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Memories of her treatment of him in the recent past mitigated for him the lack of real compassion he felt for the dying woman beneath him.

Not to mention the ridges of the scar-tissue he could feel rubbing against his tunic.

The same scar tissue she and her whip had placed there during the early days of his...

Training.

Through all the long cold hours of the winter night she had neither moved nor spoken. Bryn Neville Daffyd had brought her into the shelter of the ruined tower and wrapped her in two tarpaulins upon the snow covered interior, using another to rig a flimsy shelter from the elements flaking in upon them as he huddled in his cloak at her side. He had built a fire of dead brush, and since then the two had waited, alone in the vast wasteland girdling the polar ice-cap of Penthesilea-3.

Hence his startlement, when her voice shattered the silence.

“Daffyd.”

“Yes?”

“I feel myself... leaving.”

He nodded, the lies of reassurance unnecessary.

“I will not reach Rhodius.”

Again, Daffyd nodded, neither pleased nor displeased by the certainty of his knowledge. If anything, surprised that her onrushing end did not fill him with more of a sense of... triumph. After all, and though he had been more than kind to her over these past hours, she had been, and still remained, his enemy.

As well as his owner.

A position she remained in now.

At least for as long as she continued to breathe, anyway.

He was not so naïve, though, as to believe she had placed herself in harm’s way instead of him after the attack upon them from a sense of altruism and repentance for her unfair treatment of him.

And, as he had been told by more than one female since his ship landed on this benighted world:

“You may well be a pitiful excuse for a man; but you will make a most valuable and docile slave.”

The colour, as it always did when he recalled the insulting – and totally inaccurate sentiment on his behalf, - rose to wind-bitten cheeks and made them warm against the chill blasting them.

At least temporarily. 

The female Pentheselian, whose name was Myrina, fell silent once more as the wind continued to howl down from the northern plateaus and the broken walls of the tower groaned against it, in defiance of a superior and natural power that could only, eventually, be triumphant. 

Their shelter barely a facsimile of better days. 

Brooding and but a shadow of what must have been a splendiferous former glory, roofless now but so huge and sprawling its walls seemed more like cliffs of smooth Jet than the ruins they were.

Walls, Daffyd told himself, that gave the impression of containing still a taint of forgotten evil about them.

The Earthman glanced at Myrina, face non-committal. 

“A man likes to die in his own place, and I have no doubt the same applies to a woman,” he said, unable to be too empathetic with her – considering he had already shown her more kindness than she deserved after having attempted to consign him in perpetuity to a fate that would have been purest anathema to his free-wheeling soul.

Was anathema to that soul.

He watched as she was shaken by an agony that was as much of the mind as it was of the body. 

“The only thing that matters to me is that I shall not reach Rhodius,” she said again.

Nodding his understanding, not that he cared much one way or the other, Daffyd spoke quietly, the Universal-Translator embedded next to his brain-stem still functioning well enough for him to use the courtly and respectful High Pentheselian his sense of decency obliged him to use with the dying Myrina – though the almighty himself knew she did not deserve it after her treatment of him:

“If that is the only burden and regret you take from this life, Myrina Appollonia, then you are more fortunate than most.

He leaned over, placing one large hand on the Pentheselian's shoulder. 

“You and your kind have used me and my fellows badly, he said. “But it cannot be denied that you have given your life for mine – even if your motivation was born of self-interest rather than any desire for my own well-being.”

Her eyes followed his and he could tell from them that the gesture his sense of honour was about to compel him to make would be beyond a mindset that had been taught to place itself before society, fellowship, and the finer feelings possessed of most homo-sapiens he had encountered on his explorations.

“For that reason,” he went on, “I will take your burden upon myself, if I can.”

Of course, he did not want Myrina Appollonia's burden and even as the words left his mouth he was cursing himself for his stubborn adherence to a code of honour the female warrior dying before him would never have applied to him. 

But then, and whatever her motivation, the Pentheselian had fought for him when the superstitious women of the tribe through whose land they were passing saw him and his alien strangeness as an ideal sacrifice to appease yet another God to whom the people of this technically advanced and morally backward world prayed.

It had, in fact, been Myrina Appollonia who had taken the killing-star that had been propelled in his direction that her objections to having her property harmed might be rendered academic. 

And that was why Daffyd had brought Myrina into the bleak north country with the intention of reaching the city of her birth before oblivion overtook her vision. 

Something in the Penthesilean was driven by some secret demon and was afraid to die before she reached Rhodius.

A demon he sensed she was about to pass on to him.

If the sense of honour his mind was cursing allowed him to accept it, that is.

“I have sinned, Daffyd. I have stolen a holy thing. You're an outlander, you would not know of  Harmonia Apollonia and the talisman that she left before being ferried beyond the northern extremes – and, no, she is not an ancestor and there are many of us who share her name.”

Myrina flung aside the tarpaulins serving as blankets and sat up suddenly, her voice gaining a kind of febrile strength in her anxiety.

“It was by means of its magic properties that we were transported here, when events back on the world we once called home were doing their best to ensure our race were either enslaved or made extinct.”

A tear of what he told himself was both remorse and regret trickled down a dirt-smudged cheek.

“I... I hardly need say that it is... sacred.”

She collapsed back onto the tarpaulins and, when she spoke next, the energy had left her voice – if not the fear and remorse.  

“Before I became a noble, I was born and bred in the Thieves' Quarter under the Wall. I was proud of my skill. And later the talisman became a challenge. It was a treasured thing. So treasured that hardly a woman of Amazonia has touched it since the days of Harmonia Apollonia who made it.

“The talisman is known as the Gates of Death’ and it is not just my city's talisman and protector but our whole world. It is said that one day we will need its strength. For who holds Rhodius and the pass to the northern extremes holds Penthesilea - and it is the talisman that will keep the city, and our world, safe.”

She coughed violently, her back arching, and blood trickled from her lips and down her chin. Even in extremis, she still struck Daffyd as imposing and highly sexual. A sexuality that had more than once enslaved him and whose powerful pull he could still feel.

“I was a thief once, and proud. And I stole the talisman to prove a point to myself,” she told him.

Her hands went to her girdle, a belt of worn leather with a boss of battered steel, but her fingers were already numb.

“Take it, Daffyd. Open the boss. There, on the side, where the beast's head is carved. Do not be fooled by its dimensions. It is tiny but unimaginably powerful in the hands of those who know how to evoke its power... You must be... must be...”
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His thoughts flickered back to how powerful and imperious she had seemed to him not so long ago; even if his thoughts had raged against describing her in such a way in the privacy of his own mind.

For some reason beyond him, he felt a twitch at his groin as an image of her standing above his naked and spread-eagled form as she stood upon his chest and allowed her cruel heels to keep him pinned.

A powerful and imperious woman who was no more and was about to lose what vestige of her womanhood was left to her. 

Daffyd took the belt from the fast fading Myrina and found the hidden spring. 

The rounded top of the boss came free. 

Inside it was something wrapped in a scrap of silk.

Something hard and cylindrical.

“I had to leave Rhodius,” Myrina whispered. “I could never go back. What I did was madness. Hubris. The talisman was of no use to me whatsoever and I soon discovered the fact.”

She watched, shaken between awe and pride and remorse, as Daffyd unwrapped the talisman from the silk.

Daffyd had, being the logical and pragmatic man that he was, discounted most of Myrina's talk as superstition, but even so he had expected something more spectacular than the object he held in his palm.

It was a crystal lens, set in a plain but burnished metal casing some four inches across. Man – not robot – tooled and crafted with obvious expertise. But still, ancient craft and long-lost expertise or not, only another crystal artefact. 

Turning it about, though, Daffyd was forced to correct himself as he realised that it was not just a simple lens.

Not on this or any other planet.

What he saw upon closer scrutiny was an intricate interlocking of many facets that, the longer one stared, became incredibly complex and hypnotic. 

For what appeared to be one simple crystal lens was, in effect, a melding of similar but different crystals that became hypnotic if one looked at it for too long.

“What is its use?” he asked of Myrina, more to distract himself from the thrall into which he was falling than to learn its purpose – though he was interested in that too.

“We are as children before it,” she answered, voice fading. “We have forgotten its power, though not its purpose. But there is a legend, a belief - that Harmonia Apollonia herself made the talisman both to ferry us from a planet that no longer wanted us and as a sign that she would not forget us.”

She hesitated.

“It is also believed that there is a dark-side to its powers that would cause complete destruction should it be released into the wrong hands.”

She forced another breath into her lungs and continued, knowing her time was growing more finite and wishing to impart her knowledge of it to him and, if she could, extract a promise that she might pass in a modicum of peace.

“The belief is that Harmonia herself would come back when Rhodius is threatened. Back through the Gates of Death. To teach us again the power that was hers!”

“I do not understand,” said Daffyd. “What are the Gates of Death? For you surely do not mean the hereafter. From that place of which we all know there is to no return.”

The fading Myrina answered:

“It... It is a pass that opens into the black mountains beyond Rhodius. The city stands guard before it. None of my sisters remember why, except that it is a great trust bestowed upon our people and we must preserve it.”

His gaze feasted on the talisman.

“You would like me to go on into the wilderness? To take this to Rhodius?”

Myrina looked at Daffyd, eyes filling with emotion. 

“I... I cannot ask that of you,” she said. “Not after the way I have... used ...you.”

His eyes hardened at the reminder, though, and in truth, the memory of the many and various ways in which she had used her superior prowess and agility to render his own advantage in strength and ferocity subservient to her was never far from the surface.

And, more worryingly for a man so protective of his soul’s self-worth, neither was the base excitement a part of him had taken from her sexual usage of him – even if the domestic aspects of his service to her produced no like response for him to disgust himself with.

“And besides,” she went on, “the women there are not used to strangers,” she went on. With me, you might have been safe. But alone...

“No, Daffyd. You have risked too much already. Go back, out of the wilderness, while the decision remains your own.”

She slumped back on the blankets then, the simple effort of speaking too much for the amazing female superstructure that had kept him, Bryn Neville Daffyd, both in thrall and unwilling submission of a kind previously unimaginable to him.

His cheeks reddened as images of just what had constituted that... submission ...flashed at the back of his eyes.

But then he saw a bluish pallor had come into the hollows of her cheeks as the blood-supply to her head grew ever more weak and sporadic.

“Myrina,” he said, all the humiliations and slurs to his manhood placed upon him until now as nothing before her onrushing departure. She was, after all, and no more or less than he, a product of her own culture and the genetics that had given birth to it. The slavery she had inflicted upon him was no more than the norm on this female-dominated world to which her people had once been transported. Even if he found the belief that the crystal he now held was instrumental in transporting a whole people through space and time was, to say the least, credulous. And she had been, judging by the ownership into which his former crew-mates had succumbed – and his pride and sense of masculinity cringed as he applied the term to himself – a relatively kind... master. 

Then again, as her eyes fluttered and closed, louder and more urgently:

“Myrina!”

“Yes?” he heard her gasp, barely audible now, eyes opening again with what looked a massive effort.

“Go in peace, Myrina. I will take the talisman to Rhodius.”

The Penthesilean sighed, and smiled, and Daffyd was glad that he had made the promise.

“The riders of the Apostátes hunt these gorges,” she warned him as her voice grew ever weaker. 

“They and their kind are barbarians and you must look out for them. They know neither fear nor mercy and are beyond even the power of Rhodius. If you are taken by them it will likely be over for both you and... and my eternal soul.”
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