’s Promise, trapped under a forgotten patch of the Syrian Desert.

Charlotte hugged the six-foot tall alabaster and gold Doll in her arms closer, the automaton’s artificial skin soft and warm from the magic that animated her. Unlike the mindless machines commonly used by tantric aviatrixes to supply their erotic engineering needs, this Doll was no mere sex toy. She was a self-aware construct, an artificial intelligence capable of love and hate, resistance and consent. Charlotte had initially been taken aback at the discovery of true life existing within the construct, but it was hard for the captain to imagine her companion otherwise now. The mixture of a guileless and tawdry mind woven with a fierce and almost instantaneous loyalty to Charlotte had ignited far more passion in the captain for the Doll than her physical form alone could have done. There was a rebellious streak through it all that was all the more alluring to the captain after the Matriarchal conformity her ex-wife had staidly clung to. Tash was more than just beautiful; she was exciting in a way that promised there would be no pain at the end of the road.

The sentient machine wore a ruffled off the shoulder white dress with yellow flowers, complete with goldenrod bonnet on her bald head as well as matching lace gloves and shoes, an outfit she had picked out with equal parts taste and innocence. Tash had fled to the captain wearing substantially less, and if she transformed into her male form, Arslan, it would rip the dress to shreds with the mass redistribution. But the Arslan fragment seemed content to slumber in the background, allowing Tash full control of the body for now.

Although apparently named after the ruins above, the female-form Tash and her male alter ego, Arslan, had been unable to provide any information on the dangers lurking within the temple. The composite souls that inhabited the Doll were able to give them entry to the hidden depths, but that appeared to be the extent of their powers over the place. They seemed to be as ignorant as Charlotte about how and why they existed, and their connection with the forgotten ruins.

The captain shuddered as the darkness pressed in during the slow descent. Yet in her arms she discovered she held an unexpected treasure. Tash’s skin was emitting a dim, pearlescent glow from just under the surface, flickering like an angel in the abyss. It wasn’t much, but the faint light helped fight back the claustrophobia that threatened to grip Charlotte and made the aviatrix feel like the moon had graced her with an embrace. The Doll felt her captain tense, and turned her head back, concern marring her mechanically perfect features.

“Mistress?” Tash asked, her tone probing. “What is wrong?”

Nearly invisible lines of silver runes shone under the Doll’s skin, and below that a complicated interior of pistons and gears of worked golden alloy gave her the appearance of life, the clockwork visible through the malleable translucent skin covering her joints. But without the magic animating and softening the ivory muscle plates that comprised her frame she would have been just another machine, albeit a spectacularly complicated one. Normal Dolls of steel and brass were obedient sex objects used as one would any other tool. But whoever had designed Tash had created a true work of art, using a construction material rarer than any jewel: a human soul.

Or rather, multiple souls.

“You’re radiant, Tash!” Charlotte marveled, pushing her companion slightly away so she could marvel at how the Doll lit her dress from within. Tash was taller than her captain by a good four or five inches, and with the automaton’s larger breasts and shoulders Charlotte could have easily been intimidated. But the Doll had shown nothing but loyalty and gentleness after their escape, so it was easy for Charlotte to forget how much smaller she was than her companion.

“I am flattered, mistress, but I am not sure how your admiration pertains to our situation,” the Doll shrugged, her bare shoulders and collarbone depression a lovely arch and delicate depth that tempted toward the other, more sinful bits.

Charlotte stared into the featureless golden orbs that served as Tash’s eyes, set in her perfect face. The captain laughed at herself.

“I forget you’re not flesh and blood, thus not constrained as much as we mere mortals,” Charlotte said, stroking the Doll’s cheek with a finger. It was as pliant as real skin, and the clockwork ticking along inside felt like a pulse. “We’re in the dark. Quite literally. And your skin is emitting a low degree of luminescence; not enough to see more than a few feet, but still extraordinary. You look…heavenly.”

“My appetites are full of sin though,” Tash said, smiling mischievously with her golden lips that slowly melted into a frown. “But before our feast takes us, you require true light. Otherwise, your fear will grow, defeating my most lascivious and tempting seductions.”

“Fair point,” Charlotte allowed, breaking their embrace. “Fortunately, this isn’t the first time I’ve found myself lost in a moonless night.”

Charlotte sent a thought through the Harlot’s Promise to power down the pontoon engines and pushed power into the libidium frame to halt their descent. As they came to a stable hover, the captain searched through her cabin for the equipment she was after. The quartz ship lights spaced around the Liberty Ship were dimmer than they should have been, as if the darkness was a malevolent creature consuming the crystalline luminescence. But even in the strange gloom Charlotte was able to locate the polished mahogany box she was looking for.

“Have you ever met a fairy before?” she asked Tash with an impish grin as she emerged from her cabin back onto the deck.

“Are those not merely of myth and legend?” Tash replied, her gaze lingering on the box suspiciously.

“Not anymore.”

Charlotte opened the box. Inside rested twenty or thirty agate marbles of different colors, varying between a half and full inch in diameter, packed in tight with each other. Tash could detect the whisper of libidium running through the variegation of the small orbs, glittering to her senses like diamonds to the eyes. Someone had gone to considerable trouble to polish all the stones to a glass-like sheen; together, the mahogany box and shiny treasure within would have been the pride of any princeling. Charlotte grinned at Tash’s confused look and leaned close to the mystic marbles, whispering an incantation laced with power.

For a moment nothing happened. Then, as if a flock of birds waking to the dawn, the stones shuddered, jostling together as they reacted to the aviatrix’s magic. Sparks sputtered at the center of each, growing to a steady glow that created a kaleidoscopic light that grew stronger as the marbles bumped against each other. Another whispered word sent them floating gently out of the box, a rainbow of miniscule lights, each shimmering a different color. They orbited the aviatrix and her clockwork courtesan in a glowing cloud, tethered to their creator by lines of invisible magic so delicate even Tash could barely detect them.

“Mistress,” Tash breathed in wonderment. “You never cease to amaze.”

The aviatrix smiled wide. “Despite the promises in my storybooks when I was a little girl, I never did find any fairy kingdoms. But I’m too stubborn to allow reality to spoil my fun.”

The cloud of fae lights widened their circle at Charlotte’s whispered command, casting their multi-colored illumination over the expansive chamber.

Above, the giant stone slabs that had allowed entry to the cavern hidden beneath the temple ruins were locked back in place; the relatively crude powered slides that had moved them looked as they’d withstood centuries, if not millennia of existence. The lights revealed the space below to be a cavern originally, with stalactites hanging from the unmodified portions of the roof, relics of a bygone age where the desert had been a lush forest.

In width the rectangular cavern was about forty or fifty yards from the ship’s hull in each direction, the boundaries set by dusty sandstone brick walls seemingly as ancient as the device above. The glow of the fae lights was unable to penetrate the gloom of the far corners of the cavern, but as she looked around it was apparent to her that Charlotte had stumbled onto a massive secret, in all meanings of the word. During their approach the aviatrix had detected aetheric energy permeating the ruins, more than she’d ever seen before. To even try and don the special goggles that allowed her to see the mystic currents would likely blind her, such was the intensity level. The Matriarchy had never operated much in this part of the world, and she’d not heard of any sister-captains soaring this way. Charlotte had always assumed it was some sort of unconscious choice or bias; despite their dizzying array of ethnicities, the Matriarchy had concentrated its efforts since inception two decades ago on bringing about societal change and female liberation in Europe. Although many assumed it was just because they were farther along the industrial development road and therefore more of a threat to those who dwelt in the skies, the obvious and easily detected energy of the ruins revealed that as a convenient lie. The Crone Council had kept them well clear of the Middle East intentionally. If these temple ruins were so rife with mystic energy, what other wonders might be held in the cradle of humanity?

The fae lights zoomed below the Harlot’s Promise, revealing the packed dirt of the ground and confirming Charlotte’s suspicions.

The wreckage of a massive Matriarchy airship littered the ground below.

The design was unmistakably one of Charlotte’s sisterhood, although she’d never seen one so large or utilitarian before. The fleet of Liberty Ships the Matriarchy generally favored were sleeker and smaller, prioritizing speed and beauty in equal parts over size. Grounders were an ever-present threat, and the various governments of man had been hard at work developing weapons that could down any craft lacking sufficient maneuverability.

But the wreck below was at least four times as large as the Harlot’s Promise, with the brutal simplicity of an untrained craftswoman’s hand. The impact with the ground had splint it asunder like an overripe melon, revealing all its flaws. Like the jagged teeth of a nightmare, the broken hull jutted up in various places; the crystalline engine had obviously detonated in the crash, throwing debris across the otherwise featureless ground below. Although it covered the floor directly beneath, there were clear spaces beyond its impact site that remained free of detritus. The tangle of brass and iron was rusted despite the desert clime, and the broken wooden hull and deck pieces were fragile with apparent desiccation, indicating a few decades since disaster befell the forgotten craft. Holding her breath as if submerging beneath the ocean, the captain ordered the ship to come in for a landing.

Angling the Harlot’s Promise as close as she dared to the wreckage, Charlotte strained to pick out details in the half-light to no avail. The frustrated aviatrix was tempted to don the goggles, if only for a short look. But there was too much danger that the resultant feedback would burn out her mystic senses as surely as staring into the sun would destroy her eyes. At least the captain’s link to the ship through the control ruby allowed enough awareness that she was able to bring them down relatively gently on the landing struts that extended out with a hiss of their hydraulics. Or, rather, that was what she expected. In the last twenty feet before landing there was a sudden power loss in the flight aura. Although Charlotte was able to push more power through the system to compensate, they still came in harder than she expected. Both she and her companion stumbled as the ship landed in like a ton of bricks.

The Harlot’s Promise groaned in complaint at the rough landing, but it held together despite the protestations. Charlotte untangled her higher mental functions from the Liberty Ship, her mind refocusing as if from a dream.

“Mistress? I feel…so very odd…” Tash murmured.

“It’s all right Tash, I just didn’t expect—"

Turning toward her friend, Charlotte gave a startled scream as she caught sight of the Doll’s face.

The sculpted beauty of Tash was melting and intermixing like a set of candles thrown into a fire. Her form was in a state of sudden flux; Charlotte lunged forward to steady her swaying companion only for her fingers to sink into the ivory plating that comprised Tash’s muscles. The magic that animated the Doll was pulsing in an uncontrolled surge. The captain watched in helpless horror as Tash’s face melted to her male form, Arslan, before shifting to other faces, older females, and then back to Tash.

“Lilith’s tit!” Charlotte swore in awestruck terror.

She’d recognized the other faces that Tash had manifested.

“Tash! Arslan! Whichever of you that can hear me!” Charlotte shouted, trying to focus the Doll’s attention on her with snapping fingers. “Hold on! Pull yourself together, damn it! I need you!”

The automaton’s ivory flesh solidified for a moment, and Tash’s face boiled to the top of the surging mass of her head, silently screaming in panic.

“You stay with me, you hear?” Charlotte demanded. Bereft of anything else she could think of, the aviatrix did the only thing that came to mind.

She kissed Tash.

The moment her dark umber lips touched the Doll’s golden ones the automaton lunged forward, hungry with need. Tash’s face began to stabilize; her mistress’s lips were an anchor to the real world, and her form slowly settled down through a series of ripples like a pebble dropped into water. Despite the weight of the automaton, the captain cradled Tash as she laid her companion down on the deck, still kissing her passionately. The Doll’s skin calmed, becoming firm to the touch again. Finally, Charlotte broke the embrace, reeling from the sexual venom in Tash’s saliva, her nether regions suddenly craving her new lover’s fingers and tongue. The clockwork courtesan’s lustful venom had been meant to enthrall the world’s leaders, but the effect was equally seductive on any other person, even a tantric engineer.

Tash stared back up, the adoration for her mistress warring with a confused dread.

“What just happened to me?” the Doll asked, her voice as small and vulnerable as a child’s.

Charlotte shook her head with a frown, drawing Tash in protectively. The automaton’s skin was solid and warm again. “Honestly? No clue. What’s the last thing you remember?”

“The release of your fairy lights, but after that…is as if an echo of a dream,” the Doll said, her voice muffled as she turned her head and burrowed into Charlotte’s breasts. Although she didn’t have the cleavage of the Doll there was still enough there for a comfortable hiding place.
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