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Part 1
CHAPTER |
"It is a lovely thing to live with courage, and deaving an everlasting fame."
- Alexander the Great, 356-323 BC

The young man stood in the darkness of the niglthwag the funeral pyre. His
handsome face was almost hidden in the shadowsrdpdwhen a particularly bright
flame flickered and ate its way through anothecgief wood, did it illuminate the



dark eyes staring straight into the fire withoubking. A hand rested absently on the
hilt of a sword strapped to his waist while theasttvas by his side curled into a fist,
clenching and unclenching without the consciousiKadge of its owner.

The wind shifted and, as his eyes began to watere¢ognized the distinct smell of
human flesh burning, in spite of all the herbs dndd flowers the Amazons had
decorated the pyre with. Suddenly he felt dizzy bedjrabbed onto the wall of the
hut he was standing next to, the rough straws dgggito his hand. A beautiful voice
filled the night followed by a single flute andyf@ moment, it was as if not only all
the muffled cries of the shadows closer to thedikenced, but the air itself seemed to
halt and waver as if unsure how to react. The youag tried to breathe, but the air
felt hot and sticky and he was choking. Suddenlgédresed a hand on his shoulder.

"Lykeas, are you all right?"
He swallowed slightly and nodded, feeling the aturn to his lungs.
"Yeah...just got a bit dizzy. That’s all."

He spoke in curt, abrupt sentences, a habit hevhadever he was unsure of
something or lost in thought. The person next o recognized it for what it was,
and took a step closer, awkwardly putting her arouiad his shoulder. She felt him
stiffen just for a second before forcing himselfétax into the touch.

They stood together in silence, listening to thegsavatching the pyre succumb to the
flames. As the song finished the woman noticed alldigure leave the circle around
the now dying fire and disappear into the foreat surrounded the village. Blues eyes
locked onto black ones and the faintest hint ahdesshowed on the man’s face.

"You’d better go to her. She needs you."
"You'll be okay?"

The voice was hesitant, but the eyes had alredidyiseface and were searching the
forest, looking for a familiar figure.

"Yeah, I'll be fine."

The woman gave his shoulder one last squeeze Heformg him, crossing the
clearing where the pyre had been in a few longes$rand disappeared into the forest.

For a few heartbeats Lykeas watched the spot wherkean, graceful form of Xena
had melted into the darkness, before he returreeddze to the place where only an
hour before the beautiful pyre of one Amazon Repedtbeen. Now there were only
faint glowing embers left. One by one figures di=gred from the scene, some
huddled close together, others lingering by thewesefor just a moment before they,
too walked away, leaving Lykeas alone. Having magtéain there was no one left, he
stepped closer till he stood directly above the eilfeeling the still surprisingly
powerful heat against his skin. Small snakes ofi&amancing in a suddenly chill
breeze made his already irritated eyes water agathhe had to blink a few times to
focus. Then slowly, almost mechanically, he puthetia small knife from his boot
and began to cut off a few locks of his pitch blaekr. When satisfied with the
amount of hair in his hand, he returned the krafthe boot and looked back down at
the embers. As he opened his hand and saw thédating for a second in the breeze



before falling down upon the embers, he spoke lyyigtore releasing a breath then
speaking actual words.

“I’'m sorry, Ephiny."

Then without hesitating or lingering, he turned/ked out of the circle and was gone,
leaving the fire to die in solitude.

kkkkkkkkkkkkhkkk

THREE MONTHS EARLIER

Xena was happy to feel Greek soil under her feee @gain. The trip to India had put
a lot of strain on both her and Gabrielle in moeg/svthan one, and just breathing the
familiar scent of the Greek night made her feelsoderably better than she had for
weeks. She looked to her left and couldn’t heldisgnat the sight of Gabrielle
walking next to her with an unmistakably sleepyresgion in her eyes. They had
been pushing themselves rather hard all day, bonaXed been very anxious to get
back to more familiar territory and Gabrielle hadséemed to mind as long as she
didn’t have to ride. The landscape they had beselimg for most of the day had
been rather open and hilly with only an occasidresd or bush to offer shadow or
protection. Xena would’ve liked to find a more paied and secluded place to camp,
but another glance at the bard told her they cebstbp now.

She reached out and gently touched the bard”sds#roul

"Let’s stop and settle for the night. You look Iij@u re about to drop."
"That sounds great,” Gabrielle replied with a smile

"I think I've been more or less sleepwalking fag thst couple of miles."
"No kidding."

Xena chuckled and led the bard over to a smallegatf of bushes. It wouldn’t offer
any kind of real protection, but at least she woltlfeel compelled to check her back
every other second. It didn’t take long before tiveg a small fire going and the
bedrolls put out next to each other on the groGabrielle lay down on her stomach,
hands under her chin, watching the fire. Xena caveg from where she had been
grooming Argo and sat down next to the bard witlaadible sigh of contentment.
Gabrielle turned her head slightly and looked at he

"You're real happy to be back aren’t you?"

Xena nodded and reached out to caress the baid’s ha

"It's been an eventful trip."

"You could say that again," Gabrielle said quiethd looked back to the fire.

"For both of us."



Xena started to say something, but changed her aniddnstead reached down to
pull Gabrielle up into her arms. With a small s(@hbrielle nestled comfortably in
Xena's embrace and rested her head against themsashoulder. Xena knew she
should go out hunting for dinner or at least gensaried meat from one of the
saddlebags for them to eat, but right now moving the last thing she felt like doing.

A few moments later the bard was asleep in Xemans and the last lingering
thoughts about getting up disappeared from her mind

Too tired to even eat. That's gotta be some kindaafrd.
She felt a bit guilty about pushing the bard sahbut pushed the thought away.
I’ll make it up to her in the morning.

Startled, Xena looked out into the night. She nhaste fallen asleep holding,
Gabrielle. And now for some reason she was awa&mag

Yeah, some reaspshe thought as her keen hearing picked up thésftinoise of
somebody moving carefully through the bushes higipethe slope.

| gotta be more careful. | should know better thamall asleep like this.

She carefully eased herself away from Gabriellegerdly lowered her down onto the
bedroll. She considered for a second if she shaalke her up, but decided against it.
Judging from the noise there was only one persovimgpand Gabrielle needed all
the rest she could get. Besides, if she couldké tare of one person anymore
without help, she had some serious soul searchidg.t

Yeah right, like that would ever happen.

She moved quietly out to the left, away from thepaAlthough there were hardly
any embers left of the fire it wouldn’t escapegtranger’s notice, unless he was both
stupid and blind. And since Xena didn’t really fidet a gambling woman when it
came to Gabrielle’s safety, she decided to berikendno made the first move. The
stranger was moving quietly, if a bit carelesshd Xena couldn’t help but grin. This
was going to be easy. Suddenly all noise disapfdeard only the sounds of the night
were heard. Xena felt a sudden urge to kill allditadas of the world as she strained
to hear anything that would give away the strarggeication. It annoyed and confused
her that she couldn’t hear him until she realizeédtwvas happening. The stranger
was listening as well. He had somehow heard heirgpralthough, she couldn’t quite
believe how that could be possible, and now hewasng for her to make a sound
and reveal herself. For the next few minutes tlemese of the night was only broken
by the occasional sound of an animal sneaking firdaushes and the damned
cicadas that simply didn"t know when to shut up.

This is ridiculous. I'm not standing here the emtiight listening until one of us
drops from exhaustion.

A part of her was rather impressed by the strasgakill, but another part, and a much
bigger one for that, just wanted to grab him amdwhhim down the slope. Hard! Just
as she had decided to make her move a quiet voike Ithe silence.



"Xena... Is that you?"
The voice froze Xena to the spot for just a second.
"Lykeas?"

Gabrielle slowly opened her eyes and then immelgtiatesed them again. It was only
dawn and there was really no reason she could tfimiy she should get up before

it was absolutely necessary. Besides, Xena lovesktearly hours and the peace and
solitude it gave her, so she might as well sleile@more. She subconsciously began
to listen for the small sounds of Xena’s mornitgais. How she would remain on the
bedroll for a few seconds, with her eyes still eib®efore she would get up
noiselessly and stretch her body, releasing a gigat Then she would get into her
leathers and walk carefully, so not to wake hewhere Argo was and...

Wait a minute!

Gabrielle suddenly realized that she wasn’t heaimghing of the sort and sat up
quickly looking around the camp. There was no sigena, nor any indication that
she had slept there at all. Gabrielle distinctipeenbered falling asleep in Xena’s
arms and fought to ignore the small sting of fdexr felt in her stomach.

Calm down, calm down. Itisn’t as if it"s the fitiste she hasn’t gone to sleep or
wandered off somewhere. She probably was too etdthtssleep, and besides she
knows how to take care of herself. She probabtyyesit for a walk or something.

In spite of her own reasoning, Gabrielle couldlphworrying as she got to her feet
and noticed that the fire was out and had beehdars.

That's not like Xena, she’s always so concernethehEm too cold. Not that that
was a likely scenario to ever happ&abrielle smiled, in spite of herself.

She noticed Argo a few feet away nibbling on aobgrass she had found underneath
a bush.

Well, at least she can’t be too far away.

Just as she had decided in which direction to gechéng for the warrior, she heard
her voice coming from the other side, and she thareund to face her. A perfect
look of reproach and mock annoyance on her face.

"Xena, why do you always have to..."

She stopped dead in her tracks as she realizeththatarrior wasn’t alone. Standing
next to her was a young man, perhaps only a fewsyeainger than Xena. He was
dressed in black leathers and armour with a ddadking sword strapped to his
waist. In his right hand he was holding an unstriamglbow and a quiver full with
arrows could just be seen behind his right shoul@abrielle let her eyes fall to his
boots which were made out of soft leather and oaetl her gaze up his bare legs till
the knees where his leather tunic began. She ditimptthere, but continued upwards
the lean, muscular body till her eyes met the gieeis and she found herself looking
into the blackest pair of eyes she had ever searad difficult to make out where the
pupils stopped and the irises began. His bronzeviaas framed by tossed black hair
and in spite of a long thin scar running from jostow the chin down the throat,



Gabrielle couldn’t help but think.

Gods, this man is beautiful! | wonder if I'm stileaming.

"Gabrielle," Xena’s voice interrupted the bard ssings.

"l want you to meet an old friend of mine, thid.ikeas. Lykeas, this is Gabrielle."

"My pleasure," the stranger said in a low, meladice as he reached out and took
her hand.

"So, you're the one who's responsible for all treagtales involving Xena."
Gabrielle could only nod at first, but then sherfduner voice again.

"Oh, it’s so nice to meet you. | don’t get to mmaatny of Xena's past friends. Usually
people from her past are more interested in trionll her then walking down
memory lane."

The last comment resulted in two dangerously hagded eyebrows and a small
chuckle from Lykeas. "Yeah, | could imagine."

Xena, finding the line of conversation rather uressary, began gently but firmly to
push her two friends towards the camp.

"Let’s get another fire started and breakfast réwdgre we go down any kind of lane
if you don’t mind." "Good idea," Gabrielle saidibshe suddenly remembered
something.

“I’'m starving!"

Xena went for the saddlebags and Gabrielle begarate the fire, but felt a gentle
hand on her shoulder. "Let me do that."

Without really knowing why Gabrielle complied armbk a few steps away and faster
than she had ever thought possible the fire wasitgibrightly again.

"You're good at that," she said with admiratioréer voice. "How do you do it so
fast?"

"Well," Lykeas said smiling, "l guess | just dolikie being cold."

Xena came back with some dried meat and fruit ahd@wn next to Gabrielle, who
had gotten herself as comfortably close to thead&she could get without getting
burned. Lykeas sat opposite them at a slightly rbeegrable distance to the fire.

“I’'m sorry that | can’t contribute with anything foreakfast,” Lykeas began, looking
at Xena. "But Rarjan disappeared from me yestendthyall my belongings."

To Gabrielle’s surprised Xena laughed out loud.

"Do you still have that beast of a horse!? | wa $1¢ would ve gotten you killed
long ago."

"Well," Lykeas smiled a bit sheepishly. "He’s roe same horse that you knew. This



one is the son of the old one. I've had him fooapte of years now."
Xena shook her head in disbelief.

“I'll never understand why you kept the old onéhe first place. He was more trouble
than he was worth. | can’t recall all the timesdreoff or tried to throw you."

"Yeah well," Lykeas said. "He had a lot of good lgies too. He was the fastest and
most endurable horse I'd ever seen. And his sothloae qualities in equal measure.

Unfortunately," he paused and caught Gabrielleés ‘e also got all the bad ones
and they seem to have tripled in him."

Gabrielle couldn’t help but laugh at the image bfgg bad horse throwing off the
dark warrior in front of her.

"I hope | get to meet him soon. Perhaps | can teaalsome manners."

"That’s probably too late by now," Lykeas repligglyl "I'm quite sure he’s a lost
cause."

"Don’t be too sure about that," Gabrielle saidjrgivXena a look.
"I'm very good at reforming old, stubborn, war-grazuhh... horses."
Xena leaned over slightly, giving Gabrielle hertistare.

"So I'm a horse now am 1?"

"Oh no...no. That's not what | meant," Gabrielleladned, pretending to be worried
by Xena’s menacing glare.

"All I meant was that when it comes to certain gsih have a real good touch.”
"That you do for sure."

Xena leaned closer and looked Gabrielle straigtiteneye. Gabrielle could feel a
blush appear on her cheeks and was for once spssechlkeas watched the playful
banter in front of him with a slightly amused, dtrpuzzled smile. Remembering they
weren’t alone Gabrielle pushed Xena away and tuneedttention back to Lykeas.

"So how did the two of you meet?"

Lykeas glanced quickly at Xena, who was sudderily &ngaged in a piece of dried
meat.

"l used to ride with her."

"Ride?"

For a second Gabrielle didn"t comprehend, therzegan hit her.
"You mean you..." She trailed off.

"Yeah, | was in her army." Lykeas” eyes locked @amX



"l used to ride under the banners of the Warriand&ss."

For a moment the air was heavy with silence. Thenaxcleared her throat.
"But that’s a long time ago. He left my army evefobe | did."

Gabrielle’s gaze went from Lykeas to Xena and lagehn.

"Hey, it’s okay. It's not a problem," she began.

"I"d sort of guessed it already. | mean...it"s nke lyou look like a fisherman or
anything."

“"Nah," Lykeas replied. "That’s more Xena's depanttie

The tension that had been forming between thenppesed again by this last remark
and the trio ate their breakfast in silence, ongybtiup in thoughts and the two others
in memories. When they had finished their meal,r@llb began to gather their
belongings and put them back into the saddlebafgsebtastening them to Argo’s
back. Lykeas slowly rose to his feet and startestidg himself off. Suddenly he felt a
familiar stare at his back and he turned arourse®Xena watching him with a
speculative look in her eyes.

"So... Where were you heading before we ran into edodr last night?"
Lykeas just shrugged.

"Nowhere really... I'd thought about perhaps visititgla, but nothing
definite...Why?"

"Nothing, just curious."
They stood a moment in silence in front of eaclenth
"And you... Where are you heading?"

"We've been thinking about either going to visit amilies or..." Xena faltered, "or
the Amazons."

Lykeas nodded to himself.

"That’s right. I'd heard that they had gotten a Qaveen.... It’s quite a travelling
companion you have there," he continued and loaké&shbrielle, busy with feeding
Argo an apple.

"Bard, queen and tamer of horses all in one."

"Yeah, she’s quite something."

Xena’s smile lit up her face and Lykeas couldnlp bt return it.
"What's so funny?"

Gabrielle had turned towards them and was lookirigeatwo warriors with
guestioning eyes.



"Did | miss something?"
They shook their heads simultaneously.

"No, just walking down memory lane. And speakingvaiking," Xena looked back
to Lykeas. "When do you think that monster of ydiiet you call a horse intends to
return?"

"Oh, well," Lykeas scratched his cheek. "Probabiystime tonight. He usually
doesn’t stay away too long."

"Uhum," Xena replied, raising an eyebrow. "If yayso. Though, | seem to recall a
certain day when-."

"That’s was his father!" Lykeas interrupted, "Araljhst got lost... It happens.”
"Yeah, sure,” Xena went over to Argo and nuzzleditbrse between her ears.
"You wouldn’t do something like that, would ya Il

Gabrielle had watched the entire exchange withtgumeisement. It was nice to see
Xena relax and make fun again, and she realizddavitieful smile that it"d been
quite a while since she last experienced this plasitie of the warrior. Lykeas,
feigning hurt, looked resigned towards the sky.

"Rarjan loves me very much. Really he does...Hehasta lot of...of personality.”
"That goes without saying."

Xena gave Argo one last caress before she putamténto the stirrup and swung
herself up. She shifted in the saddle and lookeehdat him.

"You wanna join us for a while? Just till Rarjarogls up?"

Lykeas found himself the target of both the expatogazes of Xena and Gabrielle,
and after a few seconds he relented.

"Sure, why not? Guess it’s not gonna hurt anyone."
He looked at Gabrielle.
"Need a hand to get up?"

"Oh no, I'd much rather walk, and frankly it’ll be&ee to have someone to talk to, who
isn’t either three miles ahead of me or three nikdsnd me. Or three miles above
me," she added with a playful smile at Xena.

"Gabrielle gets dizzy stepping over a bump in thedt" Xena retorted.

"It’s her luck she isn’t any taller than she iselge she’d be constantly staggering
around, falling over whatever came in her way."

Lykeas starred at the two women till they both me#d their attention to him and a
smile flickered across his face.

"As much as I'm enjoying this little war of...word3o you think we could get going



now? After all, | have a horse to find."
CHAPTER 1l

It was midday and the scorching heat from the sas stowly but surely draining all
energy from the three travellers. They had triethk@ it slow and remain in shadow
as much as possible, but it"d still be awhile bethe landscape changed into actual
forest, and there was no protection along the dwstgt. Xena looked up at the blue
sky, not a cloud in sight. Her leathers clung tol and sweaty body, and not for
the first time that day she wondered why it waslekied wearing them so much. She
had removed most of her armour an hour ago, reglittiat she wouldn’t be much
good in a fight anyway if she passed out from lsgake first. Her main concern,
however, was their lack of water. They only had wager skin left and it was less
than half full. It would hardly have been enoughjtest her and Gabrielle, and even
with Lykeas drinking just enough to prevent frorogiing, they would run out soon.
The only spring which location she knew for certams at least 20 miles further
ahead. It would take too long.

She turned in the saddle and her heart cringdeatight of Gabrielle stumbling only
to be caught in the last second by Lykeas. Sheedatgby let her eyes search their
surroundings for any sight of shadow. Her eyes cammest on a rock hovering
slightly over the road further ahead. It wasn’t mumut it was something.

"Lykeas," she turned to look at her friend

"You and Gabrielle are going to stay here by tbaky" her head indicating the
direction and Lykeas eyes followed slowly, squigtagainst the sun.

“I’'m gonna ride ahead to the spring and refilldkims. It shouldn’t take too long."
It"d better not she added to herself, looking at Gabrielle.

"It wont provide much shadow," Lykeas managedybise hardly more than a hoarse
whisper.

"Not for now," Xena agreed. "But when the sun begmdescend it’ll get better and
if you move around the rock following its shadotxshould be okay."

Lykeas only nodded, there wasn’t really anythingdw@dd say. Xena dismounted and
without a word swept the bard into her arms, amdezhher the last of the way to the
rock. Carefully she put the bard down against #rel nock, its shadow barely
covering half of her face. Gabrielle smiled weadiyher.

"Gods, I'm thirsty. | think I"d even settle for theorrible port of yours."

Xena leaned downward and let her lips brush thé bdorehead. The skin felt hot
and moist and she could taste the salt on her lips.

“I’'m afraid you’ll have to make do with water fayw," she said, feigning a
cheerfulness she didn’t feel. "I doubt that anyngpin this area provide anything else
than that, but I'll have a look around.”

"Come back soon, will you?"



Xena felt the silent plea go straight to her heart.

"Of course," she leaned forward and kissed the agaih, "nothing could keep me
away."

"Good," Gabrielle smiled and leaned back agairstdick, closing her eyes.

Walking back to Argo where Lykeas had been stantoiding the reins, she took the
last skin and handed it to him.

"Make sure she drinks."
Then she mounted and looked down at her friend.
"I don’t know how long it’ll be before | get badiyt it won’t be before dark."

"Xena," Lykeas” voice was quiet. "You don’t actualiink I'm gonna let you ride non
stop for hours in this heat without any water. Yeauldn’t last a mile."

“Lykeas..." Xena's voice did nothing to hide the aygtion she was feeling. "l don’t
have much of a choice do 1? Look at her!"

They both turned their gaze to the reclining bard.
"She needs it more than | do."

The words were spoken softly and Lykeas lookedeailith understanding in his
eyes. He reached up and touched her leg just lhetieaknee.

"You know very well that Gabrielle and | will lastuch longer without water than
you will. We won’t be moving and we have a decénbtshadow that’ll only
improve in time."

He patted her leg.
"Don’t make me get rough on you."

Xena opened her mouth to give an angry retortslowtly closed it again. She knew
he was right. She didn’t have to like it, and shsincertainly didnt, but he was right.
Grudgingly, she accepted the skin he handed upetnched it to its place in the
saddlebag. For a moment she held his gaze andrtb#mng more than a whisper.

"Take care of her."
" will."

With one last look at the bard, Xena dug her hiesétsArgo’s side, the horse jumped
forward and they soon disappeared in the dusteofdhd.

Lykeas watched the last clouds of dust settle asgbtye before he turned and walked
back to the rock. He removed the quiver from hiskband took off his armour before
he sat down next to the bard. Gabrielle was pa&efdte covered in sweat and she
hadn’t opened her eyes or in any other way indicttat she was aware of his
presence.



"Hey, Gabrielle?"

She opened her eyes and turned her head towardSheblinked a few times and
then gave him a weak smile.

"Thanks."
"What for?"
"Insisting that she take the water. She can béubern sometimes."

Lykeas let a hand run through his damp hair anaetihis gaze to where Xena had
disappeared down the road.

"I know."

They sat in silence, their breaths subconsciowalng in to the same laboured
rhythm. A wave of nausea suddenly washed throudfeds’ body and he had to
control himself so as not to throw up. A hand tadhis shoulder.

"l bet you feel just as bad as you look right now."

She was rewarded with a small smile.

"Yeah well, green doesn’t really go with my eyes."

"Oh, | wouldn’t say that, but perhaps a less sitikbking colour would be better."
“I'll remember that the next time."

The nausea finally passed and Lykeas leaned backsaghe rock, relief evident on
his face. Gabrielle was feeling both tired andstlyirShe didn’t remember ever being
so thirsty before in her life. Her throat was fegllike a piece of parchment, and she
didn’t even have any saliva left to moisten hegten Her head was heavy and her
eyes burning, but most of all she wished that thddwvould stop spinning. It was
making her rather dizzy. She closed her eyes.

"Hey, I'm not sure you should sleep right now."

Lykeas” voice brought her back to reality.

"You're right...it"s just... I'm so tired."

"You could tell me a story. That would keep us batrake."

Gabrielle tried to gather her thoughts and comwitip a suitable story, but her mind
was in turmoil and she couldn’t concentrate.

“I'm afraid I'm not really capable of telling a staight now," she paused and looked
at Lykeas. "But what about you?"

"Oh, I'm not really a storyteller. | have no imagfiion, I'm much more of a listener
myself."

"It doesn’t have to be a story. Tell me somethingua yourself. Tell me...tell me



how you and Xena met, we didn’t get to finish thgid last time."

Gabrielle could feel Lykeas” eyes search her faed,again she had to marvel at their
blackness. It was almost uncanny. Whether he fourat he was looking for or not
she couldn’t tell, but after a while he turneddage to his right boot, and picked out
a small knife. He played with it for another fewzcsrds before looking back at
Gabrielle.

"I met her shortly after the attack on Amphipofifie was on her way to Athens with
some of the kids who had decided to follow her Ejndt tagged along."

Gabrielle looked at him with amusement..

"You were right. You're not much of a storyteller.”
He shrugged.

"Told you so."

Gabrielle decided she wasn’t going to pass dowspaortunity to learn more about
Xena's past, particularly when her source of infation was an old friend, and not an
old mortal enemy which was the way it usually watke

"Come on. You can do better than that. What wetedang before you followed
her? What about your family? They just let you E2aYou can’t have been very old
at the time?"

"l was fourteen."

Gabrielle digested the new information for justaand, her curiosity soaring to new
heights.

"That’s even younger than when | left home. Didrymarents really allow you to go?
| mean... Mine were less than happy when | told thénd why did you want to go in
the first place? Although, | can kinda understadrat,t she trailed off, a distant
expression in her eyes.

"Well, I didnt really have a family at the timedhhad nowhere else to go so..."
He was playing with the knife again.
"It seemed like a good idea at the time."

Gabrielle reached out and put her hand on hisw#iseabout to speak when she
noticed him staring at the small bracelet she fmander right wrist.

"That’s Artemis” Bracelet isn’t it? The one thaltydhe Queen is allowed to wear.
The one that signifies you as her chosen."

Gabrielle removed her hand in surprise.

"Yes, that’s right. How did you know? | mean, nédteof outsiders know about that
and, no offence, but least of all men."

Silence, then.



"My mother was an Amazon."
"Really?"

Gabrielle didn"t know what to think about this lastelation. Usually when an
Amazon gave birth to a boy, he was given awayfeoraer and his wife to raise as
their own. They usually didn’t tell them about thaigins, and they were certainly
not taught any Amazon customs or traditions. Somgtivasn’t right. As if sensing
her confusion Lykeas continued, his eyes neveiingahe knife.

"I wasn’t given away or raised by the Centaurs..that's a long story... Andit’'s a
long time ago."

"You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to."

Gabrielle’s voice was soft and soothing, and LyKeasd himself slowly raising his
head to look at her.

"There isn’t much to tell."

"Tell me." The voice was a plea, a whisper andrarnand, and Lykeas couldn’t help
but comply.

So that’s what Xena sees in her... She’s so muctygstrthan she appears.
He tried to hold her gaze, but soon his eyes ftettdack to the knife in his hand.

"My mother was an Amazon. From your village, adtudlguess it’s true when they
say it’s a small world."

"Go on."

"Well, apparently, and this is something I've b&dd so | don’t know what's true
and what’s not, but apparently, my mother anddearibecame involved with
another woman. This other woman was in love witleNathat was the name of my
mother’s lover, and Naiari wasn’t quite oblivioaghe woman’s attentions."

Gabirielle closed her eyes for a second. Loversireglsabetween Amazons wasn’t
news to her and usually everything worked out enehd, but
sometimes...Well...sometimes things got ugly.

She opened her eyes again.

"Were they joined? Your mother and this Naiari?"
Lykeas nodded.

"Yeah. So I've been told."

"What happened?" The question was barely auditdéyi€lle feeling she wasn’t
going to like the answer.

"It came to a fight. My mother almost killed thdhnet woman and she was banned
from Amazon lands for life. Naiari wanted to folldwer, but my mother wouldn’t let
her, besides she had a young daughter to thin&.of's



For a moment his hand stilled, then he began phayith the knife again, this time
digging it into the ground.

"My mother loved the Amazons and she was heartlrthat she could no longer live
among them, so she did the only thing she coutktbf. She went to Lemea.”

"Lemea?" Gabrielle wiped a drop of sweat from leértemple.
"What's that? A city?"

"Well, it was more of a small village. It was fowgalby a group of exiles from the
Nation, who couldn’t bear to live their lives aything but Amazons. And through
the years it grew, more exiles came and a smalhoanity was created."”

“I've never heard about that village before."

"You wouldn’t have. It doesn’t exist anymore... Besids not really a subject that
comes up around Amazon campfires very often."

"What happened then?"

For the time being all thoughts about being thitsty disappeared from Gabrielle’s
mind.

"On her way to Lemea, my mother ran into a troopasdliers on their way back to
Athens. They just passed, but later that nightaamee back and...and raped her...
That man was later to become my father."

Gabrielle felt her heart ache for the dark warnext to her and she reached out to
touch his shoulder. He looked up, confusion indyss. She thought he was going to
move, but instead he just dropped his eyes battettnife.

"Anyway, after he was...done, he told her never tgdbhis name, never to forget
how it was to be with a real man and not some wmahharlot."

Gabrielle could feel him tense at the last wordsl she gave his shoulder gentle
squeeze. She felt she should say something, affefast, but she couldn’t find the
words.

Lykeas continued, his voice even and void of angten.

"When she came to Lemea she was allowed to seile dnd make herself a home.
They never turned anyone away... Perhaps they siawiel"

He looked up at the sun.

"We should move?"

"W...what?"

Gabrielle’s mind had been far away and hadn’t gettened to reality.

"The sun has moved and so have the shadows. Ifave around the rock to the right
there’ll be more shadow."



"Of course...of course, you're right."

They got up and moved themselves and their belgsgurfew feet to the right. When
they were settled, Gabrielle reached out againtawkithe knife from Lykeas”
motionless fingers. She put it down on the dry giadront of them, then turned her
gaze to him, trying to make eye contact.

"Are you going to tell me the rest?"
He didn’t look up.

"Are you sure you wanna hear the rest? | mean.nit really that interesting...and as
| said before it’s a long time ago."

"Tell me."
"Okay...if you really want to... "
His hand went out to pick up the knife again, amiblle didn’t try to stop him.

"In spite of Lemea being founded by Amazons it wilkke the villages you know.
You have to remember that most of the exiles weseetfor a reason, and not just
because they wanted to live somewhere else. Thayuned the Amazon traditions
and regulations, but mostly in name only and Ikhirey all felt more or less
abandoned by Artemis. Although, I guess it sho@dHha other way around."

His throat was burning and he desperately wishdabldesomething to drink.

"Lisisis, the self-appointed leader of the villagek a liking to my mother and
decided she should live with her. At that time ngther was only a few weeks away
from giving birth and didn’t have the strength tohynting for herself, and since
nobody else was going to do so, she agreed anddmowath her. Lisisis was not
a...a kind woman, but to give her credit, | think seally loved my mother in her
own way. At least that’s the only reason | cankhihfor her to..." He trailed off for

a moment, then continued.

"The night my mother gave birth, something went. msthing went wrong. | tore
something inside her on my way out and they cotilsbop the bleeding. She died a
few hours later."

"What was her name?"

Gabrielle suddenly felt compelled to know the narhthe woman, who'd
experienced so much pain in such a short time.

Lykeas looked up into her eyes.

"Lykeia." A small smile flickered across his fatieen disappeared.
"They named me after her."

CHAPTER 1lI

For a few moments they were both silent as Gabriakd to absorb all she had
heard. She knew that even though she was the Qiidle®a Amazons there were still



a lot of things she didn’t know much about, Amahtory being one of them. She
couldn’t help but wonder why nobody had ever mewtibLemea before, why it had
never come up in one of the many conversationstatamtioms, traditions and simply
living your life as an Amazon she had had with Bghi

"Tell me the rest."

Lykeas, who had been chewing on a nail, lookedatlith weariness in his eyes.
“I’'m usually not this talkative."

She just looked at him and he gave in with a ssfallg.

"My mother’s death changed Lisisis. She had bekhbmiore, but now she turned
outright...well... unpleasant. I've been told thattfshe wanted to kill me right after
the birth, but for some reason she spared mydiid,because of the rather unusual
circumstances regarding Lemea, | was permittetbtp Blot that | think anybody gave
a damn anyway, but still."

He paused and was silent for several minutes, atuli€le knew by instinct that she
shouldn’t push it. After all, living side by sidétiwvan ex-warlord for four years had
given her quite some insight into the human mirtdl, She was surprised when he
spoke again.

"l spent the next fourteen years of my life in Lemlksoon learned to fight for myself,
and | guess that’s something I'll always be gratefuisisis for. She taught me a lot
about...about life. She taught me that if you doofitmol your life somebody else
will, and if you're strong enough you can treatl@dy the way it pleases you. She
was very good at proving...proving a point."

He leaned back and tried to become more comfortagdenst the rock.

"When | was about twelve things had started to ghan Lemea. The village was
slowly being divided into two fractions. One wantedive more like they had before.
They wanted to live by the laws and regulation®ofeéd in the Nation, and they said
they wanted to be the children of Artemis once ragéihe other half, however, wasn’t
interested in changing things and that group wajeLisisis. Small confrontations
kept erupting, but nobody was really able to getipper hand. Things sort of stayed
like that for two years, and probably would ve ot longer if something hadn’t
happened.”

He raised his head and blacked locked onto green.

"I was on my way home from hunting. | don’t reesifiat I'd shot,... guess it doesn’t
matter anyway. When | reached the village centsésls jumped me. | don’t know
why, she was drunk, but she usually didn’t...botherimpublic. But that day she did.
When she wasn’t having fun anymore, she stoppedvatie:d towards the tavern. |
remember a small crowd had gathered; crowds gatteargly in Lemea."

Lykeas voice had dropped an octave or two.

"I don’t know what went through my head in that nemn What exactly made me get
up and follow her. It wasn’t the first time somathiike that happened... Perhaps it
was because everybody saw it.... One thing is baimgiliated in private, it’s quite



another thing to be so in public."
His brow furrowed as if contemplating an interegttlemma.

"Anyway, | jumped her from behind and broke herlkn&he was dead before she hit
the ground.”

His voice was so matter-of-fact that Gabrielleit fdidn’t think she had heard him
right.

"You mean...you killed her?"

"Uh huh. | thought that they would’ve had me exeduin the spot for killing an
Amazon, but apparently Lisisis” death was all d@itéor the other fraction to gain
control of the village, and | was allowed to sp&akmyself at the first public hearing
Lemea had ever witnessed. | didn’t really have ntaday, but a few others spoke
out on my behalf, and since nobody had had anyflavkisisis, | was permitted to
leave the village with my belongings under the ¢bo that | never put a foot on
Lemean ground again. As if | wanted to... Well, vikbed on my own for a week or
two, before | eventually ran into Xena, and thats we met."

Gabrielle averted her eyes for a moment, she caulok at Lykeas right now. Her
mind was trying to come to terms with all she heamthed, and another part of her
simply didn’t want to believe that any Amazon wodéiberately hurt an innocent
just for the fun of it. The name Velasca suddemlyged into her head and she forced
the thought away.

She looked up at him again and was surprised thigeemile at her. He reached out
and gently tucked a stray lock of hair behind raar e

"It's a long time ago, Gabrielle."

She opened her mouth to speak, but Lykeas raisdubhid to silence her.
"Shh, do you hear that?"

"Hear, hear what?"

Gabrielle could only hear the wind in the bushes thie few birds the sun hadn’t
chased away.

"It's a horse and it’s coming this way."

Gabrielle suddenly heard the faintest noise of Bemoming from what sounded to
be the direction they had been travelling earhet tay.

"That’s not Xena. Is it?"
"Nope." A smile lit up Lykeas” face.
"That’s Rarjan."

The red sun was slowly setting to the West as aderhorse hurried down the dusty
road. The red light was making the landscape shinmme supernatural glow, battling
with the shadows for domination, but the warriod Im@ interest in admiring the sight.



Even the singing of the cicadas which had increasedlume steadily for the last
hour, failed to get her attention. The cool aitie night was slowly, but efficiently
driving the heat of the day away, and an occasisimaer would run through the
warrior’s body as it adjusted to the new tempeeaturler damp hair and leathers felt
uncomfortable against her skin, but as she recedrazcertain sharp curve of the road
ahead, all thoughts of discomfort left her minde Slas almost there. When she
finally arrived at the rock, the sun had lost i&tle with the shadows and gone into
hiding for the night. Almost before Argo had stogpeoving, she jumped out of the
saddle and ran toward the small flicker of a firke sight that greeted her made her
pause and stare for a few seconds. Gabrielle was ¢yrled up on her side with her
face towards the fire. A grey wool blanket covened body and Xena could just make
out the shape of a bedroll underneath her. Shesl@aping peacefully, eyelids

moving ever so slightly as if dreaming. Shadowscddracross her face, and golden
highlights played in her hair making it seem likemaall fire of its own. It was the
most beautiful sight Xena had ever seen. She stleglpser, careful not to wake her
and sat down next to the sleeping form on the gtoun

"I’'ve taken care of Argo."

Xena looked up, and as he stepped closer, thesfesaled the dark silhouette of
Lykeas.

"She and Rarjan are just getting to know each dther
"Thanks."

She took the saddlebags he handed to her.

"So Rarjan finally showed up?"

"Yep," he smiled, revealing a row of white teetBouldn’t be without me any
longer."

"What about the water?"

Lykeas pointed towards a water skin almost hiddshnird Gabrielle.
"I had one in Rarjan’s saddlebag and there waepmigh left, so..."
He paused.

"But | sure am glad that you're back with some miore

She handed him one of the water skins and he tde aeep draughts before he
returned it.

"Gabrielle, she’s all right?"

Lykeas nodded and leaned back against Rarjan” $esadd
"Yeah, just pretty exhausted."”

Silence as the fire crackled in symphony with tizadas.

"She means a lot to you, doesn’t she?"



"She dictates the beats of my heart."

Lykeas looked up in surprise, an indefinable exgogson his face.
Xena just shrugged and smiled a bit sheepishly.

"She does that to me."

Then to avoid his gaze, she got out their bedesits tossed one together with a
blanket to him, before she put out the other beldabrielle and covered them both
with a blanket. With a small sigh she put her aammind the bard and pulled her
close. Gabrielle turned in her sleep and buriechkad in Xena's hair.

"Goodnight;" Xena whispered, feeling the familiay jof just being close to the bard.

"Goodnight,"” Lykeas answered, rolling out the bddand then returning to his
comfortable position against the saddle. Soon thet dpreathing told him that Xena
had fallen asleep, but it wasn't till the blackseiad watched the last of the fire
disappear and die that he himself found some rest.

They had travelled a good time past noon whenweg attacked. The day had
begun peacefully enough with breakfast and pleasantersation, and when they had
been ready to leave, as in an unspoken agreemdmas had joined them. Xena had
been riding a few feet ahead of Gabrielle and Lgkealking next to each other, the
latter holding Rarjan’s reins in a firm grip. Natfisignificant had happened during
the first early hours, and they had all been pleéseee the landscape turn more
vigorous and rich for each mile they travelled. Batv they suddenly found
themselves more or less surrounded by six men.

Xena knew she hadn’t been paying attention. Folagtanile or so, she had felt an all
too familiar uneasiness, but she had been reluttaaitow her instincts to take over
and spoil her good mood. However, now she wasft'tlach of a choice. As the men
began to circle them, a ferocious smile crossedipeand she threw a glance
backwards to see her smile mirrored by Lykeas.

"Don’t get any closer boys. I'm not in the moodddight today."

The men didn’t even halter their approach and & femyage looking man holding a
battleaxe in his left hand, turned his head ane dés comrades a toothless grin.

"Too bad that we are, ehh boys? Or perhaps youaties could get in the mood for
something else, while we get rid or your littleefrd thereuugh..."

He didn’t get to finish the sentence and staretisbelief at the still vibrating arrow
sticking out of his throat before he fell heavitythe ground.

"Nice shoot," Xena commented as she released lagrarn and took out the man to
her right.

"Likewise," Lykeas replied as he threw his bowtte ground and drew his sword.
"To your left!"

Xena's foot connected squarely with the jaw ofialthandit, who had been intent on



stabbing her from behind, and he dropped with amgro
"Thanks, but I'd have gotten him anyway."
"I know," Lykeas grinned. "Just speeding thingsaumt."

All while the fighting had been going on, Gabridilad slowly been backing away till
she suddenly felt her back come up against a Bardlly surface. She turned and saw
a thin, lanky man reach out for her with a triummthgrin on his face.

"l got ya now, missy."

She dodged his hands and took a few steps awaytiom
"l don’t want to fight you."

"That just makes it easier for me, missy."

Behind her, Gabrielle heard the sound of anothdy Iitting the ground, closely
followed by a second.

The man pointed his sword at her and took a stegecl

"Now come here, little girl, why not make it eadier us all. I'm not gonna hurt
ya...much"

"I told you, I don’t want to-," a body flew througihe air and landed heavily on the
man’s chest, bringing them both to the groundgtitfiyou."

Xena brought her elbow down against the man’s hedde went out cold. She got
back on her feet and dusted a bit of sand fronhheds and clothing.

"You okay?"

Gabrielle nodded, though she was experiencing pteasant sensation run through
her body. She couldn’t quite find the exact wordescribe it, but it was something in
the range of...uselessness."

"Thanks for your help."

Xena gave her a little smile.

"Hey, that’s what I'm here for."

Then she turned serious, her eyes searching théstface.

"But it would be nice if you'd..."

She interrupted herself before she said sometlnagrsght regret.

"Nevermind," she reached out a patted Gabrielledsilsler. "I'm just glad you
weren’t hurt."

Then she turned and walked back to Lykeas, whobwayg cleaning his sword.

"How many dead?"



"Four," he answered. "And the rest won’t wake upafavhile.”
"Good," she said and got back into the saddle.

“"Let’s move on."

She looked back at Gabrielle, who hadn’t moved fitoenspot.
"Gabrielle? Are you coming?"

The bard looked up, a strange expression in hex. eye

"Oh, sorry, just lost myself for a while there."

"Uh huh."

In a matter of seconds they were back on the road.
CHAPTER IV

By the time they reached the outskirts of the fiosést they had seen for days, it was
decided without much discussion to stop and makgc#lthough it was still early
evening, everybody felt like they deserved to relad enjoy themselves for a while.
As Xena took care of the horses and Gabrielle pegbeamp, Lykeas went out in
search for water. They still had plenty of watedtmk, but all of them felt in great
need of a bath. They were covered by dust and samebtheir clothes clung to their
bodies, making them all feel uncomfortable andydirykeas left his sword and
armour with the others, but brought his bow aloridp\wim in case he should come
across some game, since he was getting increasireglyof dried meat. Ten minutes
later and a mile further into the forest, threeoreohung from his shoulder and the
hunter was feeling rather pleased with himself.t izl been easy. He wondered if he
should shoot another since Gabrielle seemed tab&bte of eating quite a lot, but
decided against it. He was too exhausted and unlgssped right into his arms, he
didn’t want to bother with catching another.

Suddenly he noticed the ground under his feet becswfter and less dense. The
almost invisible path he had been following broakand he found himself at the
bank of a small lake. It was surrounded by takdgrall the way round, and only a few
rays of light penetrated the moist, green darknggdseas dropped his bow and quiver,
removed several knives and daggers from variouseplan his body, put the rabbits
on the ground, took a deep breath and jumped etdeike fully clothed. The water
was cool and felt wonderful against his skin. Utfoately, it was also full of water
lilies and duckweed so it wouldn’t do for them tK, but for the horses it would be
just fine. He swam around for a few minutes, avagdiuckweed whenever possible
and not until he had thoroughly removed the lastds of dust and sweat did he return
to the camp dripping wet. Xena heard him approachleoked up.

"Looks like you found some water."
"Yep, too dirty to drink, but very nice for a swim.

He sat down next to the fire in his still wet cleshand placed the three rabbits next to
him on the ground.



"It's only about a mile south from here, you camiss it."

"Sounds wonderful!" Gabrielle exclaimed grabbingael. "I've wanted a bath for
the last week!"

"And needed it too," Xena smirked, finding a tovia herself.

Gabrielle just rolled her eyes and disappearedth@dorest. Xena waited for a
second then looked at Lykeas.

"We may be a while."

Lykeas looked up from the rabbit he had starteclean.

"Sure, just take your time. I'll start dinner whikes two of you...get cleaned."
He smiled innocently at Xena, who couldn’t help lbiush just a little.

Then she returned his smile with one of her ownlswmbted in the direction of the
lake.

It didn’t take her long to find the small lake as& that Gabrielle had already taken
residence in it. For a second she considered whsfigeshould follow the same
procedure as Lykeas and jump in with her clothedanthe sight of Gabrielle’s
clothes lying discarded on the ground quickly drthwethought from her mind. In no
time she was out of her leathers and made a péméacter into the lake. Diving under
the water, she didn’t surface till she was right ne the bard, who looked at her with
mild amusement.

"Show off."

Xena wrapped her arms around the bard, pleasedhbatould reach the bottom with
her feet so she didn’t have to tread water.

"Do you mind?" She leaned forward and took an éariato her mouth, biting
slightly.

"Uh huh, not really,"” Gabrielle said, feeling qudistracted by the warm lips, now
slowly travelling down her jaw. "But what if Lykeatows up?"

"He wont," Xena said, continuing her journey to thieer tasty earlobe. "Besides, you
can hide behind me if he does."

"How noble," Gabrielle smiled, putting her armsward Xena’s neck. "But what
about you?"

"Oh," Xena replied, feeling a rapid beating pulgaiast her lips. "He’s already seen
me naked."

"He what...?" Gabrielle began, but her words wereoflby a hot mouth and then
tongue demanding entry. As her mouth complied aeaXs skilled tongue and hands
drove her last coherent thoughts away, she madengahmote of returning to that
particular topic in a not so distant future.

"This is good!"



Lykeas looked at the bard, "Thanks, but it really i that hard to make."

"No, but really,"” she continued, her eyes lookipgraciatively at the stew in her
bowl. "This reallyis good! Until now | thought it was against the lavishature for a
warrior to be able to cook."

Xena arched an eyebrow, but decided not to begitifig a losing battle.
"She’s right, Lykeas. It tastes great."

He put his own bowl down on the ground and triedgpear indifferent, but couldn’t
hide the pleased expression showing on his facei$bia second.

"Well, | guess | just don’t like to go hungry, atded meat does tend to get to me
after a while so...," he trailed off, hoping they u@dahange the subject.

Xena, recognizing his mood, decided a change ofersation was in order and began
searching her mind for something to say, when sheelveaten to it by Gabrielle.

"So, | hear you've seen Xena naked?"

Xena felt the water she’d been drinking go downviteng pipe and began coughing
violently. Gabrielle just looked innocently at her.

"Did | say something wrong?"
Lykeas looked down for a moment, grinning to hirhsel

"You sure know how to become the centre of atteritibe then said, and turned his
eyes to Xena, who was still coughing.

"Well, | am a bard after all... So? Have you?"

Xena finally calming down enough to speak, looketha bard with a mischievous
twinkle in her eyes.

"Oh yeah, all the time. We used to be all over ezbler, tearing each other’s clothes
off with our teeth. People used to call us the umygo bunnies.”

This caused Lykeas to laugh out loud and Xena haahahard time not cracking up,
seeing the bard’s rather stunned expression.

Lykeas had to dry his eyes and clear his throateatimes before he could look at
Xena again, and even then the corners of his maghcurling up.

"Yeah right! No don’t worry, Gabrielle. It’s notlgimf the sort. | just used to take care
of Xena’s wounds whenever necessary and she toeloteine. After a while you
don’t even notice it anymore."

He looked at Xena and they exchanged a quiet sma&jng Gabrielle feel a bit left
out.

"I've pulled more arrows out of that body, and semare gashes than | care to
remember."



"Yeah, me too," Xena replied and they looked ahesber again, sharing another
enigmatic smile.

They were all silent for a moment. Then Gabriekeided to change the subject once
again.

"So, back then, you were a regular member of Xeaany?"

"Naah," Lykeas chased away a mosquito. "Not rehilould ride with them for a
couple of months, and then | would leave for a é®a@ months, and then, | would
come back again for a couple months. It was saahadn and off thing."”

"Why didn’t you stay?"

“I’'m not much of a...a people’s person. | tend torgstiess after a while, particularly
if I'm constantly surrounded by tons of peoplguét gets...it gets too...too
crowded."

Xena looked at Lykeas with interest, she remembesdbwhen this particular
restlessness took hold of him and the consequarice€ven then, when he had tried
to explain to her why he had to leave...again, slimtajuite understood. But she
had always let him go, knowing that he would evatjureturn, and that she couldn’t
stop him even if she wanted to. It had been orteefew things she had actually
looked forward to back in those days, Lykeas rengfrom wherever he had been.

As if suddenly feeling uncomfortable, Lykeas gohtse feet.
“I'll go check on the horses."

Gabrielle looked at Xena with confusion in her eyes

"I didn’t offend him did I?"

"No," Xena got to her feet as well. "It’s just, tmually doesn’t talk this much. Or at
least he didnt."

She smiled at the bard.

"It does take a bit of getting used to."

She started to walk in the direction of the horsiesn looked back at Gabrielle.
"I think I'll check on the horses as well, shouldiake long."

Gabrielle nodded, wondering if she had missed seimgimportant.

Lykeas was slowly grooming Rarjan when Xena arrj\aedl for a while they stood in
complete silence, bestowing each horse with gerfiietion. Xena was the first to
break the silence.

"Gabrielle and | have decided to pay a visit toAmeazons."

The only indication that he had heard the words avalsght pause of the hand ruffling
Rarjan’s mane.



"It should take us about a month to get there érgthing goes well."
Still no response.

"I've heard that the area before Amazon lands baa Quite harried by robbers and
troublemakers lately."

Lykeas nodded, he"d heard that too.
"It"d be nice in case of a fight that there"d be te fight them instead of one."

"What about Gabrielle?" The voice was even, betgayio emotion. "Doesn’t she
know how to fight?"

Xena sighed, "She did... | mean, she still doesshatdoesn’t want to use a weapon
anymore. Not even in self defence."

This caused Lykeas to turn his head and look at her

"You're kidding?"

"No, but sometimes I'd wish | were."

Xena absently ran a hand through her hair, thekeldstraight at her friend.

"If something happens on the way, if we're suddeanlyounded... | can take care of
myself, but | can’t also look out for Gabrielletla same time, especially when she
doesn’t want to defend herself," she paused, brgakie contact.

"If something were to happen to her..."

The words hung in the air and Lykeas studied hasfiar what felt like an eternity,
before returning his gaze to Xena.

“I'll accompany you as far as the border, but that’

Xena nodded to herself, "l understand that."

"Do you?"

Their eyes locked, each searching the other’ sfacmmething that neither found.
"Goodnight, Xena."

Xena watched in silence as Lykeas made his way toeitle camp.

The huge dark grey stallion began nervously to slig head and roll his eyes. His
hind legs moved uncertainly a few steps to one, $idm the other before trying once
more to back out of the stable. Lykeas reachedgait to recapture the reins which
had been pulled out of his hands by the last padichovement by the horse.

"Shh, it’s okay, it’s okay, Rarjan. Nothing’s goat you. It’s just me, calm down,
it’s just me."

He continued to speak quiet, reassuring nonserRkRarjan while stroking the horse’s
mane gently, and slowly the horse stopped shivemtypushed his muzzle against



Lykeas” neck.
"That’s right, boy. No reason to be afraid.”

Carefully he led the horse to the end of the stabtkinto a stall. The terrified stable
boy, who had run for cover when the grey stallioddenly went crazy, anxiously
peeked trough the stable door.

"You shouldn’t have touched him," Lykeas said, aithturning around. "He’s
nervous around strangers."

"Won't happen again!" The boy exclaimed and tewatistepped a bit closer.
"You got that right."

Lykeas removed saddle and bridle and then turnéabtoat the boy.

“I'll take care of him later, so there’s no needyfou to get near him again.”

The boy was visibly relieved by those words anddbleur began to return to his
freckled face.

"Okay, that’s probably for the best," he pausedlandis eyes admiringly run over
Rarjan.

"He’s a beauty though, too bad he’s so jumpy. H&t imeireal hard to keep in check?"

Lykeas looked up, "Nope, we're one of a kind," wiith that he gave Rarjan one last
pat and walked out of the stable. The boy eyedhtinse nervously and then returned
his attention to the other horse that had beenestahnd which, to his great relief,
behaved much more amiably.

"What took you so long?"

Lykeas eased himself down onto the bench next taXe
"Rarjan had one of his moods, | had to calm himmagain."
"Argo’s all right?"

"Oh yeah, just fine, behaved like an angel."

Lykeas looked around him and slowly took in thesundings. They were in a tavern
that looked and smelled like any other tavern le&'@ been in. Tables and chairs
scattered around the room, dark wooden floor aritsyand more or less inebriated
patrons talking and shouting while finishing one atter the other. Gabrielle returned
to their table in the back of the room and pulledhair close to Xena.

"The food’s on its way."
"What did the owner said about you telling a fearigts tonight?"

"Well," Gabrielle shrugged. "He said that personh# would love it, but that some
of the people tonight tended to be very...uh unraly be“d better not risk it."

"We’d protect you," Lykeas interposed and scrugidithe crowd once again.



"Shouldn’t be a problem."

Gabrielle smiled at him, "That’s all right, Lyke&shink, I'm too tired to tell stories
tonight anyway, besides, it kinda ruins my concardn having to duck chairs and
mugs all the time."

"That only happened once!" Xena emphasized. "Agat them to behave didn’t I?"
"That you did."
They smiled at each other and Gabrielle moved hair @ bit closer.

The food arrived together with three mugs of ahel they ate quickly and in silence,
all being too hungry to talk.

When they were finished, Lykeas and Xena quietgualssed which route to take to
the Amazons, while Gabrielle let her thoughts wande

She couldn’t really say that she’d been surpridezhwena had announced that
Lykeas would join them for the rest of the way, blé wasn’t quite sure what to
think of it. She liked the dark, reticent warrioitlvthe captivating eyes and didn’t
mind him accompanying them. It was Xena’'s motiveswas questioning. She knew
that ever since she had decided not to fight angmbhad put more strain on Xena’'s
skills than she would like to admit. The feelingusklessness she’d experienced the
other day hadn’t disappeared and together withctimat a feeling of guilt. Was it fair
towards Xena? Gabrielle sighed and shook her teadd been down that path of
thoughts before and knew it wouldn’t supply hehveihy answers.

"Everything okay?"
Xena looked at her with questioning eyes.
"Yeah, just tired."

"Well, it is getting late, we might as well turnfior the night. It’s going to be a long
day tomorrow."

Xena rose to her feet and held out a hand to Gihnreho also got up.
They looked at Lykeas and he smiled.

"I told you, I'll be fine. There’s no reason fortosspend the money for two rooms,
when | can just as well sleep in the stable... Adguathink, | might prefer that."

He shoved them toward the stairs.
"Go ahead, get some sleep. I'll see you in the imgrh

They said their goodnights and disappeared upt#es sleaving Lykeas alone in the
tavern.

He began to make his way towards the bar, whenmanastepped out in front of
him. She was not quite young, but still beautifithwdark blond hair and grey eyes
appraising him from head to toe without showingléeest bit of embarrassment.



"Hey stranger, looking for some company?"

A smile curled at the edge of his mouth and hejustsabout to speak when he
noticed the grey eyes looking invitingly at himféeling he"d thought long forgotten
hit him with full force and he couldn’t suppresshaver.

"No, I'd rather not."

He stepped around her and hurried towards the teawing the woman to stare at his
retreating back in confusion.

CHAPTER V

Xena stretched her long frame out on the bed agieedi Usually she would prefer to
sleep outdoors under the stars, but she had ta dumbit did hold a certain attraction
to sleep in a nice, warm bed once in a while.

Must be getting old.
She turned to look at the bard busy brushing hier ha
"Let me do that."

Gabrielle smiled in reply and sat down on the b&l fwer back to Xena. Xena got up
into a sitting position herself, leaning againg beadboard. She reached out and
pulled Gabrielle closer till their thighs were thireg and took the brush offered. For
long moments they were silent, both enjoying tlediffig of closeness and the gentle
ministrations of the brush.

Gabrielle sighed in contentment and let her fingkeasv idle patterns on Xena's leg.
"l could get used to this."
"Me too."

They fell silent again and Gabrielle let her eyesder out of the window towards the
dark sky, sprinkled with shining, white stars.

"It’s beautiful outside tonight."
Xena looked up and followed the direction of thedbsigaze.
"Yeah, I guess itis."

Gabrielle smiled at the usual prosaic response thenwarrior, some things never
changed.

"Do you think Lykeas is all right? | feel a bit ¢fyiabout him sleeping in the stable.”

"Well, if that’s the case, why don’t you get owdrthand get him. I'm sure he won't
mind taking your place in the bed with me."

Xena’s voice was low and teasing and Gabrielle tfaevarrior’s thigh an
affectionate slap.



"Better watch your mouth or | might just do that.”

Xena chuckled quietly and continued to brush thelsahair. It didn’t really need
brushing anymore, but neither woman felt the nedat¢ak the spell of the moment,
it had been too long since they last were ablelxrlike this.

"It must be strange...," Gabrielle trailed off, lasthoughts.
"What?"

"To be all alone in the world like that, not haviagy family at all. To be the only
one."

It took Xena a second before she realized Gabmale talking about Lykeas, and
before she could stop herself she blurted out.

"But he does have some family left."

Gabrielle shifted and turned to look at the warnaino had gotten a strange, almost
guilty expression on her face.

"What do you mean? | thought he...," once again styged herself, a thoughtful
look in her eyes.

"His father?" She asked hesitantly.
Xena shook her head, her expression darkening.
"No, he’s dead."

When she didn’t elaborate, Gabrielle began to g@o iwvher head all the things she
knew about Lykeas and his past life. Then it hit he

"Naiari’s daughter! Lykeas” mother and Naiari wjeieed and that
would...according to Amazon law...that would make tjidtLykeas” sister!"

Xena looked at Gabrielle in surprise. She hadwaght that Gabrielle knew anything
about Lykeas” background.

Or at least not that part.

He must have told her, but he usually doesn’trtalkh and especially not about his
past...but then again...Gabrielle can be very perseasiven she wants to.

She nodded, mentally kicking herself for startinig tonversation in the first place.
"Yeah, Lykeas has a sister."
"Who is it?! Anybody | know?!"

Gabrielle’s eyes looked eagerly at her and Xenll@teady imagine the ideas going
through the bard’s head. Ideas of a happy familgiom, tears and laughter,
happiness and joy. Unfortunately, Xena knew be8Be wondered if there was any
way out of this. If she could somehow avoid ansmgethe question, but one look at
the bard’s determined face shattered that hopeloSked into the green eyes.



"Yes, you do know her... It's Ephiny. Ephiny is Lykéaister."

For minutes the bard just looked at her. Her stdrex@ression would have amused
the warrior if the circumstances had been differkat they weren’t and Xena didn’t
really feel like laughing in that particular moment

"Does he...does she...I mean, do they know?"
At this, Xena couldn’t help but let out a joyleaadh.
"Oh, yeah. They do."

"How come... Why hasn’t Ephiny ever mentioned this2.ykeas for that matter? He
must know that Ephiny is a friend of mine."

Xena shrugged, not really knowing how to phrasenleat sentence.
"Well, they don’t really have much to say to eatifeoso..."
"What's that supposed to mean?"

The bard looked incredulously at her.

"And how comeyou’venever mentioned this before? You seem to know schm
about it!"

"I"d hoped it wouldnt come up."

Xena’s voice was flat and even and Gabrielle inlstaecognised the warning signs,
but couldn’t let it go that easily.

"Gee, Xena," the unforeseen turn of events anevereor’s reluctance to elaborate
further was slowly getting to her, and she didwthier to hide the exasperation in her
voice.

"It’s not like is something that would just popia@ conversation is it? Particularly,
when you consider that | at most times have to gwgry single word out of you, and
even then, that hardly qualifies as a conversdtion!

She saw the warrior cringe at her words and inlstaoftened. She reached out and
took Xena’'s hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze.

"You could have told me, you know. Perhaps we ctalde done something to bring
them together, perhaps when we get to the Amazensowid..."

Her words were cut off by Xena, putting a fingenthjeto her lips.

"Listen to me, Gabrielle. | know you just want telnand | love you for it, but some
things are better left alone. Whatever relationshgre exists between Lykeas and
Ephiny, it’s how they have decided it should be..dAsnot up to either of us to
change that."

She removed her finger and instead began playitigtive bard’s hair, enjoying the
feel of it between her fingers.



"l know you just want the best for both of them amdier other circumstances | might
agree, but Lykeas...Lykeas, well... he can be... he eatlifficult. He's had a rough
life and tends to act accordingly."

Xena paused, not knowing how she could make Gébuelderstand without saying
more than she wanted to.

"But..."

"Shhh," Xena silenced the bard once again and tboke her eyes, the blues irises
shining in intensity.

"l want you to promise me that you won’t mentiois o Lykeas, and when we get to
the Amazons, | want you to promise me not to push £an you do that?"

"But Xena, I-."
"Please, Gabrielle, can you promise me that? Pemisthat you won’t push him?"
Please..

It was more Xena's tone of voice than the actuatie/that told the bard this wasn't a
point to be argued, and she leaned forward and tiy@wearrior a kiss on the
forehead.

"l promise."

Their earlier good spirits had disappeared and glo¢yeady for bed in silence, Xena
battling with her conscience and Gabrielle with imereasingly insistent curiosity that
wouldn’t let the matter go. As the lay in the bibey didn’t talk, but just held each
other till sleep came and claimed them both.

The man leaned against the wall in the alley adchd@ best not to lose his dinner.
After a few deep breaths the dizziness and nauseppkared, and he began to feel
more like himself again. A certain edginess he ka#woo well entered his body, and
he wondered if there was any chance he’d find selézat night. As he searched his
pockets for money, he noticed a graceful shapey/imgrdown the alley towards him.
He moved closer to the wall, trying to melt inte tthadows. When the figure reached
his part of the alley, it stopped and looked heslyearound, the moonlight revealing
the face of a dark blond woman.

Oh yeah, most definitely a woman!

She looked nervously around again, before suddemying, almost running, down
the alley once more. Without thinking, the man pegpout from the shadows, pulled
a knife and after a few running steps caught up tér. He hooked his arm roughly
around the woman’s neck and with the other, prdsisekhife to her throat.

"Not a word, lady or it’ll be your last."

The woman let out a small shriek, but quickly stlett when she felt the knife press
harder against her skin. The man looked around¢duitin’t find a more suitable
spot, so he took a quick decision and pushed theramcagainst the wall. He'd just
have to hurry then. The woman looked at him imsi& tears running down her



cheeks, her breaths coming fast and shallow. Téleiloher eyes excited the man
beyond anything he’d felt before, and he cursethhae use one hand only to open
his trousers, the other holding the knife firmlyaagst the woman. Finally his belt
relented and the trousers fell to the ground ardus@nkles. With his free hand, he
began to lift the woman’s skirt, ripping the clathis eagerness to feel her skin.

If he"d paid attention, he dould have noticed tloenan’s eyes widening and her
sharp intake of breath, but he was too caught aying finally reached her
undergarments. Suddenly he felt a hand aroundduis, the touch was soft, almost
caressing and in his arousal and confusion he tidspond instantly. Then the grip
changed and he felt how his windpipe was in the ediate danger of being crushed.
A warm breath in his ear, a soft voice speaking@tyi

“Let’s drop the knife, shall we?"

The lack of oxygen to his head was beginning toerfak vision fade, and the
excruciating pain in his back from what he firstni@alized must be a dagger
drawing blood, made it impossible for him to gatherthoughts, and the knife fell
from his numb fingers. He felt himself being pulkeday from the woman, dagger
and hand never easing their pressure. The womaankegslide to the ground, but the
soft voice spoke again.

"Don’t ! Get out of here, now!"

She obeyed immediately and took a few steps avedgréd she stopped and turned to
look at her rescuer.

“I..I.. Thank you, if you hadnt...I..."
"Just get out of here!"

She shrank back from the force in his voice, tHentarned and ran blindly down the
alley.

"Well, what are we going to do about you?"

The voice had returned to its soft, caressing tone.
"|..uugh!"

"Did | tell you to speak? Nah, | didn’t think so."

Suddenly the man found himself with his back agétims wall, his eyes for the first
time taking in the sight of the voice’s owner. Dayles met his own frightened gaze,
and he felt another wave of fear wash over him,mieesaw them narrow and an
eerie smile form upon the man’s lips, and he kné an ice cold certainty that he
wouldn’t live to see the sun again. The daggerneaspressed against his throat,
while the man’s other hand was absently tuckirack of black hair behind an ear.

"You now, | don’t like rape. | actually think itase of the most monstrous thing you
can do to another person...To take control of somgbke that...To bend their
wills...To take away their independence, to forcerthieto submission... It just can’t
be forgiven."



The dark eyes staring at him seemed if possibin elaeker by those last words, and
the man swallowed, feeling his Adam’s apple moares the dagger. The last
thought to ever enter his mind, before he feltdhgger break skin and slice his
throat, was that the man had never raised his \amdesomehow he found that
amusing

Lykeas looked down at the man collapsed at his teeh he bent down and cleaned
his dagger in the man’s shirt. When satisfied withresult, he returned it to his belt
and walked quietly out of the alley.

CHAPTER VI

The first three quarters of their journey to theafons went peacefully with nothing
out of the extraordinary happening. Every oncewhde, they came across a small
group of thugs foolish enough to attack them, bemaand Lykeas never had any
problems disposing them, and all in all it was setgand relaxing trip. It was not until
they were within 70-80 miles of Amazon lands, thegan to come across tracks
belonging to considerably larger bands. When tlaeyecacross a particularly heavily
trampled down area, Lykeas and Xena simultanealisigounted their horses,
leaving Gabrielle to peek down at them from Ardoésk. They knelt together on the
grass and studied the tracks.

"At least 200 men have been here, but only a feth tworses."

Xena nodded and looked around. They were stilirothie open country, surrounded
by grassy hills and small gatherings of trees. Theyldn’t reach forest for the next
couple of hours.

"They are headed toward Amazon lands."

"Yeah, " Xena nodded again. "l was afraid of that.”

"Perhaps theyre just passing," Lykeas offeredyealty believing it himself.
Xena gave him a weak smile.

"That would probably be too much to hope for."

"Probably."

They sat in silence, each running different scesatrough their minds.
"Are we in trouble?"

They both rose and turned to look at Gabrielle, Whatimbed down from Argo and
was now looking at them with worry in her eyes.

"We're not, at least not for the time being, bt f&mazons may be," Lykeas
answered, rolling his head from left to right, inyito loosen up his neck. "Have your
Amazons done anything to piss anybody off lately?"

"That’s usually not the way it works, Lykeas," Galbe replied angrily.

"It's the Amazons, who can’t be left alone. Allytlveant is to live in peace,



undisturbed by intruders."
"If you say so."

"Okay, quit it," Xena interrupted. "That’s not hielp and we need to decide what to
do now."

"Xena," Gabrielle stepped closer and put her hanthe warriors arm. "If the
Amazons are in danger | have to be there. | hahelimthem."

"Oh yeah, and what exactly would you do? Tell thieliers to kindly go away
because you don’t want to fight them? I'm sure’thaly have a good laugh before
cutting you down."

"Cut it, Lykeas!

Xena's voice held a very clear warning and for aniat the eyes of the two warriors
met, neither willing to back down or look away. Tleasion between them was
almost perceptible and Gabrielle subconsciouslkd&doff a few steps. Lykeas™ eyes
narrowed, then he looked away.

“I’'m sorry, Gabrielle."
"It's okay," Gabrielle hurried to say. "l guess weeall a bit tense."
She turned to look at Xena and could see the wdotoing herself to relax..

Fow a while the three of them just stood theretheeisaying a word and Lykeas
avoiding eye contact with both of them.

Gabirielle cleared her throat.

"I know, | probably won’t make much of a differenbet if the Amazons are in
danger | want to be there with them. It's my dotp¢ there."

Her words were meant for both of the warriors, it eyes never left Xena’s face as
she desperately tried to read her mind. Xena svesea mask and not a single
movement betrayed the turmoil she was feeling ensighe part of her perfectly
understood Gabrielle’s decision and wouldn’t hayeeted anything less from her,
but another part just wanted to grab the bard andhg Hades out of there, before
anything could happen. Gabrielle gave Lykeas arlarmg look and he looked away
again.

“I'll help you get there if you want me to," thee Wwalked back to the horses, leaving
the two women alone.

"Xena?" The bard reached out again, but somehowitdire to touch the warrior.
"Gabrielle,...I..."

She looked down at the grass, scorched by the sun.

"I don’t know if..."

She finally raised her head and met the bard”grimgugaze.



"You sure about this?"

"l am sure, Xena, and you know that."

This time she didn’t hesitate, but reached up potka warriors face in her hands.
"Trust me."

Xena looked into her eyes for only a second, besbeegently, but swiftly moved
away from the bard’s touch.

"Okay, let’s go then."

As the bard watched the warrior’s retreating bahk,felt a small tingle of fear, but
this time it wasn’t for the Amazons.

They rode quickly now, the horses thundering thiotinge landscape, the wind playing
with their hair and clothes. Xena was in the ledtth abrielle hanging on for dear
life. Lykeas was right behind them, Rarjan neverertban a few yards away. Only
when the last rays of the sun had disappearedhaniit$t bright stars become visible
on the sky, they slowed and then finally stoppedmletely, both horses shaking with
exhaustion and steam coming out of their mouthsaX&id down from the saddle
and reached up a hand to help Gabrielle down. ls/ked already dismounted and
was checking Rarjan’s hooves.

"We’ll camp here tonight, it should be safe, bufirm"

Gabrielle nodded and began to remove the saddld¢tmagsArgo. When finished,
Xena took Argo’s reins and led the horse over kehg.

They were in a small clearing of something thatilyaihad enough trees to be called a
forest, but it was the last cover they would haefte reaching the Amazon border,
so Xena didn’t complain. Everything was better thaimg out in the open. If was bad
enough they would have to travel open country fohaur or so tomorrow with all

the soldiers running around. She hadn’t lost toddke soldiers till the very end of

the ride, when they apparently had decided to sasleghtly different route.

As if reading her mind Lykeas said, "they ve gormerto the east.”

"l noticed."

They led their horses to the outskirts of the atepand began to brush them down.
"It's easier for an army to travel the easterneolits more open, not so many trees."
"I know," Xena looked at him. "l guess there’s maoilot now, where they're heading.”
"No, guess not... What are your plans for tomorrow?"

Xena took a deep breath and shook her head slightly

"I don’t know yet, it depends on what that armyides to do."

"Any idea who they are?"



"No, at first | thought it was just some warlord dor new territories, but from what |
can tell from the tracks they leave behind it’s fibiis is so much more organized.
This is a real army, disciplined and efficient."

"Yeah, | thought so, too... | wonder why it’s so dnttabugh, 200 soldiers and a
handful of horses are not a lot."

"Perhaps they think, they don’t need more."

They both stopped brushing and looked at each ,o¥&era’s face blank and Lykeas’
expression unreadable.

"Is it a threat to the Amazons?"

Xena didn’t answer right away, going over whatr&meembered from her visits there
in her mind.

"Yes and no," she finally said. "It's not a threathe entire Nation, but it's most
certainly a threat, and a serious one for thad, $ogle village."

"Too bad, the villages are so far apart.”
"Yeah, too bad."

They fell silent for a few minutes, caught up ieithown thoughts while continuing to
care for the horses.

"l guess that means they have their eyes on onieydar village and not the entire
Nation,...at least not for now."

"That sounds likely."
"So... What are you going to do about it?"

“I'll find out when | get there," and with that théscussion was closed and they didn’t
bring up the subject again for the rest of the exgrin spite of Gabrielle’s many
guestions.

The next morning the warriors” moods hadn’t charagetiGabrielle was feeling more
and more frustrated for each shrug and vague stydywas subjected to. From what
she could put together of the sparse informati@ndsti receive, she realized that at
least one village would be in a very serious situmeif attacked, and from the worried
glances exchanged, she also knew which villagettimyght it likely to be. It also
became clear to her that neither Xena nor Lykedsahg idea what to do about it, a
fact that either warrior would rather die than ttoret.

They rode in silence and soon headed out into opentry. Their pace was swift, but
controlled, eyes constantly searching the landifgrsign of movement. Around
midday they reached the foot of the last grasdyohkibre the border, and they
dismounted, beginning a slow climb to the top, legdhe horses behind them. Just
before they reached the top, Xena halted and lef gogo’s reins.

"We better stay down from here. Lykeas, will Rardpmable to wait here with Argo?"



Lykeas looked at his horse and nodded.
"Yes, | think so. He's been quite relaxed for aleuhi
"Good."

They more crawled than walked the last way to tipe the dry grass and thistles
scratching bare skin. Xena lay down on her stonaachseparated the high grass in
front of her to look down at the plain below theéfhe plain was alive with

movement. Men were moving around, talking, sparr@ading and cleaning weapons.
Tents had been put up in two parallel lines anshallspaddock for about 20 horses
had been built. Xena sighed to herself. She hddw tany doubts before, but seeing it
with her own eyes made it unpleasantly real. Tinese were preparing for battle. She
looked past the plain to the other side, to th&,damost threatening looking forest
that marked the beginning of Amazon territory. Juggw miles in, an hour’s walk
tops, lay Gabrielle’s village. She turned her hteddok at the woman next to her,
and could tell from the pale face that Gabrielld realized that as well. Her gaze
went from the bard to Lykeas, who managed to shuam lying down.

“It’s up to you now."
Gabrielle gave him an angry look.

"How can you say that? It's my people that aregingér. They need all the help they
can get."

“I’'m not sure they would accept my help even iferavto offer it," he replied dryly.
Gabrielle stared at him in disbelief.

"I don’t get you. Don’t you care at all? Your sigtas in danger for Zeus” sake!
Doesn’t that mean anything to you!"

Instantly the warrior next to her froze and hissegarrowed dangerously. Xena
immediately reached out and put a protective hamthe bard’s shoulder.

Lykeas” own hand went up to angrily smooth outysbeow, repeating the motion
over and over, his eyes never leaving GabrielkCs f

"What means something to me...and what doesn’t...is nbgour business."
He voice was low and restrained and Gabrielledfalhiver run down her back.
"I told you, I"d follow you as far as the bordendave done that. I've done my part."”

Gabrielle began to speak again, but Xena grabbedrheand started to pull her back
down toward the horses. Gabrielle could feel tinsitan radiate from the warrior’s
body and her arm was held in an iron grip. She atretumbled over a tussock from
being pulled so fast after Xena, and she felt et ttmper beginning to flare.
Reaching the horses, she pulled her arm abrupthy %ena’s grip, her green eyes
darkening.

"What in Tartarus do you think you're doing?"



"No! What doyouthink you're doing! | told you never to bring thai!"
The anger in Xena's voice silenced Gabrielle irtstabut only for a second.

"I know what | promised and | don’t care! It's ngople, my friends, we're talking
about. They need our help and we need to be thinglvem. We can’t do anything
for them by just watching from afar. Lykeas knowattand so do you!"

"l know that, but what do you want me to do! Téktsoldiers to move so we can
come through and assist their enemy. Or, as Lykeatcurately put it, ask them to
kindly go away!"

"You don’t have to patronize me."
Gabrielle’s voice was low, the frustration and hit clear to them both..

"I know we can’t do that, I'm not stupid. But I@know that we need to get to the
village and warn them."

Xena took a deep breath, trying to calm herselfrddsut she could still feel the anger
running through her veins and her voiced soundaihstd and dry.

"They probably know already. It's hard to snealon@n Amazon, particularly a
whole village full of them."

That earned her a pale smile from Gabrielle.
"There’s no use in fighting about this either tivah’t help anybody."

Suddenly Xena spun around, and a few yards away ykesas, staring at them with
unreadable black eyes. His gaze went pass Galdibek onto Xena, who returned
it without blinking. The two watrriors stared at basther for what seemed like an
eternity, before Xena looked away. Almost immediateykeas turned and began to
walk towards Rarjan, who was dancing nervouslymggensed the tension.

"Lykeas, wait!"

Xena's voice sounded strange to Gabrielle’s elanesa pleading.
"We need your help...I need your help."

He paused in his step, but didn’t turn around.

"Please."

Gabrielle watched in bewilderment as Xena closeddibtance between them, and
hesitantly put a hand on his shoulder.

"Please," this time her voice was so low that duylyeas heard the word.
"I need your help."
"Don’t say that."

"Lykeas..." Xena could almost feel the conflicting@mns running through his



body.

"After this is over I'll never ask anything fromwyagain. You’'ll never have to see me
again, if you don’t want to. I'll leave you alone."

"You know that’s not want | want."
He turned to look at her.
"You know what | want."

Xena met his eyes which were shining with a fire khew all too well, and to her
surprise she suddenly felt the same fire engulblely. She shook her head to clear
her mind and to avoid looking into those burningsy

"You know | can’t do that. | won’t do that, not argyre."

"I know." His voice held a sadness and frustratleat made Xena look at him again.
"Will you help us?"

His hand began to reach up to his eyebrow agafordbe stopped himself.
"Okay... I'll help you get to the village, but | can™

He paused, looking towards the hill as if his ey@sld see through it and behold the
forest on the other side.

"But | can’t guarantee what will happen once wetigete."

Side by side, but never within reach, they walkadkidto Gabrielle.
"That’s insane! You're insane! There’s no way thgting to work."
"Got a better suggestion?"

"No, but-."

"Well, that’s settled then."

Xena gave Lykeas a triumphant smirk and after stgpkis head to himself several
times, he gave her a small grin in return.”

"You're crazy, you know that?"
Xena got up from her comfortable spot in the grassicked grin on her face.

"Where’s your sense of adventure, Lykeas? Thistisimg compared to some of the
things we did in the old days."

"Yeah, well, but somehow that seemed a little s=s®ous if you know what | mean?"

"I know," Xena replied, her face suddenly sever@rad'But this is going to work, it
has to."

Gabrielle rose slowly from the grass and stood teXena, keeping a little distance



between her and Lykeas.

"Let me see if | have understood this correctlyuYwant us to wait till dark, then
climb down the hillwith the horses, thesneakthrough the camgcrossthe plain till
we reach the forestithoutgetting caught?"

"Uh huh," Xena replied, a smug grin on her facd.¢@urse we’ll have to create a
little diversion first, but eotherwise you gotigint."

Gabrielle shook her head, but like Lykeas beforddiot stop herself from smiling at
the warrior’s confidence.

"He’s right, youare crazy."

Xena arched an eyebrow. "

It"Il work."

Then she looked up at the sky

"It'll be dark enough in two hours time, so makessypu’'re ready by then."

She turned and left them alone. Lykeas startedllovi, but Gabrielle held out an
hand to stop him, letting it linger in the air axch away from actually touching him.

"Lykeas, about Ephiny...," the bard trailed off, hogpifor some kind of response from
the man next to her. When she didn’t receive aayshtinued, "I'm sorry about the
things | said, | was out of line. It’s just, I'mworried about them."

Lykeas” gaze slipped pass Gabrielle to rest on Xeethodically going through
Argo’s saddlebags.

"She shouldn’t have told you."

"I know and she really didn’t mean to." The bardtcwed her weight from one foot to
the other.

"It's my fault, | sort of coaxed it out of her. Wisually don’t keep any secrets from
each other.”

"Is that so?"

He looked at her and, for a second, she thoughs$alvea derisive glint in the black
eyes, but before she could say for sure it was,gamereplaced with the by now so
familiar unreadable and contemplating gaze.

Part 2
CHAPTER VI

It worked! | don’t believe it. This shit actuallypked!

The words kept running through Lykeas™ head agaghamain as he moved quietly
through the thick, black forest, avoiding branched shielding Rarjan from thorns.

But then again, it always works with her.



He let the entire events of the last three hounglmwugh his mind again, his eyes
never leaving the shadows moving noiselessly ab&han.

Xena’s plan had been far fetched, to say the leasgpparently just crazy enough to
work. When night had arrived and with it darknessna had left their small

makeshift camp and, with the use of one of her ttes#s skills, sneaked into the camp
without being detected. Then she had picked outdbthe largest tents furthest to

the East and away from the hill and paid each eftla visit. As she had expected, the
tents were all used for storing equipment and \a#rabandoned, except for one
unfortunate resident, who learned the last les$tisdife; never to turn your back on
a warrior princess at work. In each tent, she pexpa small fire next to the canvas.
Close enough so that it would eventually catch g with enough distance to delay
the fire from eating its way through the canva®bethe was ready. Then she had
soaked the rough cloth with the contents of a skmhad taken from yet another
unfortunate soul on her way to the first tent, sheell of alcohol so strong that Xena
was glad she didn’t have to drink the stuff. Segibfvith her work, she had brought a
small flame to life in each tent, and as she shippsay through the darkness, she had
prayed, more for the Hades of it than actually@gkor help, that her timing had been
correct.

It had been. Like always

By the time she returned to their camp, everytlad been prepared and they had
waited in tense silence at the top of the hill,chatg the plain below them with
nervous anticipation. First it was only a smaltKkr of a flame, a faint light barely
visible to the three pairs of eyes staring intengelts direction. Then in the exact
moment as Xena motioned them to follow, brightrirgaflames began to swallow up
the tents whole. As they began to move forward tdwiae western side of the camp,
people coming from all kinds of directions madertiaay to the East. The four
burning tents lit up the sky and sparks flew thitotlge air, endangering the work for
the men, who tried to subdue it. For the shortesta@ments, they had stopped,
captivated by the sight of the dark silhouettes impaimlessly around in front of the
orange wall of fire. Then, almost simultaneoudtgythad broken the spell and
mounted the quiet, but edgy horses. First theyrhaded slowly, constantly prepared
to flight at the slightest hint of detection, bsttaey finally reached the outskirts of
the camp, they had put the horses into a gall@pclitth tied around the hooves
efficiently reducing the thuds on the dry grasse minutes later they had been
embraced by the forest, hearts hammering and nauacheng.

That was almost an hour ago and ever since tham Kad let them in a merciless
tempo along the fastest path to the Amazons.

| can feel them.
They’re watching... They know we"re coming.
Does she know I’'m coming?

Xena halted abruptly in front of him and raised hands in an old, familiar greeting
and Lykeas felt his throat constrict.

They are here.



Three Amazons stepped out from the darkness salkmshy that even Xena was
impressed. She had been aware of their presenggitera while, but had decided to
let the Amazons take the initiative and reveal thelwes when it suited them. The
leader of the three, a slender looking woman leelges run over Xena and Lykeas
before they came to a halt upon Gabrielle. Shet kméthe grass with the two other
Amazons behind her following suit.

"My Queen."

She looked up and removed her mask, revealingragliue eyes and long blond hair
held in place with a woven band.

"My name is Callias, and this is Phila and Arefalie gestured towards the two other
Amazons, who were still wearing their masks, begdieir heads.

"As representatives of the Royal Guard we weretgrhthe honour by our Regent to
escort you to the village."

"Thank you," Gabrielle smiled at the Amazon. "Sdigy knows we’re coming?"

"Yes, my Queen. We became aware of your preseecetiment you put your foot
upon our lands. We have been watching you to malesyou weren’t followed."

Xena snorted audibly and received a warning glémace Gabrielle. If they had
indeed been followed, she would have been thetérabtice. Callias ignored the
looks exchanged between her Queen and the wammibslawly rose to her feet.

My Queen, we should get going. | know our Regemtaging impatiently to see you
again, and..." She paused, looking first at Gabrikiés Xena.

"There are serious matters to discuss."

"We know," Xena remarked. "We just spent the lagtrk trying to avoid those
matters."

Callias nodded. "Yes, and when you have the tirme,must tell me how you
managed to get pass the soldiers, but first..."

Her eyes turned to the figure, half hidden in thadows.
"First we need to decide what to do about him."

"He’s coming with us," Xena said evenly, her toleady indicating that this wasn’t
something up for discussion, and after receivingfirmative look from her Queen,
Callias nodded again.

"Very well, but he must be removed all of his weapand blindfolded."

When she caught the expression in Xena's eyegustidy added. "It’s by the
Regent’s orders. No man is to enter an Amazorgellanless blindfolded and
unarmed.”

Xena took a step closer to the Amazon.

"Does...Ephiny know he’s coming?"



Callias looked at her with confusion.

"Well, of course. As | said, we knew of your presethe moment you entered the
forest.”

“"No," Xena’s low voice replied. "That’s not whathéant. Does Ephiny knowho
the man is, who have been travelling with your (x?8e

Callias” brow furrowed, "I don’t know what you me&me hasn’t mentioned anything
if that’s what you're asking."

Xena eyed the woman in front of her, a thoughtikgression on her face. Then she
tilted her head to look at the man in question.

"Lykeas?"

"You can blindfold me if you want to, but I'm naaitding over my weapons.

He crossed his arms over his chest and staredstplat first Callias then Xena.
"l earned the right to carry arms on Amazon teryignlong time ago."

"What!" Callias began and took a step towards iat,was abruptly halted by Xena’s
hand on her arm.

"I'll handle this."

She walked over to Lykeas and together they moved deet away from the four
pairs of eyes looking questioningly at them. Gdlaieratched the two warriors stand
face two face, their heads almost level, Lykeasdenly a few inches taller than
Xena. They spoke quietly, and even Phila, who wamswk for her excellent hearing,
couldn’t make out what they were saying. The badgliage, however, was clear
enough, both warriors using more and more urgestuges in their attempts to
persuade the other. Finally Lykeas” hands droppéistside and he gave Xena a
small relenting nod. She, in return, patted himtigesn the shoulder and whispered
something more. He nodded again and began to remswsvord and then bow. He
handed the weapons to Xena, who fastened themrjarRaback before she returned
to retrieve his daggers and knifes. She lookebeabtades in her hands, then raised
her head to look into his eyes.

One is missing.

He returned her gaze defiantly at first, but thenelxpression changed and Xena felt
her body stir with conflicting emotions. Her mingdslenly filling with the memories
of a young, black-haired man walking towards heitiagh.. A hand reaching down
to pull her up... Laughing eyes looking at her oveampfire.

She forcefully shook the memories away and staredhis eyes, trying to see inside
of him, trying to read him and understand him ke had once before, so many years
ago.

Don’t make me regret this.

"We're ready."



Callias came over and gave Xena a piece of cldtigiwshe gently band around his
head, covering his eyes and abandoning him tdfereift kind of darkness than the
night surrounding them.

With Callias in the lead, followed by Phila and @albe, then Xena next to Lykeas,
her hand on his arm guiding him forward and fin@lhgia leading the horses, they
made their way toward the village. Rarjan had bagymanic when the brown-haired
Amazon reached for the reins, and it had taken ayls=veral minutes of soft spoken
words and affectionate caresses to calm the hansa énough to enable Areia to
grab hold of the reins. Every once in a while stvew a suspicious glance back at the
horse behind her, fully expecting to feel his taatthe back of her neck any second,
but nothing happened and they arrived at the \ellaghout further incidents.

In spite of the worry she was feeling, Gabrielle fier heart fill with a quiet sense of
peacefulness. A peacefulness she always assouwidtethe Amazons, with her
home.

Yes, this truly is my home now.

Her face lit up into a brilliant smile when she sBphiny standing in the centre of the
village, a huge grin plastered all over her fadee Royal Guards stepped forward,
gently, but firmly clearing a way through the crofed the Queen. Ephiny closed the
distance between them, enveloping Gabrielle int@an, loving embrace, the crowd
around them cheering enthusiastically.

"Welcome home, Gabrielle."
"It's good to be back, Ephiny."
They let go of each other, clasping their handsttogy instead.

"A warm welcome to you, too, Xena." Ephiny spokmajlsg at the warrior. "It’s
always good to see you."

Xena gave her a warm smile in return.
"It’s nice to see you, too, Ephiny. It's been alahi

"It most certainly has. Much too long in my opinjoshe replied, gently nudging
Gabrielle in the ribs before turning to the Captafithe Royal Guard.

"Callias, | trust there were no difficulties?"

Callias stepped forward. "No, Your Highness, nailtde at all. Her Majesty hadn’t
been followed and the man agreed to your termsante along peacefully.”

"Ah yes, the man." Ephiny smiled wickedly.

"Since when does the Warrior Princess and the Amgageen need a man to help
them win their battles."”

She turned and the playful smile froze upon herdgpher disbelieving eyes took in
the sight of the man standing next to Phila.



"Remove the blindfoldNow!"

Phila hurried to fulfil her Regent’s command anoMor eyes widened in shock as she
saw black eyes blink a few times, before focusimg staring directly at her.

For a moment time stood still, an uncomfortablerssk filling the square, before
eagerly whispering voices in the crowd, broughtiBplback to reality.

"Lykeas," she spoke quietly.
"Ephiny."

The Regent had to force her eyes away and loolabti@le, painful confusion
evident in her eyes.

"Gabrielle, what is this... | don’t understand."

Gabrielle had been shocked and dismayed by the sodnlding in front of her, and,
although she didn’t know the reasons behind itws®epained by the distressed
expression on her friend’s face. Xena began tofetefard, but the bard shook her
head, halting the warrior in mid-stride.

“I’'m sorry, Ephiny. | didnt know..."
She glanced at Lykeas, her gaze almost hostile.
"Let’s talk about this in your hut."

She began to lead the dazed Amazon away, giving ¥eneaningful look on the
way. Xena saw them disappear into the Regent dktdre speaking out loud enough
for everyone to hear.

"Okay folks, the show’s over. It's the middle of thight, go to bed."

Even the most dense Amazon, understood that deiagrevith the warrior could
most seriously endanger their health, and one bytlogy slipped away until only
Xena, Lykeas and Callias were left. The blond Anmag@yes darting from one face
to another, her posture communicating both confuara a thinly veiled threat.

"Is there something | should know?"
Xena returned her gaze without blinking.
"My friend needs a place to sleep. Is there a butdn use?"

Callias opened her mouth then closed it again, enigigdemembering her
responsibilities. She straightened up and indicatdatection with her head.

"The guess hut next to the smithy is availabléntdke sure it’s prepared for you."
She gave Xena a small nod, sent an angry stargkabt and walked away.
"Lykeas..." Xena began.

He shook his head slowly.



"Where are the stables?"

She pointed out the direction.

"Do you want me to stable Argo for you?"
"That"d be nice, thank you."

"Okay," he said, taking the reins from both Arga &uarjan. "I'll see you in the
morning."

And then he was gone.

Gabrielle opened her eyes and smiled at the feleo$trong arms around her, a
warm body pressed up against her own. Closingye=s &gain, she heard the sounds
of the village slowly coming to life as people begaoving around outside, voices
speaking quietly, occasionally interrupted by laegland shouted greetings. It all felt
so familiar and she was filled with such a longingurprised her. She was so happy
here, surrounded by people, who loved and respéetednd whom she loved and
respected in return. She felt Xena shift slightind her, drawing her closer and for
a moment the bard felt guilty, wondering if Xena lsmmehow read her mind. She
always tried not to think too much about the futin@ving decided long ago there was
no reason to drive herself crazy and was contelitgqust one day at a time.

But sometimes.

To avoid thinking more about it, her thoughts turte the conversation she had had
with Ephiny last night. Or perhaps she couldn’tegall it a conversation, but more
her asking a lot of questions and Ephiny answdrarglly any. She had of course, due
to her talk with Xena and Lykeas’ reaction whenrsieationed the Amazon,
understood that things between the warrior andRéngent were far from idyllic, but
still she had been surprised at the strong reaétion Ephiny. Not that Ephiny had
wanted to talk about it, she had just vaguely egpthat she and Lykeas didn’t get
along very well, that they never had and that fragtically hadn’t seen each other
for years. At Gabrielle’s question whether she kramlvn Lykeas was an old friend of
Xena's, she had told that, yes, she did indeed khatybut hadn’t thought they still
had anything to do with each other. When Gabriedlé asked her why, Ephiny had
dismissed the question with a small shrug and atisésked why they were travelling
with him. Gabrielle had briefly begun to tell thed®ent about everything that had
happened the last month and a half, but had beemupted by a disbelieving Ephiny.

"What's that supposed to mean?"
"Like | said, | don’t fight anymore."

"But...but that’s crazy! You're an Amazon...and Queethat matter! You can’t
just... | mean, the Amazons are warriors for Arterséke! We fight when we have to,
we may not like it, but we do it nonetheless, bseguotecting the Nation in
whatever way possible is every Amazon’s top pyialtits her duty!"

"I'll just have to protect the Nation in my own w&phiny."

"It's a Queen’s duty to lead her warriors into b&tiGabrielle. And, although, it’s an
old law and not called upon if we can avoid itsistill there and will be practised if



necessary. To every Amazon and that includes tleei@Quhe Nation comes first, then
her fellow Amazons and not until then, herself.

"l have to do what my conscience tells me."
"I'm sorry to hear that."

That had put an abrupt end to the discussion aed sdying goodnight, Gabrielle had
returned to the Royal hut only to find it empty €litthings had been there and
Gabrielle could see that Xena had been there togehaut of her armour, but now
there was no sight of the warrior. Totally exhadstghysically and emotionally, she
had gone to bed, but sleep had abandoned her steddhan overwhelming sense of
restlessness had taken hold of her. Her mind hed filéed with fragments of
conversations and images, almost driving her otiedf All the things she had
avoided thinking about for so many weeks, cameetamlow, mercilessly probing and
nagging, demanding answers. She’d had none.

After almost two hours of tossing and turning, bhd finally fallen asleep. At what
time Xena had arrived and joined her, she had ea.id

"Morning." A warm breath caressed her ear.

"Morning," Gabrielle answered smiling, before tumgiand slightly pulling away so
she could look at the warrior.

"When did you get to bed last night?"

"Oh, way too late," Xena answered closing her @yekstretching lazily. "And |
wouldn’t mind sleeping a bit more."

"So why don’t you?" Gabrielle leaned down and kigbe soft lips below her, then
returned to her former position on her elbow.

"Or do you have a better suggestion?"

Blues eyes opened slowly, a feral smile forminghanlips. The next second
Gabrielle found herself pinned on her back witteanawake warrior on top. Dark
hair caressed her face as the warrior bent dowagture her lips. The kiss was wild
and passionate with an almost desperate urgentctothlaboth their breaths away,
before Xena slowly pulled away, reluctantly lettigpg of the bard’s lower lip.

"Unfortunately, we have to meet the council in Zidunes."

"What?" The bard’s voice was raw with desire arelrslached out to pull the
warrior’s head down again.

Xena resisted temptation and managed to get degabtind begin dressing in spite of
Gabrielle’s protests.

"You gotta be kidding."

The dark-haired woman had to smile at the sigleoffrustrated lover and her almost
pouting expression.

"I wish, but I'm afraid it’s true. | spoke to Ephilast night and it was decided to have



a meeting early this morning."

Her expression grew serious and the playfulnesgpgdesared from her voice.
"There is a lot to discuss."

Gabirielle tried to read Xena's face, but couldn't.

"Did Ephiny...?"

"Yeah, she mentioned it."

"Do you think she-."

“Let’s not talk about this now, Gabrielle," the vi@ar interrupted, her voice tired and
distant.

"There are more serious matters to discuss. Likat whdo about that little army
threatening your people for instance.”

She finished dressing in silence, feeling Gabrigleyes at her back. She turned and
looked at the bard.

"Are you coming?"
"Tell, Ephiny, I'll be right there."
"Okay, I'll see you then."

Xena walked out of the door and Gabrielle heardeiehange a few words with the
guards outside before she continued and walkeuakidirection of the council.
Without exactly knowing why she grabbed the negpésiw and threw it forcefully
against the wall.

It took Gabrielle slightly longer to reach the csilits hut than expected, due to all the
Amazons wanting to greet their Queen and expressjty of having her in their
village again. But Gabrielle loved every minutataind pleased several Amazons by
calling them by their names, which earned her sewe& warmer smiles in return.
When she finally arrived at the hut, she pausdddk at the village now buzzing with
life, and she felt her heart swell with pride.

| won’t let them down.
"My Queen?"

Gabrielle turned to see Callias, who had quietipedo stand next to her, a question
on her face.

Gabrielle gave her a warm smile and for a secoadiad of the Royal Guard looked
startled, but then returned the smile.

"They are waiting."

"I know... | just wanted to-." She stopped hersetft sure of what she was trying to
say.



The soldier nodded solemnly.
"I know what you mean, my Queen. | feel that, mmmnetimes."

Gabrielle exchanged another smile with the blondaaom and was about to enter the
hut, when a movement caught her eye. She turneéetr@allias tense slightly next

to her. Lykeas was walking towards them, unarmeblescorted by a soldier in the
Royal Guard. She recognized the graceful, browredahAmazon as Areia, one of the
warriors, who had met them in the forest the ddgriee All over the village heads
turned to watch the dark man walking casually talsdaheir Queen, the younger
Amazons staring with good-natured curiosity, wisibene of the elder followed
Lykeas with obvious hostility. They came to a haltront of the hut and Areia gave
Gabrielle a small bow before turning to her Captain

"l brought the man as requested, sir."

"Where there any problems?" Callias asked heraglter tone of voice almost
expectant.

"No, sir. He came along peacefully."”

"Good. | want you to station two guards outsidehtbeas long as the Queen and
Regent are inside."

The soldier nodded and left.

All during the exchange, Gabrielle had felt Lykeagés staring at her, but not until
Areia had disappeared in the crowd did she meegdrs. To her great surprise he
smiled at her.

"Good morning, Gabrielle. | hope you slept well."

"It's Her Majesty to you!" The Captain growled bef@abrielle could speak and she
reached out to reassuringly touch the soldier’s arm

“No, it’s okay, Callias."
"But-." The Amazon began, but was stopped by hexeQu

"It's okay. | prefer people to call me Gabriellgpamy, and | hope you’ll do the
same."

The Captain was quiet for a moment, an almostiipigdlush grazing the beautiful
face.

"Oh, I don’t know, Your Majesty... | think I'll ratiheise your title if that’s all right
with you."

Gabrielle nodded, then smiled at the woman. "Aswal."

Then she entered the hut, closely followed by Lgke#&o had a very determined
Amazon Captain on his heels.

They were met by several pairs of impatient eyes@abrielle hurried to take her
place at the end of the oval table across from mpkvhom she noticed didn’t look



like she had closed an eye last night. To Gabrgelight was Xena and then Lykeas,
who was politely, but coldly led to his seat byl@al, before the Captain herself went
around the table to take the seat between the Qarekkrinya, the village’s weapons
master. Lykeas turned to look at the brown-hairedhan sitting between him and
Ephiny, and couldn’t help but wonder if she hatde@n seated there on purpose. The
woman noticed his gaze and pale brown eyes starectly into his.

"My name is Zelei, I'm the Captain of the regulamg.”

Her entire manner radiated pride and arroganceoandf the corner of his eye,
Lykeas saw Callias” jaw clench slightly. He stotteel information away for later use
and turned his attention to Ephiny, who had jusaed her throat and with a quick
glance at Lykeas begun to speak.

"Well, we better get started. We have a lot to uksc'

"Before we begin, I'd like to know, who this maraisd what business he has at a
council meeting."

Zelei crossed her arms and looked directly at thgeRt.
"Actually, 1'd like to know what he’s doing in ovitlage in the first place."

"His name is Lykeas," Ephiny began, her tone caich@ntrolled. "And he’s here
because together with Xena, he helped the Quedregetunharmed.”

"But-."

"I don’t have to remind you that we have an armacfcally lurking in our backyard,
do I, Zelei? We don’t have time for this!"

"I still don’t see, why he has to be here. He seduis duty and we’re all grateful, but
that doesn’t mean he has to stay here," Zeleirgedi stubbornly. "We don’t need
him."

"You need all the help you can get.”
Xena's voice was low, but held a dangerous edge.

"I've seen the army. Hades, | practically tookralkthrough it and these men are not
only well-trained, but also extremely well-equipped

"Well, you managed to fool them, didnt you?" Zétmked defiantly at the warrior.
"Well, you're not me are you?"

The two warriors stared at each other, before Xksraissed the soldier with a small
shrug and turned her attention to the Regent.

"The point is that if the army attacked now it wibble able to do considerable
damage to the village, but probably not defeapihpletely.”

"Which means?"

"Which means that unless they intend to camp aretkendlessly doing nothing, there



is a reason why they haven’t attacked you yet."
"And what reason would that be?" Zelei asked, htystiozing from every pore.

"Reinforcements." Callias cut in before Xena coamdwer. "They are waiting for the
reinforcements to arrive."

"So are we just going to sit and wait till it suitem to attack us?" The disbelief in
the Captain’s voice clear.

Xena sighed and closed her eyes briefly. They le®a loliscussing this for the last
couple of hours, and frankly she’d had enough.

"No, Callias, that’s not what | said. What | saidswthat we have to wait and see what
happens, and not rush out doing something thatiyl get us all killed."

"But if we wait any longer their reinforcements Mihve arrived and then what? Then
we’ll bereally in trouble.”

Xena ignored the exasperated soldier and turn&xbtoat Ephiny.
"l believe we have sent out for reinforcementswaf@vn?"
The Regent nodded, her face tired and pale.

"Yes, an envoy has been sent to the nearest viltaggrjuest for assistance. If all goes
well, we should have their reply within the nexteth days."

"They wouldn’t refuse, would they?" Gabrielle wdlyilooked first at Xena then
Ephiny. "I mean, the safety of the village is akst"

"No, they won’t refuse." Ephiny ran a hand throbghblond hair and it became
apparent to everyone in the room just how exhauked®egent was.

"But they’ll only be able to part with a certain@mt of warriors. There has to be
enough left in their village to put up a decentethek in case..." She trailed off before
continuing, looking straight at her Queen. "Onéageé is important, yes, but the
survival of the entire Nation more so and if neaegan Amazon will rather retreat
than fight a losing battle."

Both Captains simultaneously snorted and Ephing gagm both a sharp glance.

"If sacrificing one village will preserve the reits a sacrifice that every Amazon
must be willing to make. It may not be very herand it may not appeal to you, but
that’s the only thing that prevented the Natiomfizeing totally exterminated in the
past, and it’s the only thing that’s going to prévefrom being it in the future. What
do you think would have happened if the conflicthithe Centaurs had spread to
include more than a few villages? What would haapgened if we had mobilized all
our troops and the Centaurs done the same?"

"We would have destroyed them!" Zelei proudly ekuled..

"Or they would have destroyed us," came the gejetyrfrom Ephiny. "It's a risk I'm
not willing to take."



"What's going to prevent the soldiers from tryiogcbnquer the next village if they
manage to grab hold on the first?" Callais” voiad lost its frustrated edge and now
sounded more resigned than anything else.

"Nothing, that’s why we have to make sure they tismcceed the first time, no matter
what it takes."

The sorrowful reply lingered in the air for sevenahrtbeats.

"Perhaps if you could trick them into entering fbeest before the reinforcements
arrive?"

All eyes came to rest upon Lykeas.

"You probably won’t be able to get the entire armyving, but if you can get a
couple of units lured onto Amazon territory, yowshint have a problem with
disposing them. After all..." He paused, smiling tbane in particular. "It's no secret
that Amazons are deadlier in forest than any dtree."

"That means the soldiers are probably aware ofahatell.” The sarcasm in Zelei's
voice was unmistakable.

"True, but soldiers are soldiers and...well, we albw what soldiers are like after
weeks of inactivity, away from their homes and ho. idiversions in sight."

"It'll only work once," Xena said, an interestechgin her eyes.
"Yes, but if we do it properly..."

"It could be enough.”

"If we attack them again before they recover..."
"The reinforcements will be too late."

"They’ll definitely think twice before attacking."
"Their confidence will have been broken"
"Their morals low."

"And every dead soldier from their army..."
"Will be an extra one in ours."

"Exactly."

The two warriors exchanged a smile that made theraiccupants of the room feel
like they had just witnessed two wolves circlingpmtheir prey.

"Do you got a plan?" Ephiny’s voice broke the gikeand it was clear she didn’t
know whether to direct the question at Xena or lagke

Xena looked at Lykeas, who shrugged and the blas egnt back to the Regent.

"Yes. Yes, | think we do."



CHAPTER VIII

Although, the celebration that night was a veryetjaffair compared to normal
Amazon standards, nothing, not even a seriousttheggying over their heads, was
going to prevent the Amazons from welcoming thaie€@n home in a proper manner.
The centre of the village was filled with peoplat abrielle noticed a considerable
lack of regular soldiers, and a surprisingly higmoaint of warriors dressed in the blue
colours of the Royal Guard. The guards at the aisssf the village had been
doubled, and the warriors patrolling the foregilédl. Callias had practically not left
her side since the ending of the meeting, insidtiag) she should have an escort.
Gabrielle had barely managed to talk her out offdlie soldiers she had shown up
with, and only grudgingly had the Captain acceptedumber the escort down to one.
A task she personally had decided to take uporelie@abrielle knew Xena would
have found the entire scene amusing, that iseifstlrrior had been there to witness
it. But Xena had disappeared together with Lykdastly after the meeting, only
stopping long enough to grab a bite to eat. Thdtdeen hours ago and there was still
no sign of the warriors. She suspected they had gua the forest to inspect the
guards there, and probably check out the enemy eamell.

Ephiny came to stand next to her, dismissing her escort, also on the Captain’s
insistence, with a small gesture and together wetghed the dancing. Callias
stepped away from them, but remained close byeyes never leaving the Queen.
Gabrielle found herself tapping her foot, followitige rhythm of the drums and
Ephiny smiled at her.

"It’s infectious isn’t it?"
"Yes, itis."

For a while they just let the music flow througleittbodies and chase away all
worries from their minds.

"Ephiny, we have to talk."

The Regent sighed, "I know."

She put her hand on Gabrielle’s arm and begaratbHer away from the celebration.
"Your Highness?"

Ephiny glanced back at Callias, who wasn’t lookomy happy at the turn of events.
"It's okay, Callias. | think, Gabrielle and | cao fpr a walk without being attacked."
The Captain looked as if she was about to arguehlea capitulated.

"Promise me, you won't leave the village, and fmallssistance if you see anything
unusual."

"We promise, mother,” the Queen giggled in a verregal manner.

The Captain turned crimson and Gabrielle suddexityobd. She reached out and took
the soldier’s hand.



“I'm sorry, Callias. That was uncalled for, | pramiyou we’ll be careful."

The crimson didn’t disappear and Gabrielle codldhiie Captain was feeling very
embarrassed, but why she should feel that waydisimét understand.

She squeezed the blond Amazon’s hand.

"You take high pride in your responsibility andysu should. You do an excellent
job."

"It's my duty," Callias said, dismissing the praiset Gabrielle could see she was
pleased by the words.

"If we're not back in an hour, you come and geblksy?"

That earned her a smile from the Captain, who nddael then returned to watch the
dancing.

They began to stroll through the village, both gimg the warm night and the
peaceful atmosphere lingering in the air. Thewatiat a quiet corner, as far away
from the celebration they could get and Ephinygest towards a bit of grass
between two huts.

"Let’s sit there."
"You don’t want to go to your hut?"
“No, it’s been so long since | last sat in the gitaat | hardly remember how it feels."

They settled down and Ephiny took off her bootksineng the feel of the grass
against her bare feet. After a look, Gabriellettiel same.

"Are you happy, Ephiny?"
The Regent looked up startled. This wasn’t thetegpreshe had expected.
"Well, of course, why wouldn’t | be?"

"It’s just, you looked so sad there for a momemd, you had the same expression on
your face back when we were discussing the army."

"Well, it’s not exactly an ideal situation, is it3he gave Gabrielle a pale smile that
didn’t quite reach the brown eyes. "l have a Iahofgs to think about, that’s all."

They sat in silence for a long time, the faint sbohdrums filling the night.

Gabrielle searched her mind for something to shg.\8anted to explain to her friend
why she wouldn’t pick up a weapon anymore. She edartt tell her that she loved the
Amazons and would do anything within her powerprevent them from being hurt.
She wanted Ephiny to understand that she wasmiéatlith all the serious decisions,
that she could lean on her for support, and thbbdyp would think anything less of
their Regent if she didn’t have all the answerselitne blond Amazon finally spoke,
her question caught Gabrielle by surprise.

"What do you think of Lykeas?"



"What?" Was all the bard managed to say.
"I mean, what do you think about him? Do you likenf"

Gabirielle tried to gather her thoughts and comwitip an answer, but couldn’t think
of any that would properly express her feelings.

"Well, it’s hard to say," she paused, her browdwing. "He’s...sometimes he just...|
used to think...

Oh, he can be so frustrating sometimes."
"I know," Ephiny smiled sadly.

"He’s hard to figure out," the bard elaboratedrd®ng for the right words. "He can

be so nice and considerate and...well, almost furimnithe mood strikes him, but at
other times he just looks at you with that uncaexgression in the eyes and you can’t
help but wonder if he’s considering whether toyoutr head off or not."

Ephiny chuckled quietly. "Yeah, | remember."
Gabrielle turned her head to look into the browesey

"He means a lot to Xena, though, and that’s whywiling to put up with his moods
and his attitudes.

| don’t know why she never mentioned him beforel, lashon’t know why they went
their separate ways all those years ago, but hdevkkhat she was very happy to see
him again. And, truth be told, right now that’statht matters to me."

"They had a disagreement.”
"What?" Gabrielle stared at Ephiny.

"I don’t know what about," the Regent hurried tg. $hjust know they had a major
fight over something and when they couldn’t agrtgkeas left."

"How do you know?"

The answer was barely more than a whisper.
"Xena, told me."

"She told you?"

"Well, sort of... The subject came up once and shetimeed it...but that's all |
know."

"Well, it’s more than she ever told me." Gabriskéd in annoyance. "She practically
hasn’t mentioned anything, and refuses to answenexter | question her."

Ephiny pushed herself backwards, to lean agaieshiih.
"She..." The Regent began hesitantly, "she probadyiter reasons."”

Gabrielle sighed. "Xenalwayshas her reasons."”



That brought out a grin on the Amazon’s face anri@lde could feel the corners of
her mouth curl up. She was still feeling frustrateth the warrior, but had resigned
herself to the fact that eventually Xena would caraind and tell her what she
wanted to know.

At least, she always has before. Why should thenpalifferent?
"Why have you never told me about Lemea?"
"It's not something the Amazons like to be remindéd

Gabrielle tried to catch Ephiny’s eye, but the Régeoided her look, staring down at
the grass instead.

"Why?"
Ephiny took a deep breath and finally looked up.

"A lot of shameful things happened in that villaevas a disgrace to Artemis and
every living Amazon."

"I thought it changed for the better. Lykeas, said-
"It did," the Regent interrupted. "For a while."

"What happened?"” The bard could tell her friend wexy uncomfortable by the line
of conversation, but she desperately wanted answers

"They returned to their old ways and ended up dgstg themselves. There was a
fire... We never heard of any survivors."

"l see."

A sudden outburst of laughter caused them botbdk Up startled, and they saw two
closely intertwined Amazons walking past them aptewf yards away. Ephiny
smiled.

"If I'm not quite mistaken that was Phila and Aréia

"They’re together?"

"Usually, that is, when they are not at each oth#roats."

"They make a cute couple.”

"Yes, yes they do."”

They sat in their own thoughts for a while, a cort#fble silence resting between.
"How about you, Ephiny? Do you have anybody?"

The Regent shook her head. "No, I've been so latslyland it’s hard...being the
Regent and all. | have to be sure that... And thex/ays so much to do, so many
things to decide.”

"It's okay to be happy, Ephiny, even for a Regent."



"Yeah, but let’s first get all this over with arieh maybe... | must admit there is a
certain black-haired scout, who's rather cute."

They smiled at each other, and Gabrielle felt abihe worry she had felt for her
friend fade away.

"Did...Lykeas, ever mention his mother?"

Again Gabrielle was surprised by the sudden chahgabject.
"Oh, only briefly. Why?"

"She was my mother, too." The voice filled with sasis.

"I know. She and your mother were joined."

Ephiny nodded. "You know, it’s funny, but Lykeashie spitting image of her. The
same black hair, the same black eyes."

"You remember her?"
A pained expression briefly showed on the Amazfacs.

"Images, voices. | remember her laughter. She awsgde me laugh. Every time |
had gotten into trouble and my mother would scoé] hykeia would show up and
make us both laugh and forget everything."

"She sounds like a wonderful woman."

"She was," Ephiny sighed. "I loved her very much.d.an did my mother. She was
never the same after the banishment.”

"Did Lykeas ever meet your mother?"
"Once."

Gabrielle waited for further elaboration, but netica warning glance in the Regents
eyes and decided to let it go.

In a cheerful voice she said, "Well, speaking dtéas. | wonder when it pleases him
to return my warrior to me. | haven’t seen herhiours."

"They spend a lot of time together, don’t they?"

"Yes, they do. Xena is quite good at handling hiremever he gets into one of his
moods. Most be some kind of warrior thing."

"Perhaps you shouldn’t... Perhaps it would be bett&phiny began, not certain if
she should speak her mind. Then reaching a de¢ili@ncontinued, "I’'m not sure
he’s good for her."

"What...what do you mean?"

Seeing the worry in the green eyes made her rasichnol take the bard’s hand into
hers.



"Nothing, don’t worry. I'm talking nonsense, itedm a long day."
She began to get to her feet, pulling Gabriellewith her.

"We better get back to the celebration before &aliomes and personally drags us
back by the ears."

"But-."
"Please, Gabrielle, can we just go now?"

The bard nodded reluctantly, wondering why it wias sever seemed to be able to
finish a conversation anymore.

They had returned to the celebration and spenwédrirs there just relaxing and
enjoying the festivities. Several Amazons, someashyly than others, had come to
ask their Queen to dance, but each time Gabriallet&ctfully declined, her heart still
waiting for the warrior to show up. But, when adidnaired, slender Amazon named
Terisa had managed to lure the Regent into joiharg Gabrielle had found herself
feeling surprisingly lonely, and had turned to askery startled Amazon Captain for a
dance.

"Uh, I don’t know, Your Majesty. I'm not sure ith"
"Oh, nonsense, Callias. Don’t you want to dancé wie?"
"Well, yes. Of course, but-."

"Well, then, what’s stopping you? You don’t wardtisobey your Queen now, do
you?"

Grinning, Gabrielle had pulled the soldier after &ed together they had joined the
dancing.

The blond Amazon had been a very rhythmic and fwadancer, once she recovered
from her embarrassment, and Gabrielle had founselfdbllowing the Captain’s
every move without hesitation. They had made a epgutiful sight and several pairs
of eyes had followed them throughout the danogakn’t till the musicians grew
tired, and people slowly began to leave and heaachibat they stopped, both with
flushed cheeks and shining eyes.

"You're a wonderful dancer, Callias. It was a ple@asdancing with you."
"l think it takes two, my Queen, and you're veilfeskyourself."

"Thank you, that’s nice of you to say."

"I mean it."

"Thank you."

They had looked at each other in silence.

"Do you want me to escort you to your hut?"



"No, thanks, Callias. I'll be fine."
"Okay, my Queen, then I'll bid you a goodnight."
"Goodnight, Callias, I'll see you in the morning."

Walking the short distance back to the Royal Habfelle had been lost in thoughts
and barely managed to suppress a small screamaviigure suddenly emerged from
the darkness to walk beside her.

"Lykeas! You startled me."

“I'm sorry, | didnt mean to."

"Is Xena back as well?"

"Yes."

"Well, where is she?"

"l don’t know. | left her a while ago to check carjan."

They had arrived at the hut and for some indefmabason, they had both stopped
outside, neither showing any intention of leaving.

"Why are you still here, Lykeas?"

"Why not?"

"If you"d wanted to you could have left."
"Maybe | don’t want to."

"Why not?"

He’d just given her his trademark look, followedabgmall shrug. Gabrielle had felt
an enormous wave of frustration wash over her haatito resist a sudden urge to
reach out and strangle him. Reading her face, ls/ked only smiled.

"Are we friends, Lykeas?"

"Do you want us to be?"

"Yes...yes, | would."

"Because of Xena?"

"Yes, partly, but also because... Not always, but timoss, | like you."
Brows had furrowed.

"You...like me?"

"Yes, | like you."

"Oh."



"So...friends?"
"When | make a friend it’s forever. You sure youpdor that?"
"I wouldn’t have it any other way."

Although he tried to hide it, the most truly fethe she had ever witnessed from him
briefly graced the dark features.

"Friends it is then."

For a while they had just stood there, lookingaatheother. Then Gabrielle had leaned
forward to plant a light kiss on his cheek, anti¢o great delight he hadn’t flinched,
well...only a little. Then she had turned and walkedtand in front of the door
leading into the hut, before looking at him again.

"Can | ask you something?"
The answer had come hesitantly.
"Sure."

"When you think back at your time with Xena...backnwou rode together, the
things that you did..."

"Yes?"

"How does that make you feel?"

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, what do you feel when... Do you feel..."
"Guilty?"

Silence then.

"Yes. Do you feel guilty? Do you feel the same paah Xena has to live with every
day?"

"No."

Gabrielle had stared at him, a mixture of emotisim®wing on her face.
"No?"

"No... I've never felt guilt in my life. I've nevegretted anything I"'ve done."
"l don’t believe you."

His eyes had become cold at the statement.

“I'm not Xena, Gabrielle. I'm not looking for fovgness or searching for
redemption.”

"Are you trying to frighten me?"



"No."

His eyes had lost their cold, and for a secondtlstieght he would say something,
but then he began to walk away.

"Lykeas?"
He had turned to look at her, a question on his.fac

"What is it you want to know, Gabrielle? What ighiat fascinates you so much? What
is it you want me to say?"

He had stared at her, waiting for an answer. Shaddnone.
"Goodnight, Gabrielle. Get some sleep."”
Then he had disappeared into the darkness onae. agai

The next two days passed in a blur. Xena was bitsypreparations for battle and
Gabrielle hardly saw the warrior. She went to blede@and when she woke up in the
morning, Xena had already left to meet with thet@s and Lykeas. Gabrielle,
herself, was tied up with work from early mornimgate evening, and she had
reluctantly acknowledged that being Queen wasrit alpout partying and issuing
orders to have work done for you. She was fillethwai noticeable, but satisfying
exhaustion and it pleased her no ends to be alb&di¢ve Ephiny of some of her
burdens. They hadn’t experienced any trouble wighataiting army, no soldiers had
entered the forest, and the third day, the reisfiorents from the other village arrived.

25 strong, fully armed warriors had quickly beeatisned to various parts of the
forest and village. There had been quite a rowdsgheement between, Callias and
Zelei, about who was to be in command of the newiwrg, until Xena had cut
through and said, she would take charge of thetei Aad been fuming, but Callias
had accepted without protests. A nervous anxiédgdfthe air and took hold of every
person in the village. The attack was to take ptaeenext day, and everywhere
warriors were cleaning and sharpening their weapohge the healer together with
her helpers were busy making preparations forribeitable aftermath of battle. The
plan was to lure as many of the soldiers onto Amdand early the next evening, and
then quickly take care of them with hopefully nswealties on their side. If they were
successful that attack was to be immediately fadidwp with another, later that
night, and if all went well, the sun would risestoine on an empty plain, bereft of any
enemy soldiers.

At least, no living enemy soldiedsena had quietly added in her mind, when she, in
one of their rare moments together, had gone dnveplan with Gabrielle.

Secrets are hard to keep in any village and it tliidike long before everyone there
was aware of who Lykeas was and of his connectidhdir Regent. Most of the
younger Amazons treated him with a casual indiffeesor innocent curiosity, while
those who were old enough to remember his mothettlanscandal that had taken
place all those years ago, either gave him the slobdilder or sympathetic looks,
neither of which Lykeas paid any attention. He $peost of his time with Xena,
planning and preparing the attack or trying to ¢ooe Callias to return his weapons.
Even when Xena had tried to reason with the Cagtaghlater Ephiny, it hadn’t



worked. The Regent had curtly said, he would b@ngdt to carry arms when the
attack was to take place and only then. Xena hhdeded the reply to him, but he
had only given her a dismissive grin and said liggprobably should consider himself
lucky they would allow him to carry arms into battt all. Initially Xena had felt
rather guilty about dragging Lykeas to the villaged had decided to make it up to
him by never leaving him alone for long, always iaignto keep him entertained,
always judging his mood, trying to make him smilbat way, she quietly admitted to
herself, she could also keep an eye on him ancgpteanything from happening. She
was prepared to step in if any situation shoulseanvell aware of some of the less
than friendly eyes following him around. Lykeas &edd himself admirably, but she
could tell by the occasional tightening of his jamd half veiled gaze that even the
smallest provocation was all it would take. Shensfmund that she enjoyed spending
all this time with him. They rarely spoke about pgeest, both knowing it inevitably
would lead to subjects neither were ready to dsdust she realized that just being
with him, talking about the upcoming fight, discusgsweapons, tactics, horses or
what ever came up, provided her with a quiet sehgzy she hadn’t felt for a long
time. She knew, she should find more time to bé& @iabrielle, but kept pushing the
thoughts away, always taking refuge in the exchiaedhe couldn’t leave Lykeas
alone.

Besides, she promised hers&ife’ll have plenty of time to be together after this
over.

So Gabrielle spent most of her hours with the Regeimg over a never ending flow
of documents, while Xena spent hers never leavikgas out of sight. As far as the
warrior knew, Lykeas and Ephiny hadn’t spoken stheenight of their arrival, and
she had come to the conclusion that probably wabéist solution for all people
involved.

As she arrived at the practice field, she noticgkkels sitting on the fence
surrounding the field, watching the training. Séedut a breath she hadn’t been
aware she was holding. It had been an hour sireéashsaw him, and she had begun
to feel slightly worried.

I’'m acting like a broody hen. It's not like he dalake care of himself.

Her eyes caught the sight of two staffs lying aassly on the ground, and with a
controlled tilt of her foot, she caught one, thaother in her hands.

This is gonna be fun.
She lifted the staff in her right hand and deligeaeswift blow against his head.

A hand shot backwards, a body turned and the wtdfcaught in an iron grip inches
before his face.

"Are you enjoying yourself, Xena?" He gave her l&satisfied smirk.
She arched an eyebrow in return before giving hgmraof her own.
"Wanna spar?"

"Sure."



He jumped down from the fence and watched as Xeonaé¢ graceful movement flew
over the fence.

"Show off."
She just grinned and tossed him a staff, "I think heard that one before."

They made their way toward a deserted corner ofighed the staffs rotating lazily in
their hands. They stopped, moved a few stances frarayeach other and were about
to begin when a voice interrupted.

"Can we join you?"

The turned to see Callias stand next to a shotrtsuoprisingly well-muscled woman.
The woman’s hair was a fiery red and her greena®jed at them with an expectant,
but friendly gaze. Xena recognized the woman asy&rithe village’s weapons
master, who also conducted the training of the geuhmazons.

"Well?"

Xena looked at Lykeas, who shrugged, "Sure, wh¢'nide looked at them, studying
their physique and their hold on the staffs.

"All against all? Or do you wanna pair up?"

"I think," Erinya began in a beautiful contraltd tHink it should be me and Callias
against the two of you."

The two warriors nodded, not really caring eithaywXena led Lykeas a few feet
away, till they had their backs to the Amazons.

"l should take Erinya and you Callias."
Lykeas just looked at her, a teasing smile onipss |
"Oh, and why’s that?"

"Callias is a very good soldier, but there’s noltdhat Erinya is better skilled with
the staff."

Lykeas tilted his head, a bigger grin spreadindpisrface.

"And, who exactly is the more skilled with the staff whegadmes to us?"

Xena frowned, but returned his grin.

"We’renot getting into that old argument now:"

Lykeas let the staff spin faster and faster betwesifingers, his arm never moving.

"Xena... | thought we settled this years ago. Yobeter with the sword, and unless
I’'m having a very good day | won’t defeat you. Jikst you won’t beat me at archery,
and then again, | have no chance in Tartarus to figere out how that shiny ring of
yours works, but when it comes to the staff..."

He let the sentence hang in the air, increasingpleed of the staff till it was nothing



more than a blur.

"When it comes to the staff, I'm your superior.ekfall, I've practically been fighting
with a staff since before | could walk."

Xena opened her mouth to argue, then closed ihaghaking her head in good-
natured exasperation.

"Whatever you say, Lykeas. Whatever you say."

Lykeas bit his lip, trying to suppress a smile, SBes, | think Callias wants to fight
you."

"Oh?" Xena looked past him at the Captain, who talksng quietly to Erinya. "Why
do you think that?"

Lykeas looked at her in surprise, but when he edtiena’s genuine confusion, his
face became expressionless again.

"Well," he said, dismissing the question. "Don@ytfall want to fight the Warrior
Princess?"

When Gabrielle and Ephiny finally decided to taker@ak, they didn’t waste any time
getting out of the crowded and stuffy hut, whemythad spent most of the afternoon.
Walking through the village, they couldn’t failtiotice that something was going on
down at the practice field. Pushing herself throtighcrowd, Gabrielle paused in
front of the fence surrounding the field. Ephinpsgoined her and the loudly
cheering crowd closed behind them. The sight tregtgd her was breathtaking. Four
warriors were fighting in the centre of the fieltheir moves were swift and precise,
hard and merciless. They circled and counterecgatihg only enough to block,
before delivering another furious blow against welat exposed limb that was within
reach. Their skin was glistening with sweat, clsthking to their bodies and damp
hair swirled in their faces. And there was absdyute doubt in Gabrielle’s mind that
they were all having a blast. Especially Xena. $iméle never left her face as she
jumped to avoid a blow aimed at her legs, regaimedbalance and forced her staff
down hard against the Amazon Captain’s right stesuf@allias cried out in pain, but
never loosened her grip around the staff and withmgossibly quick motion,
managed to bring it back up and block the next blé@na couldn’t help but feel just
the slightest hint of admiration for the blond Aroazand was about to say so, when
she noticed the determined look in the blue eya®nsgf directly into hers. She
frowned, not sure if she had read the look coryextld that distraction was all Callias
needed to deliver a direct hit into Xena's abdonXema felt all air leave her lungs
and she staggered a few steps backward. The Cégitanctory within reach and
moved forward to deliver the final blow. She rai$ed staff, but suddenly felt her
legs disappear from underneath her and she latatenifn her back with a
triumphant Warrior Princess staring down at her.

"I think that’s enough for today. We all need duersgth for the battle tomorrow."

She reached down and for a second she thougha€ualbuld refuse, but the Captain
grudgingly accepted her hand.

"You fight well," the blonde began, but was intgred by the sound of two bodies



heavily hitting the ground. Lykeas was sitting op bf Erinya, his staff pressing hard
against her throat. The weapons master struggleavaggled, but Lykeas pushed
harder, locking his thighs around her hips.

"You give?" He managed to say, panting heavily.

The Amazon struggled some more, more for appeasasaiees than anything else,
before she went limp, grinning wildly.

"I givel | give!"

Lykeas rolled off her, a big grin of his own sprggpacross his face. He reached
down and pulled the Amazon to her feet, and fohdenthey just stood in front of
each other, panting and grinning.

"What kind of move waghat?" The weapons master finally managed to say, dyistin
off her hands. "I've never seen anything like it!"

"Well," Lykeas smiled, "l didn"t want to stay outrie the entire day, so | had to put an
end to it."

"Okay, that makes sense, bat move?"

"Well," Lykeas said again, the black eyes shimngevifith mischief. I' didn"t make
you step on my staff, did I? You did that all byuyself."

The Amazon shook her head and gave him a warm .smile
"You’'ll have to teach me that one day."

They suddenly became aware of all the eyes follgwlem and managed to compose
themselves. Callias stepped over to Erinya andhegehey began to walk off the
field. Xena looked at Lykeas, a crooked smile onlips.

"The Double Grasshopper Move?"

"She had it coming." He smirked, enjoying himse¢ghtendously. "Blew her right off
her feet."

Xena raised an eyebrow and put an arm around biddgr. "It most certainly did."
CHAPTER IX

Lykeas was lying on his bed, staring at the ceilldig back was hurting slightly after
the powerful dive he had made with Erinya earher day, but that aside he felt good.
He could feel the familiar anticipation of battieter his limbs, and he knew he
wouldn’t get much, if any, sleep that night. Outdide hut, the village was quiet,
most people having gone to bed hours ago. Sudtenyeard the sound of quiet
footsteps walking outside and come to rest in fadritis door. A gentle knock
followed. He sat up and moved back to lean ag#mestvall.

"Come in."

The person outside hesitated for a moment beforsbpening the door and
coming inside.



"Ephiny?"

The surprise on Lykeas” face was quickly replagesidmething else. "What do you
want?"

The Regent stood for a moment, her eyes dartimg e side of the hut to the other.
"l... I thought we should talk."
"l thought you said you never wanted to see memnagaiich less talk to me."

"That...that was a long time ago, Lykeas. Perhapsawid...perhaps we could move
on."

"Move...on?"
The black eyes narrowed dangerously and Ephinylumvarily took a step back.

"l have," the Regent began, swallowing hard. "ldhae family left beside you and |
thought-."

“I’'m not your family!" The dark man rose from thedbslowly, his movements almost
feline. "Didn’t we establish that once already?"

Ephiny felt the need to step away once more, tespote distance between them, but
she remained standing, her eyes now staring difiand his.

"You're my brother, Lykeas, whether you like itrmt. Our mothers were joined and |
know they would want-."

Her head flew back from the impact of the blow.rdised his hand to strike again
and she closed her eyes, bracing herself for ttenseblow. But nothing happened.
She opened her eyes and for an endless momentptiie@d at each other. He
lowered his hand to his side before putting it hdhis back. First then he broke eye
contact and looked down at his feet.

"You better go."

Ephiny was suddenly filled with an overwhelming sewf loss and she had to take a
few breaths before she could speak.

"Is that all you have to say?" The question lindgarethe air for a few heartbeats.
"Yes."

She turned and walked to the door.

"Ephiny?"

"Yes?" She answered, without turning around.

“I'm sorry | hit you." The words were spoken inuagisingly soft tone.

“I’'m sorry you hit me, too."

She walked out and closed the door behind her.



She almost ran into Gabrielle, who had to grab ¢mtcRegent’s shoulder not to fall.
"Ephiny! Are you all right?"

The Amazon removed a few blond strands from hes apel gave Gabrielle an
unconvincing smile.

“I'm fine, Gabrielle. Lykeas and | just had a snaidlagreement, nothing to worry
about."

Gabrielle threw a glance at the closed door and #idner friend’s face.
"Do you want to talk about it?"
Ephiny shook her head.

“No, right now, all | want to do is sleep." She gawabrielle’s hand a gentle squeeze.
"“I'll see you in the morning."

Gabrielle watched as the Regent disappeared idatkmess before she turned to look
at the door again.

No, not tonight. | can’t deal with him tonight.

She walked to her own hut and noticed to her disinags still empty. Although she
knew it was stupid, she couldn’t help but feel pit hurt by Xena's continuing
absence, and she wondered briefly where she ceuldlbplans for the attack had, to
her knowledge, been made and she couldn’t thimkthing else the warrior might
be doing.

Unless, of course...

She smiled to herself and began to walk towardstdges. Xena was probably
having a quiet chat with her beloved horse, andogttier go get her, before the
warrior forgot that other living creatures mightiwaer attentions as well. As she
passed the practice field, she noticed a shadavinigagainst the fence, facing away
from her. She stepped a few steps closer.

"Callias?"

The shadow spun around and the moon revealed theitoe face of the Amazon
Captain.

"Your Majesty! What are you doing out here on yown and at such a late hour?"

Gabrielle smiled. "Probably the same as you, CapEmjoying the peace and quiet of
the night.”

She took a quick decision and climbed up to sithenfence, and after a moment’s
hesitation, Callias joined her.

"Can’t you sleep?"”

The smile left Gabrielle’s face.



“No, | can’t stop thinking about what's going t@pean tomorrow. What if something
goes wrong? What if everything fails and peopleki&td for no reason? What if-."

Her words were cut off by Callias, who tentativedached out to take the Queen’s
hand.

"Don’t think like that, my Queen. You’ll only driy@urself crazy. We'll fight
because we have to and we all know that we mightainorrow, but there isn’t a
single Amazon here, who isn’t willing to die forrlpeople, for her Queen...including
me."

Gabrielle squeezed the hand holding hers and galla€a weak smile.

"Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, Callias. | ldalt want a single Amazon to die
for me...including you."

A strange expression showed on the Captain’s fataslze looked away.

"I woulddie for you, my Queen," she said in such a quatesthat Gabrielle almost
didn’t hear her.

Gabrielle opened her mouth to speak, but nothingec&he eased herself down from
the fence to stand in front of the Amazon Captain.

Callias, I..." She stopped, not sure if she shoujdssanething.

The Amazon jumped down from the fence, landingaég next to the Queen. The
soldier slowly raised her head to meet Gabrieljigze. Gabrielle saw the emotion
surfacing in the intense blue eyes, and for thghtdist of moments, she was
captivated and unable to move away. Callias ledmmeard, inch for inch bringing
her face closer to the Queen’s.

"Callias, no..." Gabrielle breathed, feeling the haatiating from the woman in front
of her, and then she felt nothing, but the soft ppessing gently against hers. For a
second, Gabrielle’s mind went black, she just stratllet herself be overwhelmed by
the powerful feelings the blond warrior invokedhier. She felt her heartbeat increase
as the kiss intensified, and the Amazon gingerbalneto explore her mouth with her
tongue, her hands enveloping Gabrielle’s waistinmuher closer. That awoke
Gabrielle from her state of paralysis and she pdishe Captain away.

"Callias, no!"

A mortified expression showed on the Amazon’s tawd she took a few steps
backwards.

“I'm... I'm sorry, | didn’t mean..."

Then suddenly she turned and ran.

"Callias! Wait!"

But the Amazon Captain had vanished into the dakne

"Damn! Damn! Damn!" Gabrielle whispered to herskitking the fence in



frustration.
"Why did this have to happen now?"

She let out a frustrated sigh and began to walk bmthe Royal hut. She needed to be
alone right now, to gather her thoughts and fimgag to straighten things out with
Callias. She was too engulfed in her thoughts twaadhe dark silhouette standing in
the doorway of the stable and the cold azure egaswing, as they followed the lithe
figure of the Queen be embraced by the night asalpqbiear.

30 Warriors moved soundlessly through the thicks$arAnother 20 were positioned
in the trees only a small distance from the momengpushy area that worked as a
natural border between forest and plain. Furtheb@warriors were waiting among
the trees, invisible to anybody who would have pdstykeas and Xena were
standing impatiently with these warriors, all quagt straining to hear what happened,
all waiting for the signal to move. The remaingle# Amazon force were camped
closer to the village, but still inside the foresgiting for the command to attack the
surviving soldiers on the plain. The afternoon a@s warm and shining with an ever
increasing red light, but none of the rays penetr#ite dense roof of leaves, and the
warriors shivered in the darkness. The forest wilsr®t a single bird or animal was
heard and a feeling of nervous dread hung in thél@nding in with the strong
anticipation of battle emanating from everybodyiding. Lykeas absently caressed
the hilt of the sword, subconsciously comfortedtbyresence at his side again. He
turned to look at Xena and they exchanged a gmée sefore both returned their
attention to the clearing ahead. Callias and hieliess had arrived at the borderland.
She ducked under a low hanging branch and tookrdmtand a tree. She raised a
hand to halt the warriors behind her, and knewhouit looking back that they had all
melted into their surroundings. She carefully mot@btbok past the tree and study the
scene in front of her. The enemy camp was calmmand lot of activity was to be
seen. Small groups of soldiers were scatteredvell the area, some sitting around a
fire eating, others talking or playing dice. Howewgroups of 5 were constantly
patrolling the area, circling the camp and guardsawositioned at the outskirts. The
Captain noticed that every soldier, even those wie eating and gambling, all had
their weapons within reach, ready to jump up agttfif necessary. She moved
behind the tree again as a patrol walked by ofépneayards away. When it had
passed, she raised her hand again, signallingolaiess to be ready. She took a deep
breath and the shrill cry of hawk cut through tivgand instantly, as if one being, 30
Amazons moved and stormed through the busheshtiesng war-cries followed
and confusion in the enemy camp was total. Xerafiegher muscles tense by the
sound and she had to force herself to remain stgndithe shadows. She couldn’t
see anything, but she could clearly hear the soahdattle. Metal hitting hard against
metal, the eerie sound of swords sliding down agradimd the groans and shouts of
the soldiers. She more felt than heard the impzfdise blows, felt how the sharp
blades sliced their way through armour and leathenter soft yielding flesh. She
could feel arms pausing, before pulling back, Elegastreams of blood to mar the
ground in the deadly colour of war. Then she hé&allias shout.

"Retreat! Retreat! Now!"

Her sword was in her hand before the Captain hmashied the sentence and she began
to move forward. Suddenly her vision was fillediwkmazons rushing past her, and
she stepped aside, taking refuge behind a trea fhi@ewarriors were gone and for a



single second nothing was heard, then the angmytstod men rang in her ears.
The accent was foreign, but the words weren’t.

"Come On! Let’s get them! They re running!"

Another voice shouted.

"No! Don’t! It’s against our orders! We're not ttter the forest!," but the voice was
drowned out by furious shouts and immediately fofd by the sound of heavy boots
entering the forest. Xena braced herself for whed about to happen, a predatory
smile on her lips. Between 40-50 soldiers cameingsimto sight, determined at first,
but then slowly coming to a halt, looking hesitgratound.

"Where did they go?"

"Damn! Don’t say those fucking bitches got away?"

On the contrary, we’re right here.

The grin on Xena's face broadened and she tightieegkrip on her sword.

She heard a whisper in the trees and, for a morakatfelt almost sorry for the men.
"Fire!"

From everywhere arrows flew through the air, fimgiheir targets with deadly
accuracy. The shouted curses where quickly replagedreams of anger and fear as
the soldiers saw their comrades fall to the groamodind them. Another wave of
arrows followed, mercilessly continuing the bloddrvest of men.

"Attack!"

From behind every tree and every bush, Amazonsgadewxith grim determination
written on their faces. Warriors lowered themselves trees, and arriving at the
clearing was a unit of 50 soldiers with a savageiyning Lykeas in the lead. The
fight was bloody but short. 10 minutes later nomreyeoldiers were left alive.

"Okay!" Xena shouted, bringing everybody’s attemtio her. "We give it an hour to
see what happens and if nothing does, then wekattaaccamp.”

Small cheers were quickly silenced by a look fréwe warrior.
"This is not over yet!"
Without a sound they retreated back into the forest

The moon rose to reveal a village that was quielbualive with activity. Everyone
there who had been left behind, whether being td@otoo young to fight, had spent
an anxious afternoon, then evening and finally nvghiting for news of the attack.
Gabrielle had been pacing the Royal hut till sheladw't take it any longer and had
gone outside, She immediately realized, she wésa®only one who couldn’t stand
the confines of their huts as the village was dfibeople. Some were walking around
talking quietly, others were standing at the outskiyes filled with worry searching
the forest. She found Ephiny among the latterRbgent’s face unnatural pale in the



moonlight.

"I should be there." She spoke quietly, not looki@sabrielle. "I shouldn’t have let
Xena talk me out of it."

"She needs you here," Gabrielle tried to reasserdriend. "She needs to know there
is a strong leader ready to take over if anythimguéd happen, and..." She felt her
throat constrict at the next words. "And Xena kndws not capable of that."

Ephiny spun around.

"That’s not true, Gabrielle! You're more than cdedb reign this villagendthe
Nation, and we both know that, and so does Xena."

Gabrielle gave her a sad smile, "In times of peaagbe, but when it comes to war
and fighting, I'm afraid I'm terribly inadequateddn’t-."

"Someone’s coming!"

All over the village, faces turned toward the for@sd soon after, shadows slowly
began to emerge.

Ephiny recognized the slow, staggering movemenddetrout a small sigh.
"The wounded are being brought in."

"Kelife!" She shouted, "Get your people ready. Wainded are coming!"
"How many?" The healer shouted back, running tos/aet Regent.

A rasping voice answered, "It’s not that bad, atdgut 15-20 and most aren’t hurt
that badly, only a few..." The voice broke and Gdl@iszcognized Areia. The
brown-haired Amazon was bleeding from a deep cavelher right ear and her
sword arm was wrapped in a makeshift bandage, bat fkightened the Queen the
most was the total lack of life in the brown eyephiny took a step forward,
searching the soldier’s face.

"Phila...?" She managed to whisper.
Areia could only nod, tears filling her eyes. "Sh&he saved my life... She..."

The Regent put her arm around the soldier andygkdtlher away. Gabrielle felt like
she was going to throw up, she took a few deeptlisethen the healer arrived at her
side.

"Your Majesty?"
"About 15-20 and most shouldn’t be hurt that bdd@e repeated in a desolate voice.
"Any casualties?" The healer asked in a contradled businesslike tone.

"A few;" Gabrielle whispered, then she pulled hérsmgether. "I don’t know how
many."

The healer nodded, "Okay, have the most seriouslynded sent to my hut and the



others to Erinya’s. We’ll need all the room we gan"

Gabrielle nodded and the healer began to move hefaye Gabrielle’s voice stopped
her.

"What about the dead?"

The healer turned and for a second a sorrowfulesrapplaced the mask of
professionalism.

"The dead can wait, Your Majesty, the living cdn’t.

Slowly the Amazon army returned to the village. $aould walk by themselves,
others were half supported, half carried back. ®Herwatched in silence as the
endless flow of warriors passed her, and althoughpart of her mind told her that
they had won, that they escaped with as small @attgsas possible, another part kept
seeing the shocked, tearstained face of Areia. Syt soldiers gave her small
exhausted smiles as they passed while others atkdged her presence by nodding
briefly. Her eyes desperately searched for thet sifjbne warrior. At times she had to
restrain herself from not running forward when gtmught she saw a familiar figure,
but every time her hope was crushed.

"Lykeas!"

She almost ran to him and flung her arms around Hienstiffened immediately, but
didn’t pull away. She released him from her grit, leeld onto his arms. He was pale
and his face was smeared with dirt and blood, theéravise he appeared unharmed.

"Xena? Where's Xena?"

"She’s all right, Gabrielle." His voice was hoaasel he cleared his throat. "She’s still
at the camp.”

"Why? What is she doing there? | thought the baitie over."

"It is, she’s going through some documents we foGhe wants to know who they
are...or were."

The last statement was accompanied by a smile t#sgna sneer, and Gabrielle let
go off his arms.

"So...Xena wasn’t hurt?"

“No, she’s fine."

Relief washed over Gabrielle and she suddenlyéslf tired.

Lykeas gave her an awkward pat on the shouldestamted to walk away.
"Lykeas?"

"Yes?"

"How many died?"



He looked at her, his brow furrowing.
"Oh... Only a few, about four or five, | think."
"Anyone...anyone | know?"

"Uhm, I don’t know... Phila and...and a small blackrbdione, Terisa | believe it

was. And then one or two from the other villagen'd&now their names... and..."
He wiped a drop of blood away from his nose, haabfurrowing some more. "And
Callias, I think."

Gabrielle pushed herself forcefully through thenmidhovering outside the healer’s
hut. A tall woman stood in the door blocking theywaut when she noticed it was the
Queen, she stepped aside and let her in. The lubuwzzing with a hasty but
controlled activity. People were kneeling besidaleps, washing away blood,
bandaging wounds and whispering words of comfontaknost perceptible quiet
existed and only hushed voices and splashing wades heard. Kelife looked up
from her position next to a pallet, the ground abit, coloured with blood. She
barely acknowledged the presence of her Queeneefturning to her task. Gabrielle
let her eyes roam the bodies lying on the palleisdidn’t find what she was looking
for. Almost reluctantly her eyes came to rest anghrson in Kelife’s care. Callias
was deadly pale, her face white as a sheet aghm$&liood covering her body. A
steady stream of blood was seeping from a dee ¢@r side.

"Leda! | need more bandages!"

A young Amazon rushed to the healer’s side, hanaénghe bandages. Kelife tore
away Callias” tunic to get more access to the wpbefbre pressing the cloth against
it. Instantly the bandages were soaked and thehkedlout a low curse.

"Leda! Do we have any tar?"

"No, we were supposed to get some more next mognmember?"
Another string of curses followed.

"Okay, Leda, you now what to do."

The helper rushed past the Queen and out of the hut

Kelife looked up and her eyes searched the hutalbof the helpers were occupied.
She turned to look at her Queen.

"Your Majesty, | need your help."

It wasn’t a request, it was a command and Gaboéksed without a second thought.
She knelt down on the floor, on the opposite sid® pallet. She stared at the white,
dirty face and couldn’t stop herself from reachintjand gently push a lock of blood
stained hair away from the Captain’s forehead.i&34H face was captured in a silent
expression of pain. Her eyes were narrow slitsterdaw was clenched tightly
together, pale lips baring white teeth biting ddvend.

"l need to remove something from the wound. Youtrkaesp it free from blood, so |
can see what I'm doing."



"There...there’s something in the wound?"
"Yes, | think it’s the tip of a dagger. It must bawoken off inside of her."
Gabrielle swallowed and steadied herself.

The healer began to feel her way inside the woumiteviGabrielle fought to wash
away the blood that began flowing once again.

“I...1 think...1 got it!"

With a triumphant cry Kelife pulled out a long migtp and immediately the wound
began to bleed more strongly. Gabrielle lookedhiore bandages, but couldn’t find
any. She tore a piece of cloth from her skirt aegam pressing it against the bleeding.
The healer looked at her, a respectful look ingitey eyes. Wordlessly, she got up
and then returned with more cloth.

"Try and halt the bleeding as much as you can. lsbdald be here shortly, we’ll
have to seal the wound."

Gabrielle nodded without taking her eyes away ffemtask. Her knees were hurting
and her arms were aching from the strain, but &€ tgive in. In her mind she kept
seeing gentle, blue eyes looking at her in an uktmpguestion. She saw the shy smile
of an embarrassed Amazon Captain before pullingpbeto dance, and she saw the
horrified expression of a young woman realizing tsdtee"d done.

"Please, my Queen. | need you to step aside."”

Gabrielle was awakened from her state of revernkia@ haze moved away from the
pallet, allowing Leda to kneel in her place. Sheelygacknowledged the red glowing
pair of tongs the helper held in her hand, befoeehtand was lowered and a sickening
seething sound followed. A low guttural groan waard for only a moment and then
it silenced. The smell of burned fleshed minglethwhe harsh smell of blood and
urine and Gabrielle felt her head spin. She tuaratiran out of the hut, through the
people waiting outside, paying no attention todbecerned voices calling her name.
She paused at the outskirts of the village, partteayily. A nagging sense of shame
claimed her now and she had to blink a few teaisyaw

Gods! How did | ever think | could be more thanaad® I’'m not a warrior, I'm not a
Queen. I'm not even strong enough to help theimeiminly way | can.

She straightened up and dried her eyes.

No! | can do this! | may not fight with them on thedtlefield, but I'll be damned if
I’'m not going to help them when they are wounded.

A new determination entered her body and she tumedhlk back to the hut.
"Gabrielle."

She froze on the spot, the tears flowing freelyraga

"Xena?"

She turned to see the most beautiful sight sheehadwitnessed. A pale, tired and



very exhausted warrior walking towards her. Herheaed out at the sight of the
dark blues eyes devouring her and the small srhdevgg on the full lips.

"Gabrielle?"
She ran forward and was immediately caught uprongt powerful arms.
CHAPTER X

The following night five funeral pyres were lit. Bwvarriors from the village,
together with two from the neighbouring village tdidd on the battlefield, and in the
early hours of dawn another soldier succumbed tafgries. Callias fought a long,
hard battle against death, each ragged breathe¢hieg to be her last, but when the
pale morning sun rose to drive out the remainiraglsiwvs, the healer raised her head
and gave Gabrielle an exhausted smile.

"She survived the night. She’ll be all right now."

The pyres burned through the night and everyottlearvillage who were capable,
were there to honour the dead. Ephiny held a quiktgy for each warrior, outlining
each soldier’s courage and skills. Her voice ondaking once, when she began
speaking about Terisa, the young scout, who had sidbed from behind. It was a
night of sorrow, but also a night of joy. The jdytlee victorious and the joy of being
alive. It was decided to have a small celebratitverwthe injured were strong enough
to participate, and life slowly returned to norn¥&na had requested that the warriors
from the other village stay for at least a fortrtighfore returning, and Ephiny had
agreed. In spite of the recent victory the thowgflwhat might follow was never far
from the Regent’s mind. The documents they hadddwaa only been used to keep
track of the soldiers pay, and hadn’t been abfritesome light on who they were, or
where they came from. Several Greek names hadareeng the more foreign
sounding ones, and Xena had felt her body fill wahe. It was one thing when the
city states forgot all the solemn promises of bedtlood they had exchanged, and
began waging war on each other, but Greek meniegtieEreign service to fight
Greek was something entirely different. Secretly sfas glad none of the soldiers had
survived, although she would have liked to havethadpportunity to question one
about their targets. Gabrielle had spent most pfilne tending to the injured, and
every Amazon who might have felt displeased witirtQueen and her refusal to
fight, now felt a strong sense of pride. Withoutngsaint the Queen knelt down on
the stained floor, exchanged bloody bandages, wadinieand gore from battered
bodies and always she had kind, comforting wordsifiyone who might need it.
Xena had guards posted on the borderland, so ste loe immediately notified of
any movement on the plain, and spent the majofibeotime going over the attack
with Lykeas or sparring with the soldiers.

Stretching her back, Gabrielle rose from the cheait to Callias™ pallet. The Captain
had been drifting in and out of consciousness fostmof the day, her body raging
with fever. Kelife came to stand beside her andlggut a hand on the patients
forehead.

"The fever has broken."

Gabirielle nodded, "I know."



"Why don’t you go home and get some sleep, my Qu¥en have been on your feet
for two days without rest."

Gabrielle’s entire body was aching and her eyélisieavy and swollen, but she
shook her head.

"l can’t, not yet. The wounded need me here."
The healer reached out and lifted her Queen’s $eatie could see her face.

"The wounded have been taken care of. All they k@edv is to rest and the same
goes for you, my Queen."

When she saw Gabrielle was about to protest shHeaniit’s by the healer’s order,"
she said and gently pushed the exhausted womamdswee door.

"Go, get some sleep. | don’t want to see you dgaithe next 10-12 hours."

Gabrielle gave her a tired smile, the strain oflés¢ days clearly showing on her face.
She stepped outside and was surprised to discdowasinight. She had been inside
the hut all day and hadn’t noticed the hours slipya On her way through the
deserted village, she noticed Ephiny walking towdrgkeas” hut carrying his arms.

"Ephiny?"

The Regent almost jumped.

"Oh, it’s you. | didn’t hear you coming. How are thiounded?"
"They are fine, it'll take time for some, but théwgll recover.”

"Ah, that’s good... | know, | should have checkedlm myself, but | been so busy
with the funerals, and rearranging the army anchaven’t..." She trailed off, taking
a deep breath to compose herself. "I haven’t eaigihgpodbye to Terisa yet."

Her eyes went to the South of the village wherentieenorial grounds were.

"l...I meant to bring her some flowers tonight ankier... But | have to return these
weapons to Lykeas first. | know he’d want them backl after the way he fought for
us it would be petty to refuse.”

She silenced, but made no move to leave. Gabredlehed out and took the weapons
from the Regent.

“I'll do that. You have somewhere else to be righw."
Ephiny gave her a grateful smile.

"Thank you, Gabrielle, you're a true friend anduge tQueen. You may not think so
yourself, but you have proven to everybody in thillege that you're worthy of ruling
the Nation... As if we didn’t know that already."

And with these as her parting words, the blond Aonadisappeared in the direction
of the memorial grounds. Gabrielle walked the Veay to Lykeas™ hut and knocked
on the door.



"Just a sec." She heard him answer as he moveddinoside.
"Okay, come in."

He was sitting on the bed with nothing but a blankeypped around him, his wet
clothes hanging on a chair close to the fireplace.

“I've put off washing for too long." He explainedheer inquiring look. "Thought |
might as well get it over with while | had the tirhe

Gabrielle nodded and gave him a tired smile.

"I know what you mean... | have your weapons with Eyhiny thought you should
have them back."

His face lit up by her words and Gabrielle groamsaardly.

Warriors! It really doesn’t take much to make theappy. They can be stoic and
brooding for days, but the moment you return thieemr toys, they begin purring like
kittens.

"Just put them against the wall."

Gabrielle complied and placed the sword, bow andegiagainst the wall.
"Where do you want your daggers and knives?"

"Oh, | guess you can put those on the floor, | wbr able to dress for a while."

She did as she was told, but as she raised hey Ingaghs shifted on the bed and the
movement caused the blanket to open slightly aposxa tanned, muscled thigh to
the hip. Gabrielle stared in astonishment. Histlafih was covered in an intricate
pattern of thin white scars, circling and weavintpieach other, and she knew with a
freezing clarity that those patterns hadn’t beersed by any accidental strike. They
had been carved into the flesh.

"Who did that?"

He looked at her for a second, unsure of what sdeereferring to, then realization hit
and he followed her gaze to his thigh.

"I did."
"What?" Gabrielle exhaled softly.
"l did... I had to prove a point once."

Gabrielle looked into the clouded black eyes, thles slowly walked out of the door,
closing it as she left. Lykeas stared at the clak®at, but he didn’t see it. In its place
he saw bloodshot, grey eyes looking at him witm&eam malice, a hand moving to
reveal a knife.

"Prove it."

" don't-."



"Prove it!"

The woman threw the knife and it embedded itseétfarwall behind the young boy.
"You said there was nothing | could do to you, gouldn’t do yourself. So prove it!"
A small bronze hand reached for the knife...

With a groan Lykeas got up and began dressingsistill damp clothes. He wouldn’t
get any sleep that night.

Gabrielle entered the Royal hut and was pleasantiyrised to see that Xena was
there, but her feeling of joy quickly evaporatedantshe noticed the sullen expression
in the blue eyes.

Seems like somebody’s had a bad day.
"Where have you been?"
Oh yeah, definitely a bad day.

Gabrielle closed the door behind her and almoktt®in on the bed. Her body was
aching all over and she felt like she could sleepreeks. Xena was standing at the
wall staring at her. She had indeed had a badSfayhad woken up that morning

with a terrible headache and she could still fe#robbing in the back of her head.
Then even before she’d had the change to eat bstakhe had had a major argument
with Zelei about something so stupid, she had fibegoall about it the moment it
finished. But the aggravation hadn’t left her badd that, together with the
restlessness she had begun to feel, her tempdreleadready to explode since noon.
To make matters worse, she had been sparring witbds and he had beaten her
rather convincingly because her thoughts had kefing to other subjects, and her
chest still hurt from the blow she’d received beeashe hadn’t been paying attention.
Zelei had witnessed it and it was her luck thah¥aihad had the good sense to pull
the Captain away, before she had said somethingvihald have left her a head
shorter. After that she had gone in search of @Hérionly to find that the Queen was
still attending to the wounded and probably wouldr home for hours.

Yeah right, | wonder why.

"So0?" The question was followed by a raised eyebrow

Gabrielle slowly pulled herself up in a sitting g on the bed.
"You know where | have been, Xena. I've been withwounded."

"l thought they were all out of danger?"

Gabrielle sighed and began to pull off her boots.

"They are, but that doesn’t mean they still doeédto be cared for."
Blue eyes narrowed.

"Yeah, | bet."



Gabrielle raised her head a looked at the waraidwn on her face.
"What's that supposed to mean?"
Xena crossed her arms over her chest.

"Don’t you think it’s funny that the Amazon Queendelf so vigorously spends all
her time with the wounded, tending to their evezgad when the healer and her
helpers are more than capable of that?"

“I’'m just trying to do my part.”

"Oh, is that so?"

Gabrielle let out an exasperated sigh.

"Xena, what are you talking about? I'm too tireghkay games with you tonight."

"What I'm talking about is that maybe there isason, why you're so keen on
spending every minute of your time changing banslagjeaning wounds or holding
hands with the wounded. Or | should say one pdatilfuwounded? A certain blond
Captain perhaps?"

Gabrielle shot up from the bed.
"Xena, that’s ridiculous!"

But the memory of Callias’s passionate kiss enteezdnind and a faint colour rose
to her cheeks. If possible, the blue eyes narrcavet more.

"Touched a nerve, did 1?"

Gabrielle opened her mouth to speak, but was teotlae warrior had already
stormed out of the hut. Totally exhausted she floeigelf down on the bed.

I’ll deal with this tomorrow. | have to sleep firsind then I'll deal with
it... Tomorrow.

Xena rushed through the village till she found wdte¢ was looking for. She grabbed
Lykeas” arm and pulled him with her, almost causimg to stumble from the force.

"Hey! What are you doing?"
"We're going hunting!"

"We are?"

"Yes!"

Lykeas knew better than to argue.

The two warriors glided through the dark forestef¥imoved soundlessly between the
trees, never within sight, but always keenly awsdréhe other’s location. Lykeas
suddenly inhaled a familiar harsh smell.

"Xena?"



"I know," a voice spoke out of the darkness. "Bbar.

"Wanna go for it?"

Rattling of leaves was all the answer he received.

"Guess you do."

He followed her trail, muttering to himself.

"l hope you know how crazy this is, without speamsl everything."

"It’s all part of the challenge." She answered, ewirere ahead of him.
"Have | ever told you how annoying that hearinyadirs is?"

"Shh..."

They arrived at a small clearing and came to a Kailha sniffed the air.
"It's coming."

Lykeas pulled out an arrow and prepared his bowthiHawv a glance at Xena.
"Aren’t you gonna use your chakram?"

Xena reached for the hilt of her sword, a wolfisim gplaying on her lips.
"No."

"Okaaay..."

They waited and soon they heard a heavy animalmgawrough the bushes. The
sound was accompanied by snorting and grunting Xame could feel her heart rate
increase, anticipation filling her body. Suddetlg grunting stopped and Lykeas
involuntarily tensed. A pair of yellow eyes werarsing at them from the opposite of
the clearing. He raised his bow.

"Not yet."
"But Xena-."
"Not yet."

He sighed and lowered the bow again, keeping ttuavaready. When Xena was in
one of her moods, it was better to just play aland see where it would take them.
He couldn’t help but wonder if this would take theath to Tartarus a lot earlier than
expected. In that instant the boar charged. Thenondsh was torn apart and a huge
black animal ran directly towards them. Xena sloumgheathed her sword. The
animal thundered through the clearing, small grohtage filling the night. Xena
could smell the animal strongly now, and brieflgsgd her eyes.

Come here... Come here...That’s right, I'm waiting...

She could feel the tension in Lykeas” body, butlide’t move a muscle and remained
at her side. Just like she knew he would. She dahseboar close the distance



between them and she opened her eyes. The arnanvirflen Lykeas” bow and he
immediately pulled out another. The arrow embedtsedf deeply into the animal’s
throat, but it didn't even halt it's approach. &tgention shifted from Xena to Lykeas
and it lowered it’s head, intending to tear hislegth its fangs. A second arrow left
the bow and found its target and this time the Istaggered, before resuming its
pace.

"Hey you! That's right, piggy, you! Come here!"

Xena’s voice caused several birds to take off fiteentrees and the boar turned its
sole attention to her. It thrust itself against, lagrd Lykeas watched in horror as Xena
fell to the ground, taking the boar with her. Frelgthe dropped the bow and drew his
sword. With all his might he brought the sword doagainst the animal’s neck,
through hard sinew and muscles, blood immediatalyasing the blade. For a second
the animal struggled then it went limp. He dragtierlboar away, steadying himself
for the sight of Xena’s mutilated body. Insteadvas met with sparkling blue eyes
and the sound of roaring laughter.

"Gods, Lykeas! If you could see yourself!"
He extended a hand down and pulled her up.
“I’'m glad you find this so amusing. | thought yolveen killed."

Xena brushed earth and leaves off her leatheraside from a few cuts and scrapes
on her legs she appeared unharmed.

"Ah, Lykeas, you should know me better than thampaled itself on my sword
when we went down, didn’t you see?"

"If I had, | definitely wouldn’t have been so busgbbing it from behind, would 1?"
He grumbled, but a grin was slowly spreading orfdus.

"Gee, Xena. I'd forgotten how it was to go huntiwith you."

Xena returned his grin, "Just like the old days."

"Yeah... What now? | dont really feel like carryiii@ll the way back to the village."
Xena poked the animal with her foot. "Who said himg about going back?"

The smell of roasted meat made Lykeas” stomachleuama Xena threw him an
amused glance.

"I take it we're feeling a bit hungry."
He smiled sheepishly, "Perhaps, just a little."

They were sitting comfortably resting their backaiast a tree, a blazing fire burning
in front of them. A sharpened branch with sevehainks of meat had been placed
just above the flames. For a while the only thiegrd was the occasional seething
from the fire when the juices of the meat cameontact with the flames. Lykeas
lazily stretched his body with such an enthusidsan &ll his bones cried out in
complaint.



"Getting old?"
"Fraid so."

They began to eat, burning their tongues and fsigarthe hot meat, juices running
down their chins.

"We make quite a sight," Lykeas grinned and wipisditouth on the sleeve of his
tunic. "And I"d just washed this."

When sated, Xena leaned back against the treejiegjthe feel of her body slowly
beginning to unwind and relax. She closed her apésinhaled a few deep breaths of
air. The night was slightly colder than the oneftee but she didn"t mind. The cold
air was slowly clearing her mind, and she felttti@bbing in the back of her head
lessening and then disappear completely

"So... Are you gonna tell me why we’re here?"
"Like | said, | wanted to go hunting."
"Uh huh."

Xena opened her eyes and turned to look at theb@side her, half hidden in
shadows.

"It's no big deal... | just made a terrible fool ofself tonight."
"So what else is new?"

She gave him a friendly slap.

"Watch it!"

They both knew that taking this conversation amgher would lead to a discussion of
more personal matters, something that neither wadartable with, so Lykeas
changed the subject.

"When do you think the reinforcements will arrive?"
Xena picked up a twig and threw it at the fire.

"I don’t know."

"You think theywill come?"

"Yes, it’s only a question of time."

"I wonder who they are..."

"Me too."

They fell silent and soon the calm, even breathohd) Xena, Lykeas had fallen
asleep. She was pleased for him, she didn’t théntkald gotten a lot of sleep the last
couple of nights. Neither had she for that matiat,perhaps a trip to the forest,
hunting boar was all it took, because she soorh&leyelids grow heavy and a warm,
soothing sensation enter her limbs. Still, shestedifalling asleep right away,



enjoying her state between sleep and awarenetsofanuch. Unbidden images came
to her mind and it didn’t take long before she fbherself at another fire, in a
different forest, many years ago.

The fire had almost died, but neither had made aento throw more wood on. They
had been alone, sitting close to each other, theaias of the army camping further
away.

"I"d wish you’d stop doing that, it drives me crdzy
"What?" Lykeas said, looking up from the knifeiregstn his hands.

"That knife," Xena elaborated. "I"d wish you stdaying with it all the time, it makes
me nervous."

"Oh, sorry." But he hadn’t put it away, but begtarisg at it instead.
"You know, it’s funny..."

"What's funny?"

"This was my father’s knife."

Xena's brow furrowed.

"Really? | thought... | mean, you said your father-."

"I know," he interrupted. "He forgot it when hetldfly mother brought it with her... |
don’t know why, perhaps as a reminder or something.

He looked up and Xena was surprised to feel a shivedown her back, but the
expression in his eyes...

Do you know what the funny part is?"

"No."

"He didn’t recognize it."

"What do you mean?"

"l showed it to him just before | killed him, b didn"t recognize it."
"You killed him?"

"Yes."

"How?"

"How? What do you mean how?"

Xena shook her head, "No, | mean how did you fim?HHow did you know who he
was."

"He told her his name, remember?"

When he noticed her confusion he continued, "Hehel not to forget her name and



she never did."
"But how-."

"Lisisis was so kind to tell me. She didn"t wanttango through life without knowing,
who my father was."

"l see."

Xena wasn’t sure whether she should encouragecaurttinue or try to change the
subject. So she decided to wait and see what happ&tne could see in his eyes that
his mind was far, far away.

"Remember when we were in Athens? Before we shqp@d
"Yeah."

"l looked him up. He wasn’t hard to find... He haddree respectable, rich, with
slaves and everything. He was married."

"Oh," Xena commented, well aware that he wasrtanisg.

"A slave fetched him for me... He was pretty annadyiihk he’d just been woken
up. He asked me what | wanted and | showed hirkrtie."

"What did he say?" Xena found that she was becomtngued by the story. This
definitely beat the drunken tales of her men, sh® etherwise subjected to.

"He just looked at me and asked if | was crazy.ai@ptly, his memory wasn’t worth
much."

The dark-haired man sighed, "At least not till bshd him up against the wall... but
it wasn’t the knife he remembered... It was my eygserhaps | should say my
mother’s."

He looked up and Xena felt him staring right thrbumeer.
"l told him, | was glad he remembered."

He pulled himself out of the haze that had entdéisdnind, and tilted his head
slightly to look at Xena, a faint smile showingtos lips.

"What then?"
"Then | killed him."

She awoke with a start. For a while she took insigat of the black sky and the white
stars, before she turned to look at Lykeas. Hestihsleeping, a peaceful, almost
vulnerable expression on his face. She shook reat tteremove the last traces of
sleep and began rebuilding the fire.

CHAPTER Xl

Gabrielle awoke from a restless sleep. She wasrptised to find the bed empty and
tried to ignore it, but after a while she had hadwgh and got up and dressed. It was
early dawn outside and she knew she should be stdthand try to sleep a couple of



hours more, but she knew her body well enoughltéhtzt sleep wouldn’t return.
Besides she felt relatively rested and the heasihad left her head. She stepped
outside into the grey light of the morning. A famist lingered between the huts and
the air felt damp against her skin. She took a deeath and looked around, unsure
of what to do. The village was still sleeping amdattivity was seen or heard.
Without really acknowledging it, she began to wahvards the healer’s hut. She
paused outside the door and debated with herselffthehto go in or not. She knew it
wasn’t really necessary for her to be there, aatdXkna probably would resent it
when she found out. The last thought was also ¢leedohg one. She felt a small fire
of anger ignite inside of her.

How can she even think something like that? Does$r& tkknow | love her? Doesn’t
she trust me?

Gabrielle realized that because of the warriorreasonable behaviour, she was
suddenly more determined than ever to enter theTlmgre was no way in Tartarus
that Xena was going to tell what she could anddmwaldo. She wasn’t a naive village
girl any longer, she was a grown woman, an AmazoeeQ for Gods” sake. A Queen
with responsibilities to fulfil and a duty to beetie for her people in whatever way she
could. The fact that Callias was one of the wountksdi nothing to do with her
resolve.

Touched a nerve, did 1?

Xena's last comment came to mind, but she pusteday and entered the hut. The
hut was dark and the by now familiar smell of dridolod and something she
suspected was vomit filled her nostrils. The flbad been cleared of all pallets except
one, the other injured apparently well enough talbmved home to recover under the
care of friends and families. Kelife was sittingawhair next to Callias” pallet, her
head resting against the wall behind her. The heads fast asleep. Gabrielle gently
shook her awake.

"Kelife, wake up! It’s time to go home."
The pale eyes were bloodshot and the face greyaxitaustion.

"Wh-What! Your Majesty? What are you doing here@ri | tell you to get some
sleep.”

"Yes, you did and | have. Now it"s your turn, gartey go to bed. There’s no need for
you to run yourself down."

We may need your skills later...
Kelife opened her mouth to protest, but Gabriglensed her.
"It's by the Queen’s order."

The healer frowned at having her own words throackiat her, but then she rose
from the chair, a tired

smile on her lips.

"l guess, | could use a bit of sleep. | don’t thinére should be any problems," she



gestured towards the

patient. "But in case something does happen, ystLgjo get me, okay? No matter
what."

Gabrielle nodded and ushered Kelife out of the door
"We’'ll be fine, go home and sleep. | don’t wansdée you for the next 10-12 hours."

For a second Gabrielle thought the healer was abaitick her tongue out at her, but
Kelife just gave her an

little mischievous smile.

"As you wish, my Queen." Then her expression tuseribus. "You have a good
heart, Gabrielle. I'm

honoured to have you as my Queen."

Gabrielle stood in a stunned silence and watchedd&aler walk away. Kelife’s words
slowly made their

way to her brain, and a beautiful smile showedhenybung woman’s face. She
closed the door again and

sat down on the chair beside Callias. She stutiedaptain’s face and was relieved
to see that a bit of

colour had returned to her cheeks. She hadn’t spokieer since the night at the
practice field and to be

honest, she didn’t know what to say, when the mormeived. She desperately
wanted Callias to know that

it was okay what had happened, that she didn’t teefabl ashamed. It just couldn’t
happen again. A little

voice in her head that she had been able to sikdhnew suddenly began to make
itself heard.

Oh, come on, Gabrielle. Why don’t you admit it? ¥pjoyed it when she kissed you.
You're not fooling

anybody. And don’t pretend you didn"t know howsefeeling, nobody is that
blind.

"But | didn’t," Gabrielle whispered to the emptyno. "At least not at first."

Really? What took you so long? Was it the way bhdaoked at you when she
thought you didn’t notice?

Was it the dancing or the fact that she was willoglie for you and almost did?

"I love Xena, there’s nobody else for me," Gabeielhce again whispered to the
room.



Oh, and where is your precious warrior now? She offras usual, didn’t she? They
way she always does

when the going gets tough. Where’s her faith ireyathere’s her faith in your love?

Gabrielle pressed her hands hard against her idéidg the voice to go away and it
did, but only to be

replaced by another.
"My Queen?"
Callias was awake.

The afternoon had begun to change into evening Wikeas and Xena finally
arrived back at the village. They had spent a reagay with hunting and frustrating
the Hades out of the Amazon guards in the foreshaXhad begun by betting with
Lykeas that he wouldn’t be able to sneak up oramidesoon the innocent little wager
had turned into an exciting little game they batioged thoroughly, much to the
guards” dismay. So it was with a rare feel of fatiton and peace, Xena bid Lykeas
goodbye and went inside the Royal hut only to leetd by a fuming Gabrielle.

"Where have you been?"

Xena vaguely recalled having used the same wordsitht before, and that opening
hadn’t turned out very well. This time she sat donrthe bed while Gabrielle stared
at her, standing in the middle of the hut.

"Hunting." The warrior meekly replied, hoping theguld get this argument over with
soon.

"You disappear for the entire night and half a déthout telling anybody, and that’s
all you have to say?"

"l can take care of myself," Xena replied, begignio feel just the slightest hint of
annoyance.

"You didn’t ever consider | might be worried abgatl, did you?"

Gabrielle was clearly not happy and Xena sighad wasn’t going well. She knew
she shouldn’t say this, but she couldn’t stop Herse

"l thought you'd be too busy to even notice | waseg Don’t think I'm not aware of
your little walk on the wild side, Gabrielle. | sagou kiss her."

For a moment all words left Gabrielle and she cquid stare at the warrior, disbelief
mingled with guilt written on her face.

"Shekissed me." Gabrielle finally managed to say.

"Oh, really? You didn’t look like you minded it yemuch. Frankly, to me it looked
like you were having a jolly good time with her ¢gare in your mouth.”

Gabrielle paled at the words, but at the same tatiehe fury she had been holding
inside her all day begin to build.



"I meant to tell you."
"When? You've had plenty of time to tell me"

Speaking the thoughts that had been on her mind&ygs, added to the anger filling
Xena's body and she was helpless to control it.dgh€t want to control it.

"Perhaps if you didn’t run off all the time, | wduhave had the change to actually tell
you," Gabrielle replied harshly. "But that has afwaeen at trademark of yours hasn’t
it, Xena? To run off whenever something gets taomiccated for you to deal with."

Xena rose from the bed, the blue eyes glaring dangéy.

"I wouldn’t begin talking about running if | wheyeu, Who is it, who’s practically
taken any opportunity that came along to try aaddeme."”

Gabrielle began to reply, but stopped herselfnigia deep breath. This wasn’t going
anywhere. She wasn’t sure where Xena's last statdrad come from, but she knew
the warrior well enough not to take it lightly.

"Xena, | wouldneverleave you."
"You have before," the warrior growled.
Gabrielle felt her temper flare again.

"If you're so keen on spending time with me, howned practically haven’t seen you
for the last two weeks? It seems to me you've spené time avoiding me than being
me with."

"In case you haven’'t noticed, " Xena retorted aad &a step forward. "I've been busy
fighting a war! I've spent every day of the laseWgtrying to come up with a plan to
save your precious Amazons” necks when the reiafoents arrive. You and
everybody else might have forgotten, Gabrielle,Itha&ven’t. They will arrive and
when they do, thewill attack."

"You don’t know that!"

"Oh yes, | do, because that’s exactly what | walddA strong leader can’t allow his
men to see him in defeat.”

"And you'd know all about that, wouldn’t you?"

Their faces were inches apart and the air betwesm talmost sparkling with
electricity.

"Just becausgouaren’t capable of leadership doesn’t mean | Xatrja spat out and
immediately regretted her words, but whatever agpokihe was about to make
disappeared from her lips, as Gabrielle slappednhite face.

"Don’t youeversay that again!"

Xena didn’t even flinch, just stared at her inudigbelief. Her initial reaction had
been to fling Gabrielle through the room, but sleeched her jaw and forced the
thought away.



Never! I'll never hurt her!
Rage ran in her veins and her breathing was ragged.
Out! | have to get out of here!

She spun on her heels and for the second nightawathe Warrior Princess stormed
out of the hut. Gabrielle stared blindly at the doo

This can’t be happening... This can’t be happening...

She wanted to scream in rage and frustration, simted to cry to release the
immense pain she was feeling in her chest and shéed to run after the watrrior,
grab her and never let her go, but instead shelsdldssly down on the bed.

Xena spent the next week avoiding Gabrielle. Nat #he ever openly acknowledged
it to herself, she just found other things to dd ather places to be. Fortunately for
her, there was a lot to do. Warriors from threeepthllages had arrived, and hours of
heated discussion followed between Xena and Zbtaitawhich steps to take when
the army arrived. Zelei openly doubted that anyersmidiers would show up, and
accused Xena of being a control freak with a sevase of paranoia. Xena's response
was to disappear into the forest for hours withdas and if Zelei had thought about
it, she would have known that those trips probahled her from being hurled
against the nearest wall. Gabrielle didn"t understéena’s behaviour and had gone
over their argument in her head countless timéstbout what had triggered it all.
She was hurt by the warrior’s lack of trust anlil atigry for having her abilities as
Queen questioned. It had taken her a long timedbdomfortable in her role as leader
of the Amazons, always doubting herself or haviegdapability doubted by others.
Xena had stood by her all that time, but now whHenlsad finally gained her
confidence and was respected and loved by hercsaptbe one person who should
always be there for her had abandoned her. Indaat Bhe knew Xena was proud of
her, but her anger and misery together with thegjimaggsense of guilt she carried with
her, prevented her from reaching out. At timeswbeld curse Xena for doubting her,
and at other, she would curse herself for gettmg this mess in the first place. She
felt guilty for hurting Callias first emotionallghen physically. Although in her right
mind she knew that she wasn’t to blame for theraéind that in war soldiers get
wounded, she couldn’t lose the thought she somelasito blame. So she spent a lot
of time with the Captain trying to be her frienahokving full well that Xena would

get the wrong impression, and the fact that shea#lgtenjoyed being with the blond
Amazon did nothing to improve the situation. As tlag's passed it became harder
and harder to be the one to make the first steficpkarly because neither really

knew where it had gone wrong. Gabrielle thought&Xeas behaving unreasonably
and childish, and Xena, who'd rather die than adritad been deeply shaken by
what she’d witnessed at the practice field, andiwaisand not just a little angry,
Gabrielle had chosen not to mention it. They shihred a hut, but Xena spent most of
her nights in the forest either patrolling the rdr hunting with Lykeas, and when
Gabrielle didn’t have work to do, she spent headirgy scrolls, eager to learn
everything she could about the history and cultdifeer people. She also spent a
considerable amount of time with the Amazon Captaimo had recovered enough to
leave the healer’s hut and begin walking aroungaued by crutches. It gave
Gabrielle a cruel sense of satisfaction, the raseents she noticed Xena seeing her
talking with Callias, and although she instantigredted it afterwards, she couldn’t



help it. Ephiny was too tied up in work to be ofaaal help, although she did try to
talk to Gabrielle about it and Lykeas remained reduhever indicating that he was
even aware of any problems. Not being very comiidetavith emotional issues
himself, he found the entire story somewhat tires@md was beginning to look
forward for some action that would put an end tmae bad mood.

The third week after the battle, the celebratiohdaour the dead and celebrate
victory was held. In spite of the Regent’s wordsanftion, a lot of Amazons felt the
need to wash away all thoughts of the past andatllies about the future, and the
drinking steadily increased through out the nigtere was plenty of food and wine
since three fifths of the soldiers were on dutynsgatrolling the border, others the
forest and the rest guarding the village. Howetlrexte was no danger of the
celebration being dull since everybody else haddaelcto participate in the festivities
with twice as much enthusiasm as usual, and samgplaughter and music was all
the sullen guards in the forest could hear. Xenkfinst considered skipping the
party, but Lykeas had stubbornly refused to go Wwéh and she hadn’t felt like going
into the forest on her own with nobody to distriaet from her thoughts, so she had
stayed. To her surprise she realized that she gtaally having a good time, and in
the back of her mind she knew it probably had sbingtto do with the countless
glasses of wine she had consumed, but the compasry t\bad either. Lykeas had
found somewhat of a friend in Erinya, and togetherthree warriors enjoyed
themselves tremendously, telling preposterousest@nd bragging about their skills
and courage as fighters. Gabrielle was sittingheraway, closer to the dancing and
once in a while she turned to look at Xena, butdosilent annoyance the warrior
didn’t even indicate that she had noticed her pseSoon several more soldiers
joined the warriors and Gabrielle lost sight of Aewho, until then, actually had
thrown several glances in the Queen’s directionhbueyes had never rested long on
her, but always come to a halt staring at the blamézon beside her. Once the two
pair of blue eyes had met and Xena had lost alesehwhat was going on around
her, concentrating only on the challenging, butligegyes staring back. Xena looked
away first.

"...And ever since then, we never had any problentis getting him to bathe
regularly!" Lykeas finished his anecdote to a rafalaughter and he smiled briefly. He
was feeling quite at ease, in spite of being sumded by Amazons, something he'd
have sworn would never happen. Xena emptied angtass of wine and reached for
the wineskin. She remembered the incident Lykedgust told about very well, since
it was of one her men, who'd been subjected to aykeather unusual idea of an
education. She caught his eye and gave him a lvig gr

"Kleipion was never the same again after thatligisson."

Lykeas returned her grin with a smug smile, "Willt was sorta the idea behind it
all, wasnt it?"

He raised his glass and they toasted, their eyesimgan a quiet understanding. One
of the soldiers from the regular army began toaelanecdote of her own, but Xena
was unable to pay attention for long. She was Imaginto feel restless. The wine, the
stress of the last couple of days and the nevesirggahythm of the drums had
blended together into a fiery, intoxicating cocktanning through her veins. All her
senses were keenly alert and she felt her entatg flbwith an energy that made it
almost impossible for her to remain seated. Sheedder eyes and tried to slow her



breathing and fight the impulse to get up and ilisle dropped from exhaustion. As
she opened her eyes she found herself starindglglineto a pair of dark brown eyes,
openly admiring what they saw. Xena returned timega sultry smile playing on her
lips. The woman across from her was slender, lshiort leather skirt and top didn’t
nothing to hide the firm muscles playing underttdmeed skin every time she reached
for her glass or turned to say something to thdisobeside her. Xena didn’t recall
ever having seen the warrior before and came toedhelusion that she was from one
of the other villages. The woman leaned forwarcetrh for the wine skin, thereby
giving Xena an uninhibited view of her cleavagea] émere was no doubt in the
warrior’s mind that that exactly was the sole pagbehind the movement. For a
moment her gaze lingered on the soft flesh befoeersturned to look at the woman,
who gave her a seductive smile, obviously not nrmgdhe appreciative look in the
blue eyes one bit. Xena suddenly found herself wand what it would feel like to
bury her head in the warrior’s long chestnut cadurair, nudging her thigh between
the firm legs, her hands slowly sliding down to..e3fought herself back to reality
with a small shake of the head, but the movemegstteer with the look in the dark
warrior’s eyes hadn’t gone unnoticed by the Amawto, gracefully rose from her
seat. Without a word she extended a hand to Xeha teok it, suddenly feeling
terribly nervous. She knew she hadn’t thoughtttinsugh. She had responded to an
attractive woman without thought or consideratibthe consequences. It was a game
she had played countless times for so many yeasnvaslord, and it was so deeply
integrated in her that she was helpless to resg@ucthings had changed and now, in
spite of all her skills, she felt like a player, avhad entered a somewhat familiar, but
still foreign game without knowing all the ruleheéSwas about to mutter some kind
of excuse and then disappear, when her eyes félatmielle leaning close to Callias,
whispering something in the Captain’s ear oblivimuthe blues eyes watching them.
Xena turned to the woman still holding her hand.

"Let’s dance."

Callias smiled at her Queen again and was abapgdak when something caught her
eye. Gabrielle noticed the Captain’s nonplussedessjpn and followed her gaze to
the dancers. It took her a few seconds beforeestlized that she actually was seeing
was her disbelieving mind told her she couldn”tfena was dancing with another
woman, their bodies so close together that not ewerould pass between them. The
warrior’s hands were on the Amazon’s hips, whoselamds were tightly around
Xena’s neck, occasional sliding one down her beatessing the dark hair. They
swayed together in a sensuous rhythm, practicallynoving from the spot. As if
feeling Gabrielle’s gaze, Xena raised her headaoiad straight at her, the blues
eyes both challenging and inviting. Still with theyes locked, Xena let her hands
slide down to cup the Amazon’s rear pulling hesetaagainst her body. Gabrielle’s
eyes widened for a second before narrowing. Steefrom her seat and without a
word or a second glance at Xena, left the celedmathe entered the Royal hut and
within seconds felt a presence behind her. Armgaed her from behind and
calloused hands reached for her breasts. Gabpellied herself forcefully out of the
embrace and turned to face the warrior.

"How dare you humiliate me like that in front oktkntire village!"

Xena didn’t answer, but stepped forward and Gadérselddenly found herself with
her back against the wall of the hut. She triechtwe away, but Xena’s arms came



down on either side of her body holding her in plac

Lowering her head till their faces were only inclapart Xena drawled, "I'm not the
one who’s been publicly flirting with one of helbgects all night."

There was a dangerous edge to the warrior’s tashe@ ahiver ran down Gabrielle’s
back, but she didn’t have time to respond as Xamared her mouth to hers and
forcefully thrust her tongue inside her mouth. Watie hand Xena began to unlace
Gabrielle’s brown leather top while the other wamivn to slip up under her skirt.
Gabrielle’s senses railed against the sensualugigleher body just wanting to give
in to the warrior, while her mind was furious abth# way she was treated. Xena’'s
tongue was everywhere in her mouth, demandingianckef leaving the young
woman breathless. She felt a hand move insideopeairid couldn’t help but release a
moan when the rough fingers found an erect nipfdaa pressed her harder against
the wall, trying to get Gabrielle to put her legeund her waist. Gabrielle’s mind
finally surrendered to her body and she returnedaXekiss with a passion matching
the warrior’s, her hands going around the bronz& teepull her head further down.
Xena broke the kiss and obligingly moved down teeta nipple into her mouth,
eliciting another moan from the blond woman. Gdlaielt a hand push her legs
apart and she closed her eyes to give in to theatien.

"l bet Callias never made you feel like this."

Gabrielle’s eyes snapped open, a cold fury burthiraugh the haze of desire and
arousal. She shoved the warrior hard in the chassing her to stagger and take a
few steps back.

"So is that what this is all about? You see this@se kind of competition where the
winner gets to fuck the Queen!"

Xena's face was flushed, her eyes dark with theeledhe stepped forward and tried
to push Gabrielle back against the wall, but Gdlergwiftly evaded her hands and
moved away.

"So tell me, Xena! Is it?" Her voice loaded withlgan "Not that you really have to
worry about losing, since Callias is still recowngriand nowhere capable of shoving
me against the wall and take me. So | guess thahswyou win."

"Gabrielle..." Xena growled and closed the distane®vieen them, but Gabrielle
avoided her again.

Xena's expression hardened.
“If you're not gonna give me what | want, I'll gad somebody who will."

"Then | suggest you do that," Gabrielle spat orgeg eyes flashing, "Because there’s
no way you’ll be fucking me tonight."

For endless moments they just stared at each d#oers flushed and breathing
laboured. Xena was feeling consumed by anger asidedend had to force herself to
remain still and not reach for Gabrielle again. Témsion in the hut was unbearable
and for a moment Gabrielle felt a small tingle @df, but then Xena turned on her
heels and marched out. With the warrior’s depa@abrielle felt all strength leave



her legs and she slowly sank to the floor, buryiaghead in her hands.

Part 3
CHAPTER XI

Lykeas awoke with a thundering headache. He rerddymeg on his back for a

couple of minutes before slowly, very slowly sigtinp on the bed. Fortunately the
room stopped spinning fairly quick and after a fimep breaths, he managed to stand.
He noticed he was still fully closed and sighedeiinef, he wasn’t sure his stomach
would have approved if he’d have had to bend dawipéck up any clothes. He
opened the door and squinted against the harshdighe sun. It was noon, but the
village was practically deserted and Lykeas cantbdéaonclusion that he wasn’t the
only one, who’d had slightly more to drink than dawas. He let the fresh air caress
his face and wash away the ache in his head amdrsobegan to feel more like a
human being again. He closed the door behind hirbagan walking to the stables,
deciding that a short stop to see Rarjan was iaroide hadn’t had the change to ride
for weeks and knew the horse missed their tripsttagy just as much as he did.
Halfway there he noticed Zelei coming from the otide of the village, a sour
expression on her face. He ignored her and walkedqa the Captain inside the
stable. For some reason unknown to him, Zelei¥edid him inside. He could feel her
eyes at his back, but continued to stroke Rarjanase, whispering quietly to his
horse.

"It was quite a show last night." Zelei’s voiceaimtipted the silence.

Lykeas didn’t turn around and briefly argued wittméelf whether he should answer.
He knew he’d probably regret it, but he couldropdtimself.

"I don’"t know what you're talking about.”

"Oh, then you must be the only one," Zelei answaratl Lykeas more felt than heard
her step a bit closer. "I'm talking about theditilisplay between our Queen and her
warrior."

The way she spat out the word Queen didn’t escglpeak” attention and he slowly
turned.

The Captain pleased with herself for getting hisrdton continued, "I don’t think
Xena got lucky last night, do you? From the lookloe Queen’s face when she left
the celebration it must have been a very cold rfighthe Warrior Princess. Or
perhaps it’s just a game they play, to get th&egiflowing. | bet our little Queen
loves it when she is thrown on the floor and thgidy fucked all night by her
warlord."

Lykeas raised his hand to smooth out an eyebrow.
"You know, you really shouldn’t talk like that.”

He knew Zelei was trying to provoke him and he &isew that it was working. The
Captain put her hands on her hips.

"Oh, and why not?"

"Because it’s your Queen you're talking about dneddemands your respect whether



you like it or not and..." His voice was soft, buta;d'She...is also my friend and |
won’t have anybody talk about a friend of mine likat."

He stared at Zelei and for a moment the Captaitdcswear she saw something in the
black eyes, but before she could identify it, isvggne and replaced by his usual
unreadable look. He walked pass her and left ti@est Zelei suddenly felt
disappointed, she had begun to enjoy this conftimmand didnt want it to end just
yet. She quickly followed him outside and fell irgiside beside him.

"She may be your friend, but she’s no more Qued¢neoAmazons than | am,
although I'm more likely to be qualified than shehlades, everybody in this village
is more qualified than she is.”

Lykeas stopped and turned to look at the womardbdsim, but didn’t speak.

"The Amazons doesn’t need a leader, who's too teefigght and refuses to defend
what’s ours. She’s not even a real Amazon, thisadkeashould ve been brought to an
end long ago."

"Zelei..." The warning in the dark man’s voice wasacl

"Oh, come on, Lykeas," the Captain smirked, "An Aorahas to be willing to fight
for what's hers, and from what I've heard, evehdtrazy mother of yours knew that,
although I'll admit it didn’t do-."

Her legs disappeared from underneath her and s aut in surprise as she fell to
the ground. Before she knew what had happenede#te ieavy weight on her chest
and a hand closing around her throat. The grigemgd and she tried to throw the
body off her, but to no avail. Her pale brown egtsed into the black ones above
her, only inches away from her face. A second Hackked around her throat and her
vision began to blur, obscured by a red fog. Hexdisavhich until then had been on
Lykeas” chest trying to push him away, moved dosvher throat, her fingers
frantically struggling to loosen the grip. As haesgth left her and her body began to
go limp, Lykeas leaned down and whispered, his maimost touching her ear.

"You're gonna die now."

"Lykeas get off her!"

Zelei barely registered her Regent’s panickedcbotmanding voice.
"Now"

Lykeas slowly turned his head and stared into tbevb eyes. Ephiny saw a myriad of
emotions briefly run across his face, then paigfslbw, he loosened his grip around
Zelei's throat and stood up. For minutes the oolyngls heard were the hoarse
gasping and coughing from the Captain, who wakltilg on the ground, her face
deadly pale. When her breathing had calmed, Epdtepyped forward and pulled Zelei
to her feet, then moved away again, to study tleegersons in front of her.

"What in Tartarus was that about?" Her voice cald eontrolled, practically oozing
authority.

Lykeas” gaze had never left the Regent and diadnSodnow.



"Zelei and I... We had a little...disagreement."”
His eyes rested briefly on the Captain before retigrto Ephiny.

"She said that...strength was the best weapon aaid.L speed was... | was just
proving my point."

The Regent’s eyes narrowed, barely able to conéroanger, but she didn’t say
anything and turned to look at Zelei.

"It's that true?"

The Amazon Captain looked away, "Yes," her answanding strained, her throat
still recovering from the abuse.

Ephiny looked at one then another.
"Is that all you have to say?"
They both nodded in reply.

"Zelei, go get Kelife to look at your throat aneéthcome to my hut, | want to talk to
you."

The Captain nodded again and hurried away.

"And you, Lykeas, you're gonna remain inside thesgtnut for the rest of the day.
You're not to leave under any circumstances, anddéssary I'll use force to keep
you there. Is that clear?"

He looked at her with the so familiar veiled exgres, not one movement revealing
what he was thinking. Then he gave her an almgs¢ioeptible nod and left in the
direction of the hut. Ephiny’s eyes followed thekdaan til he disappeared from her
view, then shook her head in a mixture of frustratind confusion.

Inside the hut, Lykeas took off his leather tumd #he thin tunic of wool he was
carrying underneath. He kicked off his boots amdwhhimself on the bed wearing
only a short pair of breeches. This was going ta bad day, he just knew it. Lying
on his stomach he lifted one then another shouldéng to loosen up his tense
muscles. He could feel a painful ache where hisespnded and his skull began, and
knew without any doubt that he would be havingtteadache of a lifetime within the
next couple of hours. He heard his door open, ézdgnizing the steps didn’t turn
around.

"Let me help."

He moved over and felt the bed shift slightly aswrarrior positioned herself on the
bed, straddling his hips. She began throroughlyedficiently to work out the knots,
occasionally moving a hand up to press down orstine muscles between neck and
head.

"Gods, Lykeas! You have to learn to relax. Your oles are like stone."”

She found a particular painful area and he squirametérneath her.



"That hurts."

"It's supposed to. If you'd only follow those neukd shoulder excercises | told you
about, this wouldn’t be nescessary."

"l forgot," came the noncommittally reply.
"Well, don’t come complaining to be me then, when filave one of your headaches."

Lykeas just smiled against the pillow. Xena congdiiner now more gentle
ministrations in silence and Lykeas felt himsetivaly begin to drift off.

“I'll kill her."

"No, you won’t." His voice muffled from the pilloand his mind wondering how it
was that Xena always seemed to be fully aware efy#iving that happened.

"You're right, | wont... But I'd really like to thah, she’s been bothering me since
our arrival."

"Well, she won’t have the oral skills to bother youa while, I've made sure of that."

"I know," Xena’'s hands stopped and she absentlgtedithe scars on Lykeas™ back.
"What exactly was it all about."

Lykeas managed to shrug. "She...she said somethmg &abrielle that she
shouldn’t have."

"l suspected that much," Lykeas could feel the iwatense against him. "Maybe I'll
kill her anyway."

She felt Lykeas move underneath her and she higeglelf off of him and sat down on
the end of the bed. Lykeas sat up with his backnagthe wall, pulling his knees up
and resting his arms on them.

"I don’t think Ephiny would be too understandinglie was suddenly one captain
short," he said with a small grin. "But you're fiigiti' s tempting."

Xena gave him a menacing grin in return, her mioithg through all the appealing
things she felt like doing to Zelei and, she admditto herself, to another captain as
well. For a while they were both silent, Lykeasedrstant and thoughtful, and
Xena's focused on the jagged scar marring herdrielower abdomen from just
above the navel to the hip. Then reaching a detisioe cleared her throat.

"Uh, Lykeas...?"

He turned his attention back to her.

"Yes?"

"Back when...I mean, when you left..."

"Yes?" He repeated calmly, but she could see thekl#yes had become keenly alert.

"Well, | just want you to know, I'm sorry about...altavhat happened and



everything."
He looked at her in silence and she couldn’t reaé@xpression.

"I know... | know things didn’t turn out the way yawanted them to. | know you
must feel | let you down, but | swear... | didn't mda. | really wanted it, just like
you, but then..." She trailed off, feeling very undonmable by the blank look on his
face.

"Things change, Xena." He said softly. "And it"g like it came as a total shock... |
mean, | sorta saw it coming."

She looked away, unable to hold his gaze. He rekidme/ard and gave her hand a
gentle squeeze before returning to his positiomagée wall.

"It's okay. It may not have been what | wanted, buf his time it was him who
looked away. "In the end, | just wanted you to bpgy...one way or the other."

Xena looked at him, startled by this unlikely erootl response from the dark
warrior. She knew he would be terribly embaraséstie commented on it, so instead
she just gave him a warm smile.

"Thanks."

He shrugged and looked away again.
"Lykeas?"

She waited till he had returned his eyes to her.
"l want you to be happy too."

"Yeah well, I-."

His was interrupted by the sound of running fedsiole and several voices shouting.
Xena shot up from the bed and stormed outside,ds/kéose behind on bare feet,
pulling the leather tunic over his head. Severab&ans ran past them to the village
square and Xena and Lykeas wasted no time in follgpthem. A crowd had already
gathered and they pushed their way thorugh tily there almost face to face with a
panting Amazon warrior. Xena grabbed the womanisdo get her attention.

"What?! What is it?!"

In spite of clearly having run for several mildse tAmazon was white as a sheet.
"The...The soldiers are coming!"

"The soldiers? Are they on the plain?"

The warrior shook har head and a strange expressitened her eyes.

"No... They are in the forest... They are coming here!"

Xena narrowed her eyes trying to make sense diiegbanting soldier.

"But how can that be? What about the border pardlty haven’t they notified us?"



Tears began to flow from the warrior’s eyes.

"They...theyre dead. They were ambushed. They wetehbred by the soldiers.
We...we could hear their screams...even through thestor

The Amazon sank to her knees, shock and disbetigew on her face.
"By the Gods! Those screams, | can still hear them.

Xena stepped away from the despairing woman, g caldulating expression in her
eyes.

"Okay, listen up folks! You all heard her. | waatdee all warriors and anybody else
capable of fighting back here fully armed in twanntes. | want somebody to get the
Queen and the children into safety, and | want-."

She never got to finish her sentence for in thatnerat hell broke loose and death
made its entry into the village.

Soldiers stormed in from all directions of the agje and immediately the sounds of
battle filled the air. The Amazon’s in the squasFenscattered as three men on horses
rode between, cutting down warriors as they wenthy of the corner of her eye,
Xena saw Lykeas spin on his heels and sprint thebaek to his hut, narrowly

ducking a spear from a soldier suddenly appearmatgéden two huts. With a low

curse, Xena unsheathed her sword, her chakramraraiawere still in the hut, but

she didn’t have the time to worry about that asajribe riders moved directly

towards her, raising his sword. She waited unéllgst moment then jumped to the
side, grabbing onto the soldier’s leg and pullimg bff the horse. The soldier barely
managed a shout of surprise before Xena plungesvinand into his chest.

Inside the hut, Lykeas went straight for his swand without boots or armour
returned outside. The village was chaos. Everywpeople were either killing or
being killed. Amazon warriors, some only partiallgssed were engaged in fighting
with fully armed soldiers, while riders kept comitigough, their swords slicing
through unguarded flesh on their way. And all iheet in a neverending stream,
enemy soldiers kept coming. Lykeas saw Xena stgnalinthe same spot where he
had left her, bodies scattered all around her. (Riglv she was slowly forced back by
four soldiers in brown uniforms, but before he cborove, he heard the air sing and
he instinctively ducked. A sword penetrated empgce where his head had just been
and he kicked out behind him, grinning in satistacivhen he felt his bare foot
connect with the soldier’s groin. He turned a sgwung man, sinking to his knees,
clutching his private parts. Without thought, Lykesaavung his sword, almost
separating the soldiers head from his body. Withr@malistic cry, he turned and ran
forwards, letting himself be swallowed whole by thayhem of screams, blood and
death.

Still groggy from sleep, Gabrielle stumbled outloé hut. Her eyes widened in shock
as she saw a young Amazon run pass her, a soldisosrgeback closing in from
behind. Gabrielle screamed out a warning, but waddte. A spear penetrated the
Amazon and for a second she was still, before bdy lell off the spear to the

ground. The soldier roughly moved his horse ardorstare into the green eyes of the
Queen. His face lit up in a bestial grin and hendisnted, drawing his sword.
Gabrielle took a step back, but found herself with back against the hut. A strange



calmness entered her body. Forgotten was the @raaad her, silenced were the
cries and clangs of metal, and the smell of blawtlssmoke disappeared. She only
saw the broad, bearded soldier rapidly close tb@adce between them. Her eyes
locked onto his face, her gaze never wavering andback straight, the only
indication of fear being the tight clenching of fieav. The man was so close now that
she could smell the sour odour of sweat coming fnisybody. He raised his sword
and she closed her eyes.

Forgive me, Xena.

Ephiny placed her foot against the dead soldidréstcand yanked her sword out.
Promptly another soldier charged and she broughswerd up to block. She had
been caught off balance and the powerful blow nietesink down on one knee.
Pressing his advantage, the man angled his swatdloher from above, but then
stared in disbelief as his intestines slipped ounfthe horizontal cut in his stomach.
He dropped the sword to press his hands againstdbed, his brain marvelling at
the surreal experience of feeling his own intestinetween his fingers. Then he fell
to the ground and the last thing he saw beforedd @as the bloody dagger in the
Amazon’s left hand. Ephiny got up and caught atsfionpse of Kelife ushering the
children down a narrow path between two huts, leelf@r attention was drawn to a
horse thundering towards her. She ducked to theblef felt s sharp pain in her left
arm as the rider’s sword sliced through the fl&te felt the blood run down her arm,
but didn’t have time to look as the rider charggaira The dagger left her hand in
one fluid motion and sank deeply into the man’eahrand with a gurgling sound he
fell forward, then sideways down the horse.

Zelei found herself cornered by three men and hprtightened around the axe. She
knew she had to even the odds fast and she swarax# She felt a cruel satisfaction
as she watched the blade sink into the thigh otkbsest soldier. He screamed and
fell backwards, blood splashing out from the véiatthad been opened. Zelei turned
her attention to the soldier with the sword, shdther axe from hand to hand, her
face contorted into an inhuman grimace.

Leda screamed out in pain as the sword penetratelddart and all light disappeared
from her eyes.

A white hot pain made Callias” eyes tear up, batdiin’t halter her approach. In a
haze she saw the Queen close her eyes and thersoléfiont of her lift his sword to
deliver the fatal blow. With an impossible forceawing both from adrenaline and
pain, she threw herself against the soldiers s@aesing them both to fall. The man
cried out in surprised and anger, and tried to slth& Amazon off him. Callias
tightened her grip around the man’s chest, trappimgrms down his sides. She knew
if she let go she would die. She could already lieetelf begin to lose consciousness
from the pain in her side. A warm liquid drenched tunic and it took her foggy

brain a few seconds to realize it was her own hl&be felt her grip around the man
weaken, and as he felt it too, he pushed her offdnd got to his feet. He plunged his
sword against her chest, but an inch before itlshioave penetrated her, Callias felt
her body being pulled out of danger, her shoulttepat dislocating from the force of
the movement. Xena stepped over the bleeding Gepial closed in on the soldier.
Her face was smeared with blood, the blue eyesigtpand her entire body radiated
primal power. The soldier knew he was dead eveorbdfe felt the blow.



Lykeas spun around and found himself face to fate Ephiny. They both only just
managed to stop their swords inches before theydiwave met. Ephiny gave him a
strange smile.

"There’s no reason to make this harder than itéady."
He couldn’t help himself and smiled in return.
"Guess not."

Side by side they sliced, plunged and cut their thagugh the next ten soldiers.
Lykeas” arm was crying out in complaint every tingeraised the sword to deliver
another blow, and blood and sweat kept running hiteeyes, obscuring his vision.
Suddenly seemingly out of nowhere four soldiersrged and began circling them.
Ephiny turned till her back was against Lykeasobeftharging. Lykeas kicked the
sword out of the first soldier’s hand, ignoring &éxeruciating pain in his foot, and let
out a chilling laugh as the sword flew through #ireand impaled another soldier
from behind. He heard a low groan, and out of tir@er of his eye, saw Ephiny step
away from the dying man at her feet. He quicklycdrsled the second soldier and
searched the square for his next opponent, whéelthbe slight warmth against his
back disappear. He turned and his eyes widendteggdok in the sight of Ephiny
slowly sinking to the ground, an arrow penetrafirmgn her chest. Their eyes locked
and time stood still as black and brown mingledtifer last time. Lykeas saw life fade
from the brown eyes and Ephiny fell forward, hedyconvulsing a few times, before
lying still on the bloody grass.

Lykeas stared, his entire body motionless. He didear the soldier behind him
before his head exploded in pain and he spiratiedldarkness.
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Open up my heart and see what’s inside,
Take a look inside me, inside my mind
And you’ll see my heart is broke in two
"Cos I've seen the real you.

Images of violence fill up my mind,
And you see the silence, feel it inside
And you’ll see my heart is broke in two
"Cos I've seen the real you.

So sad we seem, so far we've been
She knows the scene

And | see your heart is broken too,

"Cos I've seen the real you.



CHAPTER Xl
"The only abnormality is the incapacity to love."
- Anais Nin, 1903-1977

Xena's gaze briefly rested on Ephiny’s funeral p@she passed, but the warrior
didn’t slow down. As she was embraced by the fostst stopped and took a deep
breath, relieved to be free of the smell of bulegti. The forest around her was quiet
and the rattling of leaves when caught in a breezall she heard. She followed
Gabirielle’s trail without making a sound of her owntil her eyes saw a familiar
figure sitting against a tree, knees pulled up uihée chin and arms wrapped around
them. She took a few steps closer and althouglealid swear she didn’t make a
sound, Gabrielle raised her head and looked dyracther. Their eyes met and for a
second neither moved, but then Gabrielle boltedngburied her head against
Xena’s chest, her arms going around the warri@t&.nXena had to take a step back
to regain her balance, before wrapping her arndlyiground Gabrielle’s waist,
pulling her as close as she could. How much tinssgé as they stood together,
locked into a fierce embrace, Xena couldn’t tell, $he didn’t care. All she
concentrated on was the woman in her arms, cryingfly. As she felt Gabrielle
begin to relax and loosen her death grip aroundhbek, Xena put a finger under the
bard’s chin to raise her head. Gabrielle lookedngpthe warrior gently began to wipe
away the tears, the calloused fingertips remarksdifyagainst Gabrielle’s cheeks.
Without a word, Xena led Gabrielle back to the tndere she had been sitting earlier
and sat down with her back against the trunk, pgithe bard down on her lap.
Gabrielle leaned back and rested her head agaers X shoulder, shifting slightly
sideways so she could put her arms around theawa8he used all of her willpower
to ignore the hollow ache inside and instead f@nisely on the strong arms holding
her. Xena raised a hand and let her fingers rwutir the bard’s hair in a slow,
comforting caress, repeating the motion over ared again. She felt the tension
slowly leave Gabrielle’s body and bent her hegaldat a light kiss on the blond hair.

"l miss her."

Xena left her lips rest briefly on the silky hagfbre answering, "I know."
"It’s not fair." Gabrielle’s voice breaking slightl

Xena lifted her head, staring up at the sky, "No."

Gabrielle tried to snuggle even closer to the warif possible she would have
crawled inside of her and never come out again.

"Why did so many have to die?"

Xena knew it was a rhetorical question, Gabrieliy speaking her thoughts out loud,
even so, she didn’t have an answer. Many had indiedd Two thirds of the village,
including the warriors from the other villages, Haeken killed in the nightmarish

battle that had taken place three days before Ridyal Guard had been practically
extirpated and more than half of the regular aranxy been wiped out as well. Of the
warriors patrolling the border, none had surviiegen after the battle was over, more
than two dozens of Amazons had succumbed to thjeniés, in spite of Kelife's

frantic attempts to save their lives. The only btigoint was that none of the children



had been hurt, and that was the one thing everytomi\gsed on when the pain in their
hearts became too much. They had lost their Reganthe children were alive. They
had lost lovers and friends, but the children wanee. Although to some it was a
small comfort as they watched loved ones die iir tirens. Almost immediately after
the battle, funeral pyres had been lit in spitproftests from the relatives, Kelife
insisting it should be done to avoid any epidenttas.two days the sky over the
village had been darkened by smoke, a darknegsted in the eyes of the survivors.
The bodies of the enemy soldiers had been gathetad big piles away from the
village and then put on fire, nobody lingering tatah the flames do their work. Three
men had been captured before the army retreated@mdknow held in custody, their
future faiths as yet unknown, but Xena doubtedauld stay that way for much
longer. Too many had died and Xena knew she waaNe o question them soon,
now all the funeral arrangements were over, anglpesould begin to concentrate on
something other than their immediate grief. What®aed to the men after she had
guestioned them was none of her concern, but itGesielle’s. She sighed and
looked at the bard, now sleeping in her arms. Trrsge could grieve like anybody
else, but when dawn arrived, Gabrielle would havieave her safe haven in Xena's
arms and step out to become the leader her peeptied her to be. Xena knew in her
heart that Gabrielle would find the strength regdjrbut she was mortally afraid of
what it might cost the young woman in the end. Withoosening her hold, she
managed to get to her feet and began walking lmathetvillage, the bard still
sleeping in her arms.

"We can do this the easy way or we can do thih#rd way, and frankly | don’t care
which, but I think you might do."

Xena's face was only inches away from the terrifieldiier tied to a chair. When she
didn’t get a response, she turned to look at therdtvo captives, who were also tied
to their chairs, a malicious grin on her lips.

"Don’t think you’ll get anywhere with this silertutine of yours, | know you can
understand me."

She walked behind them and smiled at their futienapts to turn their heads to see
what she was doing. She bend close to the firdiesohnd whispered seductively into
his ear, "You know, | don’t really need three ofiyo get what | want."

She moved to stand behind the next soldier anc:teorward again.
"Actually, oneof you will be enough to tell me what | want tahé
She stepped behind the last man and practicalhggur

"So...you do the math."

She walked around to face them again and notedrtedtisfaction that her words had
been understood. She smiled pleasantly at thengntile never reaching the blue
eyes.

"But, of course, I'm not inhuman or anything," sieked her tongue against the roof
of her mouth, "so I'll let you make the decision.”

The soldiers” faces paled as their minds went biyloa ingratiating tone of her voice



and the meaning of the words struck.

"It’s your pick," Xena gave them another sweet epiilll be back in fifteen minutes
to hear, who you’ve decided should live."

She walked to the door and opened it, but lingerede doorway, turning to look at
them again.

"Make the most of it."

Xena paused outside the hut and closed her eyiiagwhe adrenaline coursing
through her veins to disappear. She needed tdstaged and not lose sight of her
objective with this small performance.

But damn! It feels good.

Her ears picked up a sound and she turned to loGklias. The Amazon Captain
was leaning heavily on two crutches, the low attemsun making her blond hair
shimmer with a reddish glow.

Even on crutches, | can’t deny she’s beautifuledst Gabrielle has good
taste...although she did choose me first. Guesaudgement must have improved
along the way.

The last thought released a sudden, sharp palreiwarrior’s chest, but not once did
her face betray what she was feeling. She raiseadganring eyebrow at the Amazon,
who obviously was trying to gather her wits and sayething.

"Do you think they’ll talk?"
They both knew that this wasn’t what she wanteshio but Xena just shrugged.
"Eventually. Eventually they all talk, it’s justhaatter of time."

Callias nodded and cleared her throat while Xenigedigatiently, suspecting that the
Captain was about to approach the subject shedrad tor.

"Il...I wanted to thank you for saving my life."

The warrior’s face remained expressionless, pramgallias to go on. The Amazon
was clearly feeling uncomfortable, but her gazeenevavered, and, although
reluctantly, Xena couldn’t help but feel a greatldd respect for the decisive
Captain. It took courage to face an angry Warriimdess. Of course, Xena didn’t feel
angry, instead a strange, all-important senselofreess had settled inside her body,
but then again, Callias couldn’t know that. The t@@pcleared her throat again.

"Well, I just wanted you to know that I'm in youeldt, if there’s anything-."
“No, you're not," the warrior interrupted.
The Amazon looked puzzled.

"What...what do you mean "no"? You saved my lifewkeoyou." Her face hardened,
"It's a question of honour, and | wouldn’t feel dortable by just letting it slide by
and pretend it never happened.”



"You have already repaid me."
"What?" Callias narrowed her eyes in confusion. &t\fo you mean?"

"You saved Gabrielle’s life." The warrior’s voicaswery quiet. "And for that | can
never repay you. You owe me nothing, whereas Iferkver be in your debt.”

Xena walked away, leaving the Captain to stareeabhck in astonishment.

The people in the council’s hut were quiet, alegiing what they’d just heard. Xena
was leaning against the wall, her arms crossedvateéd impatiently for somebody
S0 say something. The occupants in the room wersame who had been there
weeks before, except for the empty chair, constaathinding everyone of what had
happened. The only new addition to the council Kelife, who sat in Xena’s chalir,
after solemnly having declined to sit in the Reggrdnd nobody had felt the need to
argue. Lykeas fidgeted in his seat and Xena knevsitence and inactivity was
beginning to bother him.

"Do you believe they tell the truth?" Erinya askadgmall frown on her face. "It
sounds almost too fantastic."

Xena stared dispassionately at the weapons master.

"I would think that the battle we experienced tligeo day is proof enough. It make
sense...at least to me."

"I take it that’s because it’s the way you wouldt@® Zelei smirked, watching the
dark warrior with half closed eyes.

"Probably,"” was all the answer she got.
The room was fell quiet again until another captaivke the silence.

"So what you're saying is, is that these peopldrgiigg to conquer Greece by taking
one small piece at the time."

Xena nodded.
"Although," Callias continued, "that by that ratevould take forever to finish."

"Yes, but it’s practical," Xena replied, her gagsting on the Amazon’s face. "If a
foreign force invades and conquers a huge pagraf,lthey’ll be met with fierce
resistance everywhere and even old enemies asaSpattAthens will forget old
grudges to unite and drive them off Greek soil."

She looked around in the room to see if they weltdalowing her.

"But if they instead take their time and only taltee city here, one kingdom there and
wait till things have settled down and people gotised to having them around,
perhaps even welcome the new rulers, then nobdtlged them as a serious threat
until it’s too late. They will be able to slowlydgradually expand their territory
before anybody realizes what happened.”

"That would require enormous resources."



Xena looked at Lykeas, "Yes, resources we all ktftenHigh King of Persia
possesses."

"I don’t think that any Greek would take kindlyad?ersian army invading his
country, "Zelei objected. "No matter how slow thalge it."

"Oh?" Xena slowly turned her head to look at thet@m. "Do you think any man in
this country would have raised an eyebrow if thea&on Nation had succumbed to a
Persian Army? Do you think they would be too watriethe Centaurs” territories
were taken as well? And what about the Islandsi? €ame of the so-called kingdoms
ruled by nothing more than petty murderers weraltanto their hands? Would they
care enough to assemble a costly army and riskvéne of their young men? Trust
me, to most Greek men if something takes placaédéurway than the walls of their
cities, it might as well not take place at all. Bes, they would make sure it didn’t
appear as a Persian army. It'll be sponsored amgpep by Persia, but most of the
soldiers will be mercenaries and officially Pensii claim to know nothing of it."

"Will they return and try again?" Gabrielle spoke the first time, staring down at the
table.

"Here?" Xena inquired and Gabrielle nodded. "Neytboldiers said their orders were
to take the Nation with as few casualties and sisafa possible, and if somehow
things didn’t work out, they were to retreat ancetngo with the main force."

"And where’s that stationed?"

Xena looked at Lykeas, uncertainty showing on heef"That’s the funny thing, they
claimed it should be somewhere north of the rigegrl"

"But that's crazy! It's too close, an army of thiae would have been noticed."

Xena let out a small sigh and nodded, "That’s éxadtat | don’t understand. How
come we haven’t heard anything? Troop movemerttsabfize can’t possibly have
gone undetected.”

"What did the prisoners have to say about it,"vileapons master asked, a thoughtful
expression on her face.

"Ah, " Xena shrugged in disgust. "They didn’t knomthey claim not to know and
frankly | believe them. They are all too low in thierarchy and, in my opinion, too
stupid to have been informed. They are apparetitkept on a need to know basis
only."

"Perhaps they are lying?" Zelei gave the warrioimaocent smile.
“No, I don’t think so."

"Well, | guess you'd know what you're talking abdAifter all, I've heard you can be
rather persuasive when you want to or at least.wéeek in the good old days."

Xena found herself getting increasingly tired & aptain’s attitude, and mentally
she wondered why of all the people who’d beendilltelei couldn’t have been one
of just them. She caught Lykeas staring at herstaiedreturned the almost invisible
smile on his lips, they were clearly thinking aldhg same lines. Callias, who was



also fed up with her colleague, decided to chahgestibject.

"So what, if anything, are we gonna do about it?"

Xena's eyes flickered to rest at Gabrielle befbeereturned her gaze to Callias.
"I don’t know what you are gonna do, but I'm gomagth."

"What do you mean?" All eyes in the room fell oe Queen.

"What | said, I'm going north,"” Xena’s jaw tightenél’m going to Ister to see for
myself what's going on and if necessary do somgtabout it. There’s no way I'm
gonna let an army, Persian or not, get foothol@Gogek territory. It’s just too
close...it’s too close to home."

Even Gabrielle had to look away from the intense lfiiurning in the blue eyes, and
she looked down at her hands in her lap, and sdertsurprise they were curled
tightly into fists.

CHAPTER XIV
"When are you leaving?"

Gabrielle was sitting on the bed in the Royal lmeking down on her hands, and
Xena who had been leaning against the wall, tostep forward, but stopped herself.

"In a day or two."
“I’'m not coming with you."

The words were spoken so quietly that Xena hatr&insto hear them, and even
though she had been prepared, they cut deep inteelaet. She closed her eyes
briefly, but even with her eyes close she coultlste the blond woman on the bed,
looking desolate and pale.

"I know."

"I can’t leave them," Gabrielle continued as if Badn’t heard the warrior speak. "We
lost so many, more than half of the huts in thiagé are empty, they need me. The
Gods only know if | can do anything to help themt bat least | have to try... | can’t
abandon them, | won’t...not right now."

Xena leaned back against the wall, her legs sugldeeling weak.
"I know;" was all she managed to say.

Gabrielle looked up and in spite of her words, Xeoald see the doubt written all
over her face, and she took a decision.

"You should stay, they need you here, and if anylmmdild do anything to help them
it would be you."

The bard gave her a weak smile, then her expreshimmged slightly and Xena saw
something in the beautiful green eyes, she coulgliité define.

"If 1..." Gabrielle looked down at her hands againdosecond, then looked up, "If |



asked you to stay, would you?"
| can’t, Gabrielle... Don’t you see that?
"l have to go, you know that."

For a moment it looked like the bard slumped furth@vn on the bed, then she
straightened her back.

"Is Lykeas going with you?"

"Yes, and maybe also Areia. She said there wasg teason for her to stay here
anymore."

“I'll talk to her if you don’t mind, | don’t wanepple to leave, although | sure knows
it’s tempting, but if this village is ever goingreturn to some semblance of
normality, I'll need people to stay. | don’t wame tvillage to die out, | owe Ephiny
that much."

"l understand that."

For a while silence hung in the air, then Xena bdadwards the door. Gabrielle
looked up at the movement.

"Xena?"

The warrior turned.

"Yes?"

"The prisoners, they have to die, haven’t they?"

"It's not my decision, Gabrielle. It's yours. |..drct help you with that. The Queen
decides who lives and dies in the Nation, not me."

Gabrielle looked away from the blue eyes lookingext afraid that if she didn’t, she
would say to Tartarus with her resolve to be tlierehe Amazons, to be their Queen
in more than name only.

“If you want, you can appoint a new Regent..." Xenaise was hesitantly and
uncertain.

“No, I'm not going to run from my responsibilitiagain."

The bard’s face was determined and Xena suddetytdiee a young insecure
woman on the bed, but a confident and passionage®loyal to her people beyond
any doubt. Her heart both warmed and froze atrtbeght.

"You should probably send for help from the othi#ages for supplies and let it be
known that anybody who might be interested to camlive here are more than
welcome to do so, that way the village will be plaped faster. You should also ask
for at least 50 warriors, so you have some kindefénce and | think it"d be wise, if
you ever have any doubts to ask Kelife what she&k#hhiShe seems like a reasonable
person to me, also keep a look on Zelei. She'subkemaker and I..." Xena suddenly
stopped, afraid she had overstepped her boundhtie§abrielle just smiled.



"Thank you, Xena. I'll keep that in mind."

The warrior nodded in relief and absently ran adhtnough her hair.
"Well, then... Id better go find Lykeas."

She put her hand on the door, but didn’t open it.

"Gabrielle..." .

"Yes?"

"Callias is a good woman, you should rely on hao,'t

Xena closed the door quietly behind her.

Walking through the village, Gabrielle felt herdht constrict again. Although days
had passed since the attack, she still hadn’trgatted to all the visible reminders
there were left. A small fire had erupted and liycknly two huts had burned, but the
charred remains where still there. She shiveraa tiee thought of what could have
happened if the direction of the wind had beendifigrently. In so many ways they
had been fortunate, but it was hard to believe wlensaw the still recovering
wounded limping pass on crutches or heard the ofipain from the healer’s hut, and
then there was the never ending line of relativiesfaends paying their respects to
the death at the memorial grounds. Even from adegt you could smell the flowers
which had been planted there and were meticuldasiged to by those who had been
left behind. The worst of it all though, was thase of hopelessness and despair that
hung in the air and seemed to take hold of everyotige village. Gabrielle knew she
had to do something, but to be honest she didm\Wwhkmhat. She desperately wished
Ephiny was there, she needed the subtle and fyiguidlance of her Regent, but she
wasn’t and now Xena was leaving as well.

Although, she knew the reason why, she couldnii hat feel there was more to it
than that. Xena had behaved differently after gu#ldy not hostile or annoyed, that
Gabrielle could deal with, no, she had been witwdrand distant as if she had
already left in her head. The warrior had slowl\lgaiherself further and further
away. She was never cool or unfriendly and haddsbyoGabrielle when she needed
it most, but now after the funerals were over dratime to live again had begun, the
warrior had become resigned and silent. It was ach@abrielle didn’t understand the
reason for and it scared the Tatarus out of her.

I’'m losing her and | don’t know why.

As she neared the practice fields, she saw Xen& s sitting on the fence with
their backs to her. Before she could step any clo&na turned her head and looked
at her, their eyes meeting for the briefest of matsiethen she spoke quietly to
Lykeas, before sliding down from the fence andpjisar in the direction of the
stables. Gabrielle felt like she had been punchébe stomach, and just stared after
the warrior. Lykeas shifted on the fence and tuntoeidce her. She slowly turned her
gaze to him and he gave her a faint smile.

"Hey."



She didn’t answer, but stepped closer to climb trdence beside him.
She could feel his eyes search her face.
"Are you all right?"

She had to smile at his hesitant tone of voice,vemiidered for a second how he
would react if she told him how she really felt.”Hi@robably rather face a pack of
starving wolves, then having to listen to the e problems of the Amazon
Queen.

"I'm fine."

He nodded to himself and she could tell he knewebdbut obviously didn’t know
where to go from there, and most likely didnt wemeither. A thought suddenly
struck.

"But what about you? How are you doing?"

"Oh, I'm fine. My head’s healing nicely." He gestiito the stitches barely visible
above his right ear. "Xena's always said | wasltigrthick headed, but it sure came
in handy this time."

He smiled at her again and Gabrielle realized limhainderstood her question.

"No, I mean, how are you doing..." Gabrielle strainedind the right words.
"How...how do you feel about Ephiny? | mean..." Shéef@d and could almost see
the walls go up in his eyes.

For a long time he just looked into her eyes, aabr&lle had the unpleasant feeling
he was trying to read her mind, and even worsesegded in doing so.

“I’'m sorry she died." He then said noncommittailjknow she was your friend."
"She was your sister."

He stared at her and the slightest hint of emdtiokered across his face, but whether
if was anger or something else she couldn’t tell.

"It doesn’t matter anymore what she was, GabriShe’s dead."

He jumped down from the fence.

"I'll leave you alone. | know you have a lot tortkiabout."

"What do you mean?"

"The soldiers."

Gabrielle closed her eyes, feeling another bureé#éteson her shoulders.
"You're right, | can’t believe how | could forgétt for a second.”
"Probably because you wanted to. That's usuallyvneit works."

He lifted his hand in a half-hearted greeting asti@ began to walk away, and



Gabrielle suddenly found herself becoming angtyistack of response, her mind
refusing to believe he could be so cold.

"Lykeas?"
He turned, his face expressionless once again.
"You're not fooling anybody."

His eyes were suddenly filled with such a sadnesisGabrielle forgot all about what
she had intended to say.

"I have no intention of fooling anybody, Gabri€lle.
He left her there, sitting on the fence, starirtgrafim.

Xena carefully opened the door to the hut and Idokside. Gabrielle was lying on
the bed fast asleep. She was fully dressed and adells were scattered around her
and some had fallen down onto the floor. A singledie illuminated the room,
bringing shadows to life and making Gabrielle’s shimmer in a soft glow. For
minutes the warrior just stood motionless, watchirgyoung woman on the bed. She
wanted to be able to remember this moment foré&tee. wanted always to be able to
recall the beautiful, pale face and the soft, sligbarted lips. She wanted to
remember the sound of her breathing, the scen¢rah&ir and most of all, she
desperately wanted to see into those hazel eyealtirays took her breath away,
making her lose sight of everything else around Inethat moment Gabrielle opened
her eyes. Xena almost shrank back when she sabethdiful eyes looking back at
her, and felt how she was slowly losing hersethm depths of them. Without a word,
she left the hut and the woman inside. She huthesligh the village, suddenly
desperate to reach the forest. She avoided the gluare and dived aimlessly into the
darkness. She broke into a run, but no matter lastvshe ran, she couldn’t shake the
dull ache in her heart. When she finally came hals, she was panting and her body
covered by a light sheen of sweat. To her surptgenoticed her legs and arms were
covered by several cuts and scrapes from thornd@amthes. She hadn’t even
noticed it happening while running. The moon emergem the clouds and bestowed
the trees around her with patches of black, grelysalmer, the colours shifting
whenever the leaves were caught in a breeze, buvdlrior paid it no attention.
When she had finally regained her breath and taérzgof her heart had stilled, she
began to slowly walk back towards the village, feet not making a single sound on
the soft ground. As she stepped out from two treles saw Gabrielle. The bard was
standing with her back to the warrior, her eyescteag the forest. Xena didn’t dare
breathe as the young woman slowly raised her heddusined to look at her. She felt
how all her senses were brought back to life thenerd their eyes met. She felt the
warm wind against her skin, she heard the ratthilgaves from the trees around
them, and she sensed the presence of the smalklarfiorrying through the bushes a
few feet away, but somehow it seemed to come fiaeimasvay, and it all paled in
comparison to the intensity she felt radiating fribr@a woman in front of her.

"Xena?"

The word was spoken softly, almost a caress anddneor felt a shiver run down
her back. She wanted to speak, but the words dideotongue.



"Xena, | don’t understand..." Gabrielle’s voice nglarbke and the warrior had to
restrain herself from taking the bard into her arms

"Why do you..." She stopped and looked away for a ertm
"Don’t you love me anymore?"

This time her voice was barely above a whisperraowd it was Xena who looked
away, unable to hold her gaze.

"What's happening? What's wrong with you?"
The bard was angry now and took a few steps closer
"Look at mel!"

When the warrior didn’t comply, she closed the rieing distance between them and
put a hand under her chin, forcing the dark wonodoak up. The bard’s green eyes
shining with fury and frustration were in stark t@st to the emotionless blue looking
back at her. Gabrielle’s expression hardened atiwbutia word she wrapped her
arms around Xena’s neck and crushed her lips dgbhastartled warrior’s. The

blond woman’s tongue forced its way into Xena’s tim@md as her grip around the
warrior tightened, Xena felt her knees go weakolantary her arms went around
Gabrielle’s waist and she felt herself melt inte skearing kiss. Bodies interlocked,
they sank to the ground, tongues and mouths neasirgy the relentless assault. Xena
pushed Gabrielle down onto her back and lowereselfeio cover the bard’s body
with her own. Their kisses and touches becameifrant desperate. Clothes were
torn from bare skin, and demanding hands and maathght claim to each other’s
bodies with a frenzy and urgency that drove aleothoughts away. It was only the
two of them together and nothing else matteredy Theng together unable and
unwilling to let go even for the briefest of secendfterwards, without having

spoken a word, they fell into an exhausted sleegagh other’s arms. When Gabrielle
awoke the next morning, she was covered by a btamiagher clothes had been neatly
placed in a pile beside her. There was no sigthiefvarrior.

CHAPTER XV

The first couple of days passed in silence. Lyleassionally threw a glance at Xena,
but the warrior stared straight ahead, obliviousverything around her. They rode
fast and only paused when it was absolutely nepefsathem to catch a few hours
of sleep, or to give the horses a rest. The roag were following was in a
remarkable good condition, a testimony of the faet/ had left no man’s land behind
them and entered a kingdom. Three kingdoms sepkitaten from the river Ister. The
first two were minor ones, ruled by Polyidos anch@ias, men Xena had heard little,
but nothing bad about, and she doubted they woaNé lany problems passing their
territories. The last kingdom, however, was anothatter. King Kassander was
known as an arrogant and proud man, and if onefénd oneself on his bad side,
there was no turning back. He was hungry for paamel wealth, believing himself to
be a direct descendant from Achilles and wantirtping more, than having his name
branded into history for all times to come. On mibi@ one occasion, when still a
warlord, Xena had sacked his villages and robbeddif his gold, and although it
was years ago, she knew he still had a price ohéen. If she were to fall into his



hands, she would be executed on the spot.
Or perhaps | should consider myself lucky, if thall he’d do to me.

She looked at Lykeas and tried to remember if liedvaer been with her on one of her
many raids in Kassander’s kingdom, but she coutémember. As always, when she
thought back to her past, it was hard to distinguoise village from another, and one
kingdom from the next. There had been so many hadadn’t cared. It all came
together in a mist of blood and smoke, and ongvagcenes were clear and
unmistakable. Scenes like Cirra and Corinth, heoenter with the Horde. These
were images she would never forget no matter hoshnshe tried, and in some way
she supposed it was only fitting. She turned t& laioLykeas again. He d been at
Cirra with her, but she doubted he would rememibghne asked him. He noticed her
look and gave her a questioning glance in retuubhshe looked away.

Maybe one day...

She was abruptly brought back to reality by thensloef a scream coming from
somewhere ahead of them. Without a second thobghpsshed Argo into a gallop,
barely registering the look of surprise on Lykdase as she thundered down the
road. Lykeas sighed and brought Rarjan into a gakwell, quickly closing the
distance between them. As they came closer thdy ¢t@ar the sound of flowing
water and soon after they saw a river cutting tghotlne land ahead with only a small
bridge to bind the road together. A young woman stasding on the bridge, sobbing
uncontrollably. When she saw them coming, sheifralty gestured towards the
water, and Xena practically jumped off Argo and t@athe young woman without
losing a step.

"My baby! My little girl’s in the water. Please pédter, she can’t swim!"

Xena looked down at the roaring water and swallowbdn she saw a small form
appear on the surface for a few seconds, only tirdgged under again by the current.
She swiftly removed her armour and sword and wasitaio jump into the water,

when the small from appeared again. The river hdigghthe girl further away, but
even from the distance she could hear the low #suithe small body was crushed
against a rock sticking out of the river, and X&naw without a doubt that the little
girl was dead. She stepped away from the edgehenaman looked at her, terror
and denial written on her face.

"What are you doing? Please help her! She canthswi
Xena reached out to the woman, but she shrank away.

"Why won’t you help her? Don’t you understand,i"tawim either! Please, she
needs your help. The other man was willing to Help!

The warrior’s brow furrowed and she grabbed the aaround her wrist.
"What other man? Is there somebody else in the?ive

When the woman just stared at her without answeKiega turned to look at Lykeas,
who was still sitting on Rarjan.

"Lykeas! Can you see anybody in the water?"



He rose in the saddle and let his eyes searchvére r

“No, but the current’s awfully strong. If anybodinghere he’d have been dragged
further away."

"Take a look, will you? I'll try to get the girl ol

Lykeas shrugged and left the road to ride paraligi the river. Soon the river
narrowed and the current became less dangeroudyatwas no sight of anybody.
Just as he was about to return to the bridge heseavething in the middle of the
river, clinging to a branch that had been trappstsvben two rocks. For a few seconds
he just took in the scene in front of him, theraémost resigned expression crossed
his face and he slid out of the saddle. Discardmgur and weapons on the way, he
ran the last yards to the river, before jumpingigtrt into the water. Immediately he
felt the strong pull of the current and realized kate that he had underestimated its
force. Before he managed to take another breatwasedragged under the water
again. He fought the panic that was rising insiake &ind willed himself to relax. It
wouldn’t do either of them any good if he lostitd somehow, of all the different
scenarios Lykeas had pictured himself dying, dromgnin a river while trying to

rescue a stranger hadn’t been one of them. Juselsd thought his lungs would
explode, he felt the current release him and hetbhough the water, towards the
surface. Finally he was able to breathe again andréink in the air so forcefully that
his head began to spin. When he had himself uraldral once more, he realized he
was able to tread water and remain on the sameldpdtad been pulled further to the
other side of the river, and apparently the curveast less strong there. Still, by the
time he was close enough to reach the man holditytbe branch, he was practically
drained of all strength and had swallowed more mthtg hed thought humanly
possible. He grabbed the man’s arm, but didn’ageaction.

Oh fuck! Dont say | have to get him back to thekban my own.

He shook the man a few times, but except fromdtutg of eyelids there was no
response.

Just great! Just great! Remind me to thank youHl one, Xena.

He gave up his attempts to wake him up and putdmsaround the man’s chest. With
a powerful kick of his legs, he pushed them awaynfthe rocks and with only one
arm free, he started to swim back to the bank.rAfteat felt like forever he entered
shallow water and could reach the bottom with bed.f

"l got him."

Strong arms, lifted the man out of his grip and éa%k felt how the last strength left
his body. He slumped under the water, only to éehnd pull him back up.

"Oh, no you don’t."

He smiled at the sound of Xena's voice and felbbidy be half dragged, half carried
out of the water.

"Don’t think for a second you can deny me the plemasf teasing you with this noble
deed. If | didn"t know better, I'd say you'd jusihé something heroic."



Inspite of the playful words, the concern in Xen&&e was evident and Lykeas felt
a faint warmth enter his otherwise freezing body.

"So that’s why you pulled me out. You were afrasd youldn’t get the change to
bother me with this."

Xena gently placed Lykeas next to the other matherbank.

"Exactly, your reputation’s been totally ruinedydiu"re not careful people might
actually think you're a nice guy."

"Uh, we wouldn’t want that to happen, would we?kégs replied, just before
slipping into unconsciousness.

Xena threw a couple of branches on the fire beddtmg down on her bedroll. She
grabbed her sword and began the slow, meticul@ksaisharpening the blade. Not
that it really needed it, she always kept it infeetrcondition, but there wasn’t
anything else to do. Her gaze fell on the two nyamglon the other side of the fire.
Lykeas hadn’t been hurt in the river, just gonecold and still was, but by now she
suspected his state of unconsciousness had turtedsléep, so she wasn’t worried.
The other man, although he was hardly more thavuag boy, had received quite a
few bruises and cuts, but nothing too serious andduld be fine in a couple of days.
After dragging them out of the river, she had madiee and gotten rid of their wet
clothes and covered them with blankets. She"d Haddtime with the young woman
who’d lost her daughter, and if it hadn’t beenajuespect for her loss, Xena’'s
temper would’ve flared several times. She had nethagretrieve the small body
from the river and had accompanied the woman hdime woman’s village had only
been a few miles away so it hadn’t taken too lang,immediately after having
delivered the woman into the care of her husbauddhasther, Xena had headed back
to the river. She hadn’t been too happy abouthegykeas and the boy alone, but
she couldn’t let the at times hysterical, at otleatatonic woman go home alone. To
her great relief Lykeas” weapons had still beenrevhe’d left them, she wouldn’t
have liked having to tell him they were missingtekftaking care of Argo and Rarjan,
she had made camp on the bank, caught a few fislwas now waiting impatiently
for her patients to wake up. A small movement masldook up from her work and
look at the young boy. His head moved slightly arginall groan escaped his throat,
before he slowly opened his eyes to look aroundwreyes widened as they took in
their surroundings and came to rest on Xena. Hesatith a start, only to discover
his current state of nakedness and frantically pedhe blanket closer together. A
furious blush showed on his cheeks and Xena héghbnot to laugh.

"Don’t worry. | swear, | didn’t peek."

The young boy blushed even more from her last wandkthis time Xena couldn’t
suppress a smile.

"Who are you?" He finally managed to say.
"My name’s Xena and sleepyhead there beside yogkesas."

The young boy removed a few light brown strandsftos eyes and looked at the
man beside him. Then suddenly remembering, hedunisegaze back to Xena.



"The girl! The girl in the river! Did she make it?"
Xena shook her head sadly, "No, she died... Did yoawkher?"

“No, I didn’t. | was on my way home when this wontame screaming about her
little girl had fallen into the river. | wanted kelp." He cleared his throat to get rid of
the lump he felt there. "l guess, | wasn’t much bklp."

Xena gave him a reassuring smile, "You shouldrati@ yourself for failing, only for
not trying. You risked your life for somebody yoidia't even know that’s nothing to
be ashamed of."

"So did he." The brown-haired boy gestured towasd®as. "And he succeeded.”

"True, but it’s the intentions that counts anduddt your intentions were a lot more
honourable than Lykeas” were."

She gave the still sleeping form an affectionatéesrfLykeas doesn’t rescue people
on a regular basis, only when he’s in the moodt.for

An uncertain smile showed on the young boy’s fabgiously not quite sure how he
should interpret her last remark.

"Will he be all right?"
"Oh yeah, he’s just sleeping. Nothing to worry d@tiou

Xena studied the young boy closer. Hed light brdwair and gentle brown eyes. He
was slender of build, but there was nothing fradwat him. He was well muscled with
the right proportions and would in time grow intbeautiful man. They way he spoke
and his entire manner, made Xena wonder whethesaseaoyalty or perhaps the son
of a wealthy merchant. Guessing her thoughts heheghout and Xena hid a amused
smile and shook his hand.

“I’'m sorry, | should have presented myself sooklsrname’s Alexias, I'm the son of
King Polyidos."

"Nice to meet you, Alexias."

She was about to say something more, when Lykeeasdstinder the blanket and
slowly sat up. He rolled his neck from side to di@éore focusing on the young boy
beside him. Alexias reached out and after quickagaat Xena, Lykeas shook his
hand.

“I’'m Alexias, thank you for rescuing me, that wasycourageous."

Lykeas face took on such an awkward expressiontéaa laughed out loud.
"See, | told you, Lykeas. Your reputation will nevecover from this."

He gave her a crooked smile.

"Perhaps not." Without a second glance at Alexhasstood up. "Where are my
weapons?"



Xena reached behind her and tossed the weapoms t§They re all here, but...,"
she paused. "Lykeas?"

"Yes?"

"Not that | mind the view, but perhaps you showdsider getting some clothes on,
you're embarrassing our guest.”

Lykeas looked down at his naked body and theneaytting boy, who was blushing
furiously again while staring into the fire.

"Oh..." He gave Xena a suave grin.

He got dressed in his now dry clothes and pickedlegias” and handed them to the
boy. The boy just stared at his clothes, then Xamhthen Lykeas. Xena arched an
eyebrow and Lykeas tilted his head slightly.

"Yes?"
"Uh... Would you, | mean... Could you...turn around?"

Early the next evening they arrived at the gatdsing Polyidos™ castle. In spite of
several protests from the young Prince that it Wasecessary, Xena and Lykeas had
decided to accompany him home to his father. Itnwahat much of a detour and
besides, neither warrior thought it would be a iold to have the King on their good
side. Alexias” horse had disappeared after hdééafat the river, so the Prince had
been riding behind Xena on Argo all the way, sitihe¥e was no way Rarjan would
accept a second rider.

Polyidos™ castle had been built in the middle ef ¢ity on a slightly higher level that
gave a good view of the city and the lands surround. It wasn’t the most grand or
the most impressive castle, Xena had ever seeth&sblidly built houses in the city
and the carefully maintained roads, spoke voluniéiseoKing's wealth and care for
his subjects. When they rode through the city tovibe castle, people everywhere
bowed their heads for the young Prince or shouteddly greetings and wishes of
good health to him and his father. Clearly the peecpred as much for their King as
he did for them. When they finally arrived, theegatvere immediately opened and
they rode into a huge courtyard that belied thellssize of the castle from outside.
Barely had they dismounted before a small, chublyg came running towards them
as fast as his small legs could carry him.

"Your Highness! Your Highness! I'm so relieved &z you again! His Majesty has
been so worried since your horse returned without'yThe man stopped to take a
few much required breaths.

"We’ve all been worried, | can’t tell you how hapmm to see you again. | trust you
haven’t been hurt?" The last remark was followedtsuspicious glance at Xena and
Lykeas.

Alexias stepped forward and put a reassuring hartti® sweating man’s shoulder.

“I'm just fine, Charmides. | haven’t been hurt. wadly," he gestured towards the
warriors, "these two people saved my life. If itth& been for them, | most likely



would have drowned."

The chubby little man’s eyes widened at the Prinards and he rushed to shake
first Lykeas” then Xena’s hand.

"Thank you! Thank you! Thank you! The Kingdom ofliéa is in your debt. If it
hadn’t been for you... Uh, | don’t even dare to thirkthought." He clapped his
hands together and from out of nowhere two senemiged.

"Proklos, Praklos, show these two heroes to o@stiguest chambers and from this
minute, | hold you responsible to see to that theary request and every need are
taken care of, is that clear?"

The two men, who were obviously twins, nodded dah tspoke in unison.
"Yes, sir. We'll see to it right away."
"Oh, hold on just a minute, we're actually-." Xdreggan, but was stopped by Alexias.

"Please, | know you must be anxious to move onyufather will be devastated if

he didn’t have the change to thank you for youddBéase..," he said again, when he
saw the doubting looks exchanged between the wartidust stay for one night.

Your horses will be able to rest and | know my éattill like to talk to you, it’s so
seldom we get any visitors from the South."

Xena shrugged, "l guess it can’t hurt, just onétilg
"Okay," Lykeas said, "a nice, warm bed isn’t sonmgth willingly decline."

"Capital! Capital!" Charmides was practically jumgiup and down on the spot. "We
have the softest beds in the Kingdom. Proklos aall&s will take you to your rooms
and I'll see to that your horses are being caredimner will be at eight, but don’t
worry a servant will be sent to notify you. Uh.. lete anything else...?"

The little man scratched his chin in a thoughtfalmmer, "Oh yes, we’ll have new
clothes brought to your rooms, so you don’t hawedoy about that."

Lykeas began to open his mouth, but Alexias puradion his arm, "Just humour
him. When Charmides is like this, there’s no wagtopping him." He smiled at the
dark warrior, "You can wear whatever clothes yée.ll

Charmides frowned at this, but didn’t say anything.

"Uhm," Lykeas said, looking rather overwhelmed. &@kbut I'll take care of my
horse. Rarjan doesn’t take kindly to other people."

"As you wish. The stables are over there. I'll shyow."

"No, Your Highness. | think it’ll be better, | ygay a visit to His Majesty and inform
him that you have returned. He's been very wottied.

Alexias nodded, "You're right, Charmides. I'll dat right away."
He gave a small bow to Xena and Lykeas, "I'll see 3t dinner then."

Charmides began leading them towards the stablesdna lingered at moment to



look around. It was a very beautiful and appareiniindly place they had arrived at,
and she was actually looking forward to meetingkivey, who was responsible for it
all. As she hurried to catch up with Lykeas andr@hdes, she noticed Alexias
standing on the top of the stairs leading intodhstle. The young Prince was staring
after Lykeas with an expression, Xena knew allviedl. It was the same expression
she had seen on the face of a young, green-eyade/iirl in what seemed to be a
completely different lifetime.

"It’s quite a place they got here." Lykeas lookezliad, clearly appreciating what he
saw.

"Uh huh," Xena agreed and dropped down on the bdarsmall sigh. "Is your room
the same?"

"Yep, the view is different, but else it’s the sdme

The guest chambers were small, but beautifullyrastdy decorated with wall
paintings and tapestries. The marble floor wasdnlath mosaics picturing scenes
from hunting and war, and a huge fireplace toolalapost the entire wall opposite the
bed. A skin from a bear was placed in front offireplace and to the left of that was
a small table and a chair.

Lykeas rose from the chair and stepped over tovthdow. The view from Xena’s
room was of the city and the route they had tradedlll day. His own view was of the
Royal Gardens and was quite stunning if one cardolok which Lykeas hadn’t. He
turned and leaned against the wall next to the ewntb look at his friend. Xena was
lying sprawled out on the bed and was still weahegarmour. She opened one eye
and looked at him.

"What?"
"It's almost eight, don’t you think you should geady for dinner?"

"Ah, but I'm so comfortable." She raised her armfoke letting them fall back on the
bed. "I could stay here all night."

"Well then, at least get cleaned up. You stink!"
Xena opened the other eye. "l do not!"

"Do too!"

"Do not!"

"Do -." Lykeas stopped himself and gave Xena arebmgmile. "l see your range of
conversation hasn’t improved much over the years."

"You should talk,” Xena said good-humouredly arahdy sat up on the bed. "But |
guess, | do smell a bit."

She disappeared out of a small, almost hidden dexrto the bed and soon Lykeas
heard the sound of splashing water. With a dedp big slumped down on the bed
and closed his eyes. He could get used to this.



He was woken up by a sharp knock on the door amgped himself up on one elbow.
"Come in!"

Proklos or Praklos, Lykeas couldn’t tell the diéfiece, peeked inside.

"The dinner is ready, miss...uh, sir." Lykeas gawegbrvant a conspiratorial smile.
"You can call me miss if you want to."

"Don’t play with the servants, Lykeas," Xena chigdth a smile, coming out of the
bathroom.

Lykeas winked at the servant and rose from the 'bad,never allowed to have any
fun."

They were led through several corridors and coldasdefore they arrived in front of
a heavy oak tree door with two guards on eithez.dftaklos, as it had turned out to
be, knocked three times on the door and it was ptigropened from inside. They
stepped inside into a surprisingly small dining,hailvas more of a room than a hall
and Xena was pleasantly surprised. She alwaysxtakmely ridiculous when seated
at the end of the preposterous long tables sonatyaysed, having to shout her lungs
out to converse with her dinner companion at th@osfte end. Fortunately that
wouldn’t be necessary tonight, as the table wasraeklnt for six or eight people and
the chairs had been placed close together at ahelee man sitting at the end of the
table rose from the chair and walked around thke tmbmeet them. He was middle-
aged, but there was no sign of grey in his blagk k2 was dressed in a white tunic
and a purple robe. His dark brown eyes scrutiniked in a reserved but friendly
manner, and Xena was suddenly glad she did takintleeto clean up. The heavy oak
tree door behind them closed with a bang and bathievs jumped. The King raised
his hands as if to reassure them.

"Don’t worry, Praklos always does that. | gave aprg ago to get him to close it
quietly."

He smiled at them and they returned his smileknotving what else to do.

"So you're the two people my son owe his life."péeised for a moment, searching
for words. "I'm eternally grateful for what you difls long as you live you'll be
honoured and welcome guests in my kingdom."

He stepped closed and stopped in front of Xendystg her up close. Xena began to
feel uncomfortable and shifted from one foot to dkieer. Perhaps this wasn’t such a
good idea after all.”

"Xena..." The word lingered between them. "Xena..." Kireg spoke again,
practically tasting the word. "So you're Xena."

Xena returned his gaze without blinking. "Yes." ldbort reply didn’t hide the
tension she was feeling.

"It's a pleasure to meet you." The King reachedamat Xena barely managed to hide
her surprise as she shook his hand.



Still holding onto her hand the King continuednfla great believer in letting
bygones be bygones." He smiled at her slightlyisi@s expression. "Guests in my
home don’t have to worry about anything but whetheir beds are too soft or the
food too salty."

He smiled again and Xena gave him a relieved smiteturn, she was starting to like
this man already. He moved to stand in front ofdad&k and solemnly reached out
again.

"Thank you for saving my boy."
Lykeas shook the King’s hand briefly. "Uh, don"tntien it."

"Ah, but | will." The King replied and began walljrback to the table, "and as often
as it pleases me."

He sat down and gestured towards the chairs, "®&adown, my son should be here
any minute if Charmides isn’t keeping him with aféis lectures."

As on cue a knock sounded and the soldier staraditige wall reached out to open
the door and Alexias stepped inside. His eyes lsvatirveyed the room before
coming to a hold on Lykeas.

"Good, Alexias. Right on time, come and sit down.

Alexias walked around the table to sit on his fetheght, opposite Xena and Lykeas.
The King clapped his hands once and immediatelydgbe was invaded by servants
carrying dishes, plates and bottles of wine. Alnasstast as they had appeared they
disappeared again, the only proof they had beer,tbeing the now fully loaded
table. Xena eyed the huge amounts of food in fobhier. Gabrielle would ve thought
she’d died and gone to the Elysian Fields. Suddsmyhad to swallow and reached
out for her glass. The King followed her exampld eaised his glass.

"A toast for the heroes of the day, Xena and Lykedm rescued what’s most
precious to my heart."

They toasted and began to eat. Their conversatafiiendly and harmless, but
Xena couldn’t shake the feeling that the King waging for the right moment to
approach more serious matters. Lykeas didn’t talkhmand enjoyed most of the meal
in silence. A couple of times when he looked upcéaght Alexias staring at him and
every time the boy looked away, a faint blush andheeks. After they had finished
the servants appeared again and cleared the Tdi@a.they returned with four glasses
and a decanter and not until they had left, diddimg speak again.

"Well now, I've had a pleasant meal in pleasantmamy, but now | think it’s time
you tell me why you're here, and afterwards | mayehsomething to tell you.

CHAPTER XVI
"Death."
"Kelife?"

“I'm a healer, Your Majesty. | don’t take livessentence people to death."



"So it’s life then?"
"Yes."
Gabirielle looked at the woman beside her, "Calfias?

Although the Captain was clearly uncomfortable, iterned Gabrielle’s gaze
without wavering.

"Death."
If Gabrielle was surprised she didn’t show it, instead turned to look at Erinya.
"And you?"

The weapons master looked down at the table foorment, before looking back up
at her Queen.

"Life."

"What!" The outrage in Zelei's voice was clear.ifiga, how can you say that after all
what’s happened. | would expect this from Kelifhe gave the healer a sharp glance,
"but not from you. Have you forgotten Leda alreddy?

"No, Zelei. | haven’t forgotten Leda and | nevellithe weapons master’s voice was
quiet but firm, "but killing those three soldieremit bring her back, nothing will.
Besides, the only crime these men have committdthaisthey fought in a war. We
don’t prosecute our soldiers for that, do we?"

"It's hardly the same," Zelei’s voice was praclycdtipping with venom. "They
attacked us and killed off half the village. Theasdrve to die! We need them to die to
recover from this!"

Erinya just shook her head, "Perhaps, but peopléndivar and we attacked them
first."

"That was self-defence!"

"True, but how would we’ve reacted if they d takeisoners and later executed them
for nothing more than fighting on the other side."

"But that’s what war’s all about!" Zelei exaspedatd& he victor makes the rules! It's
that simple! In the end it doesn’t matter who &trigr wrong. It's who won that’s
important.”

"Okay, that’s enough you two!" Gabrielle cut thrbugiving both her subjects a stern
look. "You're not helping.”

Zelei gave Erinya one last hostile glance befookilog at her Queen, a vicious smile
on her face.

"l guess it’s up to you then, my...Queen. You deuwitiether they live or die."

“I’'m well aware of that, Zelei." Gabrielle’s voiegs cold. "And I'd appreciate it if
you didn’t use that tone with me, or | might havdind somebody else to lead the



regular army."
Surprised showed on the Captain’s face, but omlg &econd.
"Yes, Your Majesty." She bowed her head slightlgpologize."

Gabrielle continued to stare at her Captain urgieZlooked away, then she turned
her attention back to the three other people indben.

"If you'd all leave me alone, | have to think tbiger. Come back after an hour and I'll
inform you of my decision."

They all rose and left the hut, except Callias \Wwhgered at the door."

"Your Majesty?"

Gabrielle turned to look at the Captain, "Yes?"

"I'm sorry if my decision disappointed you, butddhto do what | thought was right."

Gabrielle gave the Amazon a tired smile, "l woutdrXpect anything less from you,
Callias."

The Captain nodded to herself, relief evident anfhee. She started to leave, but
paused again.

"Your Majesty?"
"Yes?"

"If...if you need anything or anybody to talk to... Weljust want you to know that
I'm here that is...if you need or want...to talk or tuiryg."

"Thank you, Callias." Gabrielle gave her a warmlemii might just hold you to that."

The Captain smiled briefly then hurried out of the, leaving Gabrielle alone.
Gabrielle rose from her chair and walked over sowlndow. She drew the curtains
back and looked outside. It was late afternoonadrehdy the village was painted in
shades of orange and red.

Autumn’s coming fast.

To her dismay she noticed that Zelei and Erinyadwadinued their argument outside
and that several Amazons contributed eagerly taléiate. A small crowd was
beginning to gather in front of the hut, all wagito hear their Queen’s decision.

What | am going to do? Should the men live or dlid®ish Xena was here, she...
No! | have to decide this for myself, for my peopleey rely on me and trust me to do
the right thing. But what’s the right thing?

She sighed and moved away from the window and@ahen a chair.

Erinya’s right, but in some way, so is Zelei. Thilgd so many...but it was war.
They attacked us and we attacked them. | don’t teagcide this, | don’t want to be
the one who sentences them to die. If | do, I'Jueas responsible for their deaths
as the executioner. Actually, I'll be even morgoesible, their blood will be on my



hands.
She absently tapped her fingers on the table.

| have to think of what my people need, what theytwl his isn’t about me, it’s about
them. | have to be strong... They need me to begstron

She leaned forward and rested her head on her arms.

But | don’t feel strong.

She stayed in the same position and didn"t molvehi#l heard a knock on the door.
"Come in."

The four council members stepped inside, all loglerpectantly at their Queen.
"Il tell you outside."

They nodded and moved aside to let Gabrielle dut. Moment the Queen stepped
outside all voices silenced and all eyes turndteto It was almost dark now and
several fires were lit. The air was heavy with tensand suspense, and Gabrielle
swallowed involuntarily. She felt a presence atdide and turned to look at Callias
who’d come to stand beside her. The Captain’swWaseexpressionless, but Gabrielle
was none the less grateful for her silent sup@ré turned back to face her people.

"l, as the ruling Queen of the Amazon Nation anthwhe authority bestowed on me,
have decided to sentence the three captive soldielsath. The execution is to take
place immediately."

A roar of voices filled the square and several Aomszwere hugging each other, tears
running down their cheeks. Gabrielle’s face waslbks she turned to Callias.

"Captain, see to that it’s done and do it in pavation’t want a public execution."

Zelei snorted, but a glance from the Queen silehegdnstantly. Callias saluted and
turned to the Royal Guards standing at the hut.

"Areia, Pellene. Come with me."

The three soldiers left in direction of the prisord silence fell once again. Hushed
voices whispered and glances darted from the Qteettre prison and back again.
Suddenly Callias emerged from the darkness, bitowtther soldiers. She walked
over to her Queen and kneeled down.

"It has been done."

Cheering and shouting obscured any reply Gabmeiight have had and she only
nodded in acknowledgement. A soldier in the regatary suddenly stepped forward
and kneeled down and then, one by one, every Amiazihre village kneeled down
before their Queen. Gabrielle took in the displejobe her, a strange smile on her
face. Then she slowly walked through the linesradeding Amazons, gently touching
each of them on the shoulder, before continuingatde/the Royal hut and without
looking back, disappeared inside.



"Seeing something interesting?"
"Nah, not really."

Lykeas closed the door behind him and steppedtovéena who was standing at the
window looking out at the city. The sun had setre@ago and only a few flickering
lights from the houses below were visible. Theypdtside by side for a while,
enjoying the cool air and the gentle breeze thatenthe flames in the fireplace join
into a slow, alluring dance with the shadows onvtilals. Then Lykeas walked away
from the window and sat down on the bed. He begaualk his head back and forth to
loosen up his muscles and Xena turned her hedalglig look at him.

"Say please.”
Lykeas grinned, "Please."

With a quiet sigh she moved over to Lykeas whorabtad to the middle of the bed,
before lying down on his stomach. Xena straddlechips and began kneading the
stiff muscles.

"You’'ll never learn, will you?"
"And miss this? No."

Xena smiled to herself and continued her task.rilad began to wander and she
couldn’t help but wonder how many times she’d dbisebefore.

"So what do you think?" Lykeas interrupted her tjiias and she paused for a
moment.

"l think it’s too much of a coincidence."
"Uhm, me too."

Their talk with the King had been interesting ty ## least. Much to Lykeas’
surprise, Xena hadn’t had any scruples about geifia King everything that had
happened and consequently why they were here.d@slyiad listened in silence, only
interrupting a few times to ask for a clarificatiohone thing or another. He had paid
particular attention when Xena mentioned the browifiorms the soldiers had been
wearing.

"Brown uniforms? With a small black insignia justowe the heart?"
"Yes. Have you seen them?"

"Yes, | have. Several times actually. Three moagjos | heard rumours of a warlord
crossing my kingdom and together with my army Itwebhto meet him. However,
instead of attacking, he avoided us the whole tinté he had left the territory. That
was the first time | saw the brown uniforms. | didhink much about it until four
weeks ago, | heard that another warlord was contiimgugh. Again they avoided us
and again, they wore the brown uniforms."

"Couldn’t they have been from the same army ankdgperbeen delayed, trying to
catch up?"



"l thought so too, but about two weeks ago it haggeagain. Although this time it
wasn’t a real army. It was several small groupseh, all heading in the same
direction with no apparent connection, except théarms."

"Did the men look they were coming from battle?"
"Now that you mention it, yes they did."
"Have you heard anything about them since?"

"l was going to send a message to King Simmiasduoiie, but when | heard that
Xena, the Warrior Princess was in my Kingdom, lidied to wait."

"Did you think | was with them?"

"Forgive me. | suppose, | shouldve known bettet | have my people to think of and
| take no chances when it comes to them."

"Don’t apologize, it’s not more than a few years,agpu’d have been right to be
worried."”

"I know, but let’s not talk about that. Insteaddnted to ask you, if you would
consider bringing my message to Simmias since lymeitravelling through his
kingdom, and | know this is of great interest ta ys well."

Without hesitation, Xena had agreed.

She moved away from Lykeas and went over to tleplace to stir up the fire. Lykeas
reluctantly resumed his former position, sittingtba bed. Xena remained standing at
the fireplace unconsciously still holding the pglkstaring straight into the flames.
Then abruptly she turned to look directly at him.

"I've done something very stupid."
"Oh," was all Lykeas managed to say, slightly umedrby the look in her eyes.

"But I'm willing to take the consequences," Shetrured, as if she hadn’t heard him.
"l have to."

"l see," Lykeas replied, but in truth he didn’t bavclue about what she was referring
to.

Then a thought struck, "Ohhh."
She smiled weakly at him, "Yes, ohhh."
He scratched his chin thoughtfully and watched asaxbegan pacing the floor.

"Well, | think..." He paused, having no idea whasgay. "I think, | should get some
sleep. It’s gonna be an early start tomorrow."

Xena stopped her pacing, "Yeah, you're right. uéthao that as well.," but she knew
she wouldn’t be able to fall asleep.

Lykeas got up from the bed and opened the doam,dhea second thought, he looked



back into the room. Xena was standing at the windgain, staring out at the
darkness.

"Xena?"
She didn’t look at him. "Uh huh?"

"You know I'm awful, when it comes to stuff like.ké that." He swallowed. "But if
you ever... Well, I'm willing...willing to try, and deast...I can always listen."

A smile showed on Xena's face, but the night wasotily witness.
“I'll keep that in mind."
He nodded to himself and closed the door behind him

Three people stood in the castle’s courtyard wiviab bathed in the grey light of
dawn. The King stifled a yawn and smiled apologsiycat the two warriors.

“I’'m afraid it’s been a while since | last was tiphés hour."
Xena grinned, "Well, there has to be some advastgbeing a king."

The King pulled out a scroll from a pocket in hikite robe. "Here’s the message |
want you to bring to Simmias." He paused for a rr@rand looked at them in a
thoughtful manner, before continuing. "King Simmia®ne of the nicest men I've
ever met, but when it comes to politics..."

"Yes...?"
The expression on Polyidos” face indicated he timasle a decision.

"Simmias is greatly loved by his subjects, butitissecret among them that in reality
he has little involvement in the affairs of thedglom. Therefore, I'll advise you to
speak to his wife, Queen Phillinna, about thesdersatFor years she’s been the
rightful ruler of the kingdom in anything but nanteit under no circumstances treat
Simmias with disrespect. He"s not stupid, he jostsd't... Well, it’s hard for him to
remain focused for a longer period of time."

Xena nodded, "Thank you for the advice, we’ll malee to follow it."

She accepted the scroll the King handed her amglé safely in Argo’s saddlebag.
She hesitated for a moment before pulling out terols of her own.

"I"d be grateful if you would see to that these seoolls are delivered to the
Amazons. Will that be possible?"

"But of course, I'll send a messenger right awashouldn’t-."

The King was interrupted by the sound of hooveghercobble and Charmides’
voice, protesting loudly. They turned to see Alexdéaming towards them, dressed in
armour and leathers, leading a horse behind hirarr@ldes was wringing his hands
and kept dancing around in small circles, whill stanaging to keep up with the
Prince.

"But, Your Highness, you haven’t thought this thyloult could be dangerous, what



would His Majesty think if... Ah, Your Majesty! I'mosrelieved to see you. His
Highness is determined to accompany the warriodsagon’t listen to reason.”

"Alexias?"

The King frowned and left Lykeas and Xena. He lexdson out of hearing range and
an animated debate began. Xena gave Lykeas an asmde, but his attention was
on the scrolls in her hands.

"What's in the scrolls?"

"This one informs them of all what we"ve learnedasocand what our future plans
are."

"And that one?" Lykeas pointed at the slightly devadcroll in the warrior’s other
hand.

When she didn’t answer, he reached out and tamk ibf her hand. Xena’'s eyes
narrowed for a second, but then her face was a agak. Lykeas ignored her
expression and opened the scroll. He read the shdrand then without a word,
rolled it together again and fastened the striogirad it. He handed it back to her and
their eyes met. The blue eyes didn’t show any emptvhile the black ones had a
speculating and searching look to them.

"Excuse me."
They both turned to look at Polyidos who was stagdiext to his son.

"Alexias has set his heart on going with you to Seemias. | am not happy with his
decision, but he’s old enough to decide for himselfi won’t stand in his way. Of
course, it all depends on whether you're willingettohim accompany you." He gave
them a faint smile, "Don’t feel obligated to agréatever you decide, it won't
change my opinion about you or lessen the grate$sih feel.”

Lykeas released a quiet sigh and looked at Xena,omly shrugged, obviously letting
the decision up to him. He turned to look at Alexiho was regarding him with
both anticipation and badly hidden eagerness.

"How old are you?"
“I’'m eighteen."
"You look younger."

"I know." There was a defiant edge to the Prine®ise, but Lykeas paid it no
attention.

"Can you fight?"

"Yes, I've been leading the-."

Lykeas raised his hand to silence the Prince.
"Ever killed anybody?"

Alexias nodded, but when noticing the warrior’ sresgion, hurried to give a more



oral confirmation. "Yes, yes | have."

"Good horseman?"

"The finest," the King interrupted proudly and jamtarm around his son’s shoulder.
Lykeas” gaze went from the King to Alexias and thaok again.

"Okay."

He mounted Rarjan and looked at Xena who was ajlreittthg on Argo.

"Let’s go."

The King gave his son a warm hug and Alexias ermtiif®r a moment, before
easing himself out of the embrace. He mountedwnrs lnorse and looked down at the
King.

“I'lll make you proud, father."
“I'm proud of you already, Alexias... Be careful."

"I will." The Prince turned to look at Charmideshovwas fighting tears. "Don’t
worry, my friend. I'll be back before you now it."

The chubby man blew his nose and gave the Priheaufelt smile.
“I’'m counting on it, Your Highness."

Without further delay, the three riders left thetta

Part 4
CHAPTER XVII

It was three days after the execution and the Qsgéhadn’t left her hut. She’d had
her meals brought, but most had been sent backutitheing touched. Kelife had

paid her a visit, but the Queen had assured heshtigawas all right and just needed to
be alone. The Amazons had respected her wish siiheahird day turned into night,
Callias decided she wasn’t going to play along amgmShe knocked on the Queen’s
door and without waiting for an answer steepeddmsGabrielle was sitting on the
bed surrounded by scrolls and looked up from tiellsshe was writing in.

"What is it, | said... Oh, Callias, it’s you. Lookm sorry, but | don’t feel like having
company tonight."

The Captain just closed the door and stepped ovietbed.
"You're gonna stop doing this to yourself."
"Do what?" Gabrielle’s voice was annoyed.

"Feel guilty. You did what you had to do and therabsolutely nobody in this village,
or the entire Nation for that matter, who think yoade the wrong decision. They saw



a strong and just Queen in a difficult situationt you handled it with the firmness
needed without betraying your heart, and theyeslpect you and love you that much
more for it. You're not afraid of showing doubtveeakness, but you're not afraid of
showing strength and resolution either when ittgired, and three days ago, it was."

The Amazon paused from her passionate speechdathkeath.
"Then why is it | can’t sleep at night." Gabriefie&/'oice was barely a whisper.

Callias pushed a scroll aside and sat down ondde ®he reached out and took the
quill from the Queen’s shaking hand.

"Look, Gabrielle..."
The Queen smiled at hearing her name from the @apt#ps for the first time.

“I've been a warrior all my life, and | can’t sagt | understand all the things you
must be feeling right now, but | do know that sames in life we re faced with
problems that forces us to react in a certain manide may not like it or approve it,
but it’s not gonna prevent these things from haipgeinom time to time, and as with
all things beyond our control, we'll have to compiee and adjust. The life you lived
ten years ago is not the life you live today, am@gerson you were ten years ago is
not the person you are today. The world arounchas@es and because we live in that
world, we change with it."

Gabrielle smiled at the Amazon, "For a warrior, yeutainly have a way with
words." She sighed, "I appreciate what you're grymsay, Callias. | really do, and |
guess that some part of me agrees, but the thing is

"Yes?"

"I made a promise to myself once never to takéeeoli to fight again. | may not have
fought, but I've taken lives. Three defenceless died because of me."

The Captain reached out and took the Queen’s Wéod.were a different person
when you made that promise and in a different 8analt’s impossible to go through
life without altering or revising your beliefs apdorities. Your priority this time was
the Amazons and you acted accordindlgubegan the healing of the emotional scars
we all carry.Yousaw what we needed and gave it to us and if the tiomes, we’ll

do the same for you and that’s how it should bealge you're our Queen and we're
your people."”

"But what am | worth if | can’t stay true to mysglfTears were slowly running down
Gabrielle’s cheeks.

"You wouldn’t be feeling this way if you weren’t."

And with that, the Amazon pulled her Queen intgghttembrace. Gabrielle rested her
head against the soldier’s shoulder and criedlgu@allias moved her hand in small
soothing circles on the Queen’s back, while whiggesoft words of comfort. Most

of her words didn’t make much sense or were imptesgd make out, but it all

worked to calm the woman in her arms and soondhe subsided.

Gabrielle moved away and regarded the blond Amaatima small smile. "Thank



you, | needed that."

Callias smiled in return, "It’s all part of a Capta duty. Whether it’'s fighting off
soldiers or offering a shoulder to cry on, I'm herassist."

"l was hoping you were here as my friend and noha<aptain." Her words were
playful, but her expression serious.

"Oh, I..." The Amazon hesitated, then grinned. "Ls&g I'm here as your frierahd
Captain.”

"Works with me, "Gabrielle grinned in return, "dat’s not have anymore of those my
Queens or Your Majestys, | never pull rank amorenfis.”

"Well, I don’t know..."

"Almostnever."” The Queen interrupted, giving Callias arpgtempt of a menacing
glare.

The Captain smiled, "Let’s compromise. I'll conérto address you with your
rightful title in public, but in private I'll caljou whatever you want me to. Is that a
deal?"

"Deal." Gabrielle shook the soldier’s hand, "Buti yeon't have to call me anything
but Gabrielle, although..." She adopted a sober sspyg, "l probably could get used
to a couple of "as you wish, woman who outshinedaauty of Aphrodite,” and "yes,
you the most skilful of bards," or what about,y@lu say so, my Queen of light and
wisdom," wouldn’t that be appropriate?"

“Let’s not get carried away, shall we?" The Capsamirked, "l begin to think, you've
been inside this hut for too long."

Gabrielle just smiled and for a while they satilarece. Then Callias gestured to one
of the scrolls on the bed.

"Care to tell me a story?"

The Queen’s eyes lit up, "I'd love too. | havee@m able to tell my tales for quite a
while now."

She moved over so Callias could lean against thdldward beside her.
"Anything particular you'd like to hear?"

The Captain thought for a moment, " I'm sure theglt excellent, so why don’t you
just tell me one of your favourites."

"Okay," Gabrielle looked at the scrolls before t&ne reached out for one, but
stopped herself. "l don’t need the scrolls to relyamthis story."

She gathered the scrolls and carefully put thertheriloor beside the bed, before
returning to her position at the headboard. Shke todeep breath and her eyes took
on a distant and faraway expression.

"It was winter and the weather was freezing. Wesdrbtravelling for almost a week,



when suddenly a group of..." She faltered.

Callias who'd closed her eyes when Gabrielle bégapeak, opened them again to
look at her questioningly.

The Queen gave her a quick smile that didn’t qeidéeh the green eyes, "I think, I'll
tell a different story instead."”

The Captain’s eyes searched her face, "Okay..."

"l sing the song of Narcissus, the river god’s aod Echo, the nymph who loved
him..."

Gabrielle’s voice carried softly through the daidgih

Slowly, a thought penetrated the heavy layersedshand made it’s way into
Gabrielle’s mind.

I’'m warm.

She was about to sink under again when her corsm®s made another attempt.
How can that be?

Reluctantly she opened her eyes.

Callias...

The Captain was lying on her stomach, facing awat/with one arm over
Gabrielle’s waist. Gabrielle’s face was practictdlyching the Amazon’s shoulder
and her arm had taken a disturbingly possessiwkdrolund the Captain’s lower back.

Oh boy!

She eased herself away from the still sleeping woamal got to her feet. She had told
several stories the night before and every timédsivanted to stop, Callias had
encouraged her to continue and the bard in hewiiadgly obliged, in spite of her
exhaustion. Eventually they must have fallen as|&ége tried to stifle a yawn without
success.

Apparently that wasn’t too long ago.

She studied the Captain for a moment and smiléetself. The passionate and
persuasive speech the Amazon had given her last Imégl done wonders. She knew
she would never be comfortable with the role sheepgiayed in the three men’s death,
but her feeling of guilt and frustration had, iftrdisappeared, subsided to a small
ache she could learn to live with.

| did what | had to do. What they wanted me toldimn’t like it one bit, but nobody’s
ever said it’s fun to be Queen. | just hope, | whave to make another decision like
that for a long time...preferably never again.

She sighed and wondered if it would be considergztoper if she climbed back into
bed beside the Captain and slept for a few moreshou



Hades, it’s not like I'm gonna tell anybody.

Her musings were abruptly interrupted by a louddkirag on the door and for the
second night in a row, an Amazon entered the Qsdart"without waiting for
permission.

"Your Majesty, | won’t accept this any longer, Eé&lei stopped in her tracks and a
mocking smile showed on her face. "l see it’s what they say about, "out of sight,
out of mind." That didn’t take you long, did it?"

Callias who'd been woken up by the noise, leapthaffbed and approached the
brown-haired Amazon dangerously.

"Apologize, now!"
Zelei crossed her arms defiantly, but did takevadteps back.

"Getting ambitious are we, Callias? Trying to slgepr way to the top, eh? Too bad
it wont do you any good as she won’t be Queemiach longer."

Gabrielle reached out and held back the fuming &aptWhat do you mean, Zelei?"
Her voice was demanding and cold. "Is there a praBI'

"Yes, you!" The Amazon spat out. "I'm going to adorgething that should have been
done for a long time ago."

"And that is?"

Zelei pulled out a dagger and threw it at the fiabiere it embedded itself only inches
away from Gabirielle’s foot.

"I hereby challenge you for the right of Queen. M®e at the practice field in two
hours and if you don’t, I'll see that as a surreéndeof your authority as will the
Amazon Nation."

Zelei's eyes narrowed, "And if you do show upl iid a fight to the death. Don"t
expect anything els&,ve no scruples when it comes to killing."

Gabrielle’s green eyes locked onto the Amazon'wiord’ll be there, Zelei and now
get the Tartarus out of here before | let Calllasw you out with your head first."

The Captain took a step forward, but Zelei raisedHands in contempt. "Don’t
worry, I'll leave now, after all, | wouldn’t ward spoil your last moments together,
and | mean last."

She walked out and closed the door behind her. Ti®nheard her shout from
outside, "Two hours, Gabrielle, I hope you enjoy!"

Gabrielle slumped down on the bed, an overwhelreergse of tiredness settling
heavily in her body.

"Gods, how I don’t need this right now."

She gave the worried soldier a faint smile, "Astezhe had the courtesy to let me
sleep a few hours before barging in here."



"My Queen... | don’t know what to say."

"It's Gabrielle in private, remember? And you ddréave to say anything." She patted
the bed and Callias sat down beside her. "We botlwvkhat | can’t decline the
challenge, | won’t decline. Zelei as Queen woulfulseas bad as..." She stopped
herself, not wanting to relive that particular mewyno

"But, Gabrielle, she will try to kill you. | knowelei and she’s not kidding. She will
kill you!"

"Only if she defeats me." The Queen smiled wedWg,the challenged, I've the right
to choose weapons and I've seen her fight witafg $tm better than she is.”

"A staff? You want to fight with a staff?" The Capt said incredulously.
"It’s the only weapon | know how to use."

They were silent for a long time.

"You could appoint a Champion..."

Gabrielle looked away for a moment, "l already hdué she’s not here."
"l see... Then you have to fight for yourself."

Gabrielle nodded, "I know, the Queen can only app@inew Champion if her present
one dies or freely renounces the privilege."

"Perhaps if Zelei would be willing to wait, we cduidend a messenger and-."

"No, Callias, we both know Zelei wont agree totthiad even if she did... | have to
do this on my own."

"Gabrielle," the Captain looked at her with soleltme eyes, "l swear, if...if she kills
you, I'll challenge her the moment you've drawnnjast breath."

Gabrielle took the Amazon’s hand, "Callias, I-."

"I mean it, Gabrielle," she interrupted, "eithee shill die or I."
"If you do challenge her, | want you to promise ome thing."
"Anything."

Gabrielle looked into the soldier’s eyes, "Pronmeeyou’ll challenge her for the
Nation, not for me. | don’t want your death on ropscience too."

"But-."

"Promise me."

Callias placed a gentle kiss on the Queen’s hand.
"l promise."

"Get down from there!"



The warrior scrambled down from his horse, almostrig his balance when his feet
hit the ground. He swallowed nervously as the aaak stepped closer and stopped
only inches away.

"Did you deliver my message?"

The warrior nodded, "Yes, sir."

"And?"

The messenger swallowed again, but the lump ithhist didn’t want to go away.
"They refused.”

Black eyes narrowed, "Refused?"

"Yes, they said they would rather die than surreride

"Really..."A hand smoothed out a black eyebrow. "@id tell them what would
happen if they didnt"

"Yes, yes | did, sir. But | don’t think they bedigwne."
"Is that so..."
The dark man turned to the man standing on hig'l@itestes, get the prisoners."

The warrior nodded and disappeared in directiorth&f cages. The messenger
wondered whether he was allowed to leave, but oole &t the dark eyes told him he
was not. The sound of hooves caused the two ntamtand their gazes followed the
fast approaching rider. The black horse came t@brupt halt before them. The rider
looked at the messenger, "Ageon, leave us."

"Yes, Princess!"

The man hurried away, and in spite of his burningasity didn’t dare look back.
The woman on the horse and the man on the groyed, @ch other intensely.
"What do you think you're doing, Lykeas?"

"I'm going to make them surrender."

"By using the prisoners?"

"Yes."

"Didn’t I tell you no?"

The dark warrior only shrugged and blue eyes turoelder.

"l won’t tolerate disobedience."

"l thought you might change your mind. Hades kngpats ve done that a lot lately."

"Sir...?"



They both turned to look at Orestes.

"The prisoners..." The warrior faltered when he shw lbok in the blue eyes. "The
prisoners have been prepared.”

"Take them back."

"But, Lykeas said-."

"Take them back!"

"Yes, Princess!" The man left immediately.

The two warriors stared at each other in silendee Wind brought with it the smell of
smoke, horses and blood, and distant shouting amghter could be heard blending
in with occasional screams of pain, but neitherdpaiany attention.

"l don’t understand you, Xena. What is it you want?
She didn’t answer.

"Whats wrong with you? It’s like | don’t know yamymore. What the fuck’s going
on in your head?"

"Xena?"

Xena?

"Xena?"

Her eyes snapped open and she shook her heactdelemind.
"Where did you go?"

She shifted in the saddle and looked at Lykeasagiteside her.
"Did you fall asleep?"

She gave him a sheepish grin, "l think so. Godanlt remember the last time, | fell
asleep in the saddle."

"You reallyare getting old."
"Watch it, Lykeas. | can still take you on any day.
He returned her grin, "Only you, Xena. Only you."

He dug his heels into Rarjan and the horse gallépmeard to catch up with Alexias
who was riding further down the road. Xena took @wutater skin and poured some of
the water over her head, she didn’t want to ri8inépasleep again.

"Are you coming?"
Lykeas had turned in the saddle and was looking baber.

Without answering, she ushered Argo forward andgdithe men ahead.



In spite of the practice field being surroundedbypple it was eerily quiet, not even
whispering was heard and all eyes were on thelpathng to the village. Suddenly,
like one being, the crowd parted to make roomleirtQueen as she approached the
field, casually holding a staff in her right haiginall smiles of encouragement
followed her on the way, but nobody spoke and tleese seemed even thicker than
before. Gabrielle’s eyes met Callias” for just@sed and she gave the Captain a
reassuring smile. The Captain tried to returnut,failed miserably. Zelei was waiting
impatiently on the field, a malicious smirk on figce. She had been informed of the
Queen’s choice of weapon and was holding her oafhista tight grip. It wasn’t her
preferred weapon, nor was it the best weapon éuriek kill, but she had no doubt
she’d find a way to end this soon. The Queen se¢miedpire that in her. Gabrielle
walked out on the field, but stopped a few yardayafsom Zelei and turned to face
her people.

"Amazons, today | was challenged for the right oe@n by Zelei and I've accepted
the challenge. | don’t have to tell you about thleg of this ritual or the consequences
if | lose."

She paused, trying to find a way to express hdinfge

"No matter what happens today, | want you all tormow proud | am of having

been able to call myself your Queen. Your couragength and love have made me a
stronger and better person and for that I'll beneléy grateful. You accepted a
stranger, a simple village girl as your Queen difered your support, help and
guidance whenever | was faced with problems orlehgés...including getting into
this." She gestured at her Amazon attire.

Her last remark, earned her several warm smileszaitielle smiled in return. She
wanted to say something more, but couldn’t findwbeds, so instead she looked at
Erinya who nodded and walked out on the field.

"This is a fight for the right of Queen. It will ntinue till one of the participants have
either surrendered, is incapable of fighting orenbeen killed. The chosen weapon is
the staff and no other weapons may be used, noamagther person interfere or
assist in the fight, and the result cannot be deshurlhe victor will be acknowledged
as Queen of the Amazons."

She turned to look at first Gabrielle then Zelei.
"Are you both ready?"

They nodded.

"Very well then. Let the fight begin!"

Slowly the two combatants began circling each ot@Gabrielle trusted her skills with
the staff, but she was worried about Zelei’s gresitength and endurance. She
wasn’t sure whether the Amazon wanted to end ¢fim &is fast as possible or have a
little fun playing with her. A powerful blow forcelger to take a few steps back.

| guess that answers the question.

Zelei pressed her advantage and delivered a @atwielle’s knee. She managed to



bring her staff down and block, but the force & biow made her own staff slam
against her leg and she cried out in pain. Zeleigda few feet back and regarded her
coldly.

“It’s not too late to give up.”
Gabrielle gave her a challenging smile.
"That goes either way."

The Captain’s eyes narrowed and she charged dlgigitime going after the Queen’s
head. Gabrielle ducked and thrust the tip of heff 8ito Zelei’s stomach. The
Amazon groaned and staggered, but didn’t haltttecla She aimed at Gabrielle’s
head again, but as the bard brought her staffhgckanged direction and hit her hard
in the chest.

God dammit, Gabrielle! You saw that coming a miexg, why didn’t you block it?

She didn’t have time to speculate as Zelei duckei@uher staff and went for the Kkill.
The bard barely succeeded in getting out of the aagt both felt and heard the staff
as it passed only inches from her throat.

She wants to smash my windpipe.

Already the staff was getting heavy and Gabriekia was glistening with sweat,
and she knew she had to stop being on the receavidgThe continuous blocking of
the Amazon’s blows were tiring her too fast, arel/pnting her from finding her own
rhythm. At the next blow, instead of blocking, sheved swiftly to the left and for a
second, the Amazon’s entire right side was unpede@gain she delivered at direct
hit to Zelei’s stomach and this time all the aiswaocked out of the Amazon.
Gabrielle followed up with a blow to the Captaité& hand and Zelei momentarily
had to let go of the staff. However, within secoslle had recovered and the brown
eyes darkened dangerously. She ran forward anadreottfe bard managed to react,
used her superior weight to bring them both togiteeind. The Amazon’s body
landed heavily on Gabrielle and she heard her agist crack as it was caught
between her back and the ground. Tears of pain tatner eyes and then she felt
Zelei’s hands close around her throat.

"You should have given up when you had the cha@e#rielle.” The Captain hissed,
"There’ll be no mercy now."

The pressured increased and the bard began strgdgti breath.

"Why didn’t you choose another weapon? A sword dim@ been so much faster."
| don’t wanna die. Not like this.

Her vision blackened and her lungs burned.

No!

She wrestled her left arm, which had been trapgdaden their bodies, free and with
all her strength plunged her fingers into Zeleigbtreye. The Amazon screamed and
immediately let go off her throat to cover her ayth her hands. Gabrielle pushed the



Captain’s writhing body away and got to her febe Swayed for a moment as the
world began to spin, but managed to keep her balatelei was rolling around on the
ground, still covering her eye with her hands. Witha second thought, Gabrielle
grabbed the staff in her left hand and stepped twvéire Amazon. She planted her
foot solidly on the Captain’s windpipe and Zel&itsly went still.

"Do you surrender!"

The Amazon’s face was contorted in hatred and pain.

"Do you surrender!"

Gabrielle pressed down harder on her throat anei’Zedyes bulged.
"Do you surrender!"

Still the Amazon didn’t reply.

She doesn’t think I'll kill her.

The Captain’s well eye stared defiantly at her.

And she’s right.

Gabrielle unconsciously ceased some of the pressur@ smile began to form on
Zelei's lips.

But | have to end this...

She swung her staff and delivered a direct hitregjdhe Amazon’s temple, knocking
her unconscious. The last of her strength leftooely and Gabrielle fell down on her
knees. Far, far away, she heard the cheeringafiesr subjects. She dimly saw
Kelife rush to Zelei's side and barely acknowledgedya declaring the fight to be
over with her as the victor. The only sensationrsla@aged to focus on was the
strong arms of Callias, as the Captain lifted lpeand carried her back to the village.

CHAPTER XVIII

"Want more?"

“Nah, I'm full."

"Alexias?"

"No, thank you, | can’t eat another bite."

Xena smiled to herself as she reached out andtteolast piece of meat, she wasn’t
used to be the one who ate the most.

They had camped away from the road, taking covieinbea particularly nasty
hawthorn thicket, and Lykeas had complained fontyweninutes about the thorns,
which seemed to have been extra bend on gettimgsitlges stuck into exactly his
body. Needless to say, Xena had found the enting thlarious that is, till her hair
was caught on a branch. However, the entire episadéelped to break the ice and
Alexias was visible more at ease with the warriarg] had begun to actually talk to



them.
"Are we gonna keep watch?"

Xena looked up from the meat at the Prince, "Y&#Hhake the first couple of hours
and Lykeas will take the rest."

"What about me?" The indignant tone was not to =aken.
"Don’t worry, Alexias. You'll get your share of whes. Just not tonight, okay?"

The Prince relented and moved closer to the fioebd honest he was tired, and he
knew that Xena must have been able to see it ofates They had been travelling
fast all day, hardly taking time to rest and henvegsed to that. It was only a couple
of months ago, he’d managed to talk his fathepbhbtaiving Charmides accompany
him whenever he went hunting or riding. Alexiagdpd himself of his skills as both
rider and swordsman, and he’d also had the opptyrtorprove himself on a few
occasions, but he knew his experiences didn’t egare close to what the two
warriors across him had been subjected to. Likeybeely in Greece, he’d heard the
stories of the Warrior Princess and he was dyimgstoher about it, but somehow he
knew it would be a bad idea. He also had to admtimnself that he was fascinated by
the dark man, who’d rescued his life. It was obsibykeas and Xena were old
friends and he couldn’t help but wonder about titene of the relationship they
shared or had shared in the past. Had Lykeas beenfdier men? A soldier in her
army? A lover...? Had they been friends even thed,ifammow had he reacted when
she began to change and ultimately left? These guerstions he would like to ask as
well, but again he sensed he’d overstep invisibledaries. Besides they didn’t
really know each other that well yet, but perhapse day he would find the courage
to ask and perhaps, just perhaps, they would answer

He raised his gaze from the fire and noticed they tvere both looking at him with
slightly amused expressions. He could feel himsiel$h and he thanked the Gods for
the darkness. They would never see him as anythihg boy if he kept blushing
every other minute. Both Lykeas and Xena noticeddllash, but neither mentioned it,
Xena finding it rather cute while Lykeas wasn teshe wanted to know the reason.

"You're better known in these parts than we areef\o you think we’ll reach King
Simmias” kingdom?"

Alexias took a sip of water before looking at LykeaNell, if we keep up the pace,
I"d think we should get there in two, maybe two artuhlf days."

"Will we been travelling through your father’s ttary the entire way?"

"Yes, well sort of. There's a small piece of lamteen the two kingdoms that
officially has no owner, but it’s only a mile or.'so

"And unofficially?" Lykeas absently traced a lorgyagch on his left arm with his
finger.

Alexias smiled, "The area is known for it’s exqugisiellow roses and since King
Simmias loves roses..."

"So there’s never been any trouble between yogdkims?" Xena inquired.



The Prince’s smile vanished, "No, we’ve never mgdgaarrels with Simmias, but..."
"Yes?"

"King Kassander has on more than one occasiontemlaoth ours and Simmias’
borders. Of course he has a perfect excuse eveeyand always retreats willingly."

"But?"

The young man shrugged, "But both father and ktiKiassander’s only waiting for an
opportunity to attack. These provocations are meatest us and see how far we're
prepared to let him go. | suppose he wants itok ke we made the first move so if
a war starts, he’ll appear to be the one’s beengemand consequently justified to
invade."

"So you’ve never been engaged in an actual comflibt Kassander?" Lykeas asked,
inwardly deciding that King Kassander was a mandwd relate to.

Alexias was silent for a long time and Xena excleahg quick glance with Lykeas,
then the Prince spoke again, his voice loaded @ntbtion, but which exactly was
impossible to distinguish.

"He murdered my brothers."

Xena looked at the young man in surprise and Lykighsa fairly good imitation of a
raised eyebrow. However, before they managed t@aagkjuestions Alexias
continued, this time his voice was unmistakablyshar

"Of course, nobody’s willing to say it out loud tbknow...I know he had them
killed."

He paused, but then spoke again, almost stumbliagtbe words, "Three years ago
my brothers were out hunting close to the bordewéen Simmias” and Kassander’s
kingdoms. Simmias has no children and he has alaliywed us to use his hunting
grounds whenever we wanted to, as long as we ditiEpton his flowers."

A pale smile followed the last remark, then fad&dhen Polyidos and Natolemos
didn’t return when they were supposed to, Simneas gut a search party... My
brothers had been beaten to death and then huimgauppee. Kassander later claimed
that a warlord had crossed his territories and hagé been the one responsible, but
we never heard or saw anything of any warlord."

“I'm sorry," Xena said quietly. "I know how it ie tose a brother."

She fiddled with her chakram for a few secondspteefetting up, "I'll go check the
perimeter."

"Why would Kassander have your brothers killed?keas” voice portrayed genuine
curiosity.

The Prince looked into the fire, "I...I don’t knowhat’s why nobody believes me,
they don’t see a motive."

"Hmm..."



Lykeas studied Alexias until the young man lookpdand met his eyes.
"What?"

Lykeas held his gaze for a while then leaned bagkndon the bedroll, an intrigued
smile playing on his lips.

"Nothing... Just wondering."
"It’s healing nicely, my Queen."

Kelife wrapped a fresh bandage around Gabrielleist/Don’t strain it too much or
try not to use it at all, and it should be fineaimweek or two."

She finished wrapping and leaned closer to takela &t the Queen’s throat.
"Any problems swallowing?"

"No," Gabrielle shook her head.

"Speaking?"

"It takes more than that to stop Gabr... | mean, Majesty speaking.” Callias
smirked and promptly received a slap on her thigh.

"Hey!"

Gabrielle smiled innocently before turning her iatiten back to Kelife, "I haven’t had
any problems with my throat, Zelei didn’t manageaaany real damage."

"That’s only because you stopped her before shthgathance," The Captain
muttered under her breath, but Gabrielle hearcahgway.

"Exactly, Callias. | stopped her." She smiled &t $bldier. "Don’t forget that."

The healer waited patiently for the moment to pmedsre clearing her throat, "Okay,
Callias lay down." She gestured to the pallet eebiet.

The Captain frowned, "Why, | wasn’t in a fight."

"No," Kelife replied, patting the pallet, "but | @@ to check your stitches. | want to
make sure you didn’t tear any while carrying the@€uthe other day. And speaking
of that, didn’t | tell you not to do anything stoews till after | had removed the
stitches?"

"Well, " Callias reluctantly lay down on the pallatsmall grin on her face, "if I'd
known Her Majesty would biat heavy, | might have thought twice about it."

"Hah, hah. | glad you both find that so amusingab@elle said, giving the two
smiling faces a stern look. "If you're not carefuhay issue a law where I'm to be
carried around all the time, and guess who’ll gethtonour?"

The healer only smiled and lifted up Callias” tuttidook at her wound. Gabrielle
noticed a faint blush on the Captain’s cheeks asdally looked away to study the
wall of the hut instead. The wall was covered byakimundles of herbs and dried



flowers. The herbs drying to be used later for ieéi and the flowers used to
freshen the air, and drive out the smell of delath still seemed to linger in the
healer’s hut. Gabrielle shuddered at the memotiyeofast time she’d been there. It
had been the second day after the battle and shgi$taarrived after a few hours of
sleep to resume her work, when Kelife had stopgedhthe door. There had been no
use for her help, none of the wounded had suriiweahight. Gabrielle shook her
head, the image of the dead Amazons in the husammething she’d never forget.
She wondered how Kelife dealt with it.

"Okay, they look fine, but no more carrying aropdeens, is that clear?"
Callias grinned, "I promise."
The healer gave the Captain a meaningful look, hyreght."

Gabrielle wasn’t quite sure how she should perdéelde’s remark and decided to
change the subject.

"Kelife...about Zelei?"

"Yes," the healer absently replied while washinghends in a bowl, "what about
her?"

"How is she doing?"

"Oh," Kelife sighed, "she’s fine. She’s a painhia &rse and never listens to my
advise, but else she’s doing just fine."

"I'm shocked, Kelife," Callias grinned, "I thougydu loved all your patients."

"Well, believe me when | say that some of themmaoee loveable than others...
Okay, get out of here so | can get back to my hérbs

She ushered her patients outside, but then justdéiey were about to leave, put a
hand on Gabrielle’s shoulder.

"My Queen, there’s a possibility that Zelei willvee regain her sight on the right
eye."

Gabrielle’s face paled, "But you said-."

"I said she’s fine and she is, but | don’t think dygesight will return.” The healer
gave the Queen’s shoulder a reassuring squearneelling you this because I've
already informed Zelei, and | didn"t want you toumprepared if she...well, we all
know what she can be like."

Gabrielle swallowed and looked down for a momeaefote raising her head and
looking the healer straight in the eye, "I had hoice, Kelife. | know, what you as a
healer must think, but if I had to do it all ovgyaan, | would."

"Oh no, my Queen, you misunderstand me. I'm nahlslg you or anything.
Actually, strictly between you and me," she leadkeder and whispered
conspiratorially, "I think she’s had it coming f@rars."

Gabrielle’s mouth opened, then closed, then opagaith.



"Oh," she finally managed to say, but by then Keliid already gone back inside, the
thin straw wall only slightly muffling her melodlaughter.

"Close your mouth, Gabrielle," Callias grinned dedjan to lead her Queen away,
"you’ll attract flies."

"Your Majesty!"

They stopped and turned to see Areia approach tvemscrolls under her arm. She
bowed for the Queen and gave her Captain a smalbafore handing over the
scrolls.

"A man reached our border today. He said he wasagrby King Polyidos four days
ago to deliver these scrolls to the Queen of thezons."

"Where’s the man now?"

"l take it he’s on his way back, my Queen. Appdyehe wasn’t expected to bring
back a reply."

"Polyidos," Callias thought out loud, "isn’t himgdom somewhere North from
here?"

"Yes," Gabrielle replied, looking intensely at gwolls in her hands. "Xena said
they’d have to pass it to get through to Ister."

"l see. You may go, Areia."

The Amazon saluted and headed back towards thetf@allias regarded the Queen
questioningly, who still hadn’t made any attempbpen the scrolls.

"Aren’t you going to read them?"

The Queen didn’t respond.

"Gabrielle...?"

"Oh, sorry. | was thinking about something."

She unrolled the largest scroll and quickly reasdtdxt, before giving it to Callias.

"It seems that everything’s going according to pldre Captain said after a few
minutes and returned the scroll. "It’s nice of therkeep us informed, | didn’t think
they'd do that."

"No, neither did I." The green eyes were distant.

Callias looked thoughtfully at the smaller scraitabit her lip, "Well, I'd better get
going. | got some things to do."”

Gabrielle gave her a somewhat poignant smile, S€é you later then."

The Captain nodded and swiftly walked away. Theegpuagered for a moment
before slowly making her way back to the Royal Ingide she sat down on the bed
and for a while just looked at the scroll in hentéaThen, without conscious thought,



she took a deep breath and unrolled the parchment.

| hereby renounce all privileges and duties as Chiam of the present Amazon
Queen, Gabrielle of Poteidaia.

| no longer feel capable of providing the proteatind support that is required when
holding such a position, and have therefore no otheice but to take the
consequences and retire.

| do this freely and have neither been pressurednfluenced to do so by a third
party.

As my successor | recommend, Callias, CaptaineoRiblyal Guard, who trough her
courage and loyalty have shown herself more tharthydor the post.

From the moment this document has been delivergtetQueen, | consider my
responsibilities as Champion to be over.

Xena of Amphipolis.

Night had fallen and the first stars appeared, reetfee Queen moved from the bed
and walked outside.

"Whoa, Argo!"

In the last minute the horse managed to stop gfstre it would have run down a man
walking on the road. They had just rounded a coanerout of nowhere an elderly
man had appeared, walking in the middle of the roltivious to everything around
him. Lykeas had some difficulties in getting Rarfarstand still, the sudden halt
having frightened the horse, and Rarjan dancedonsty before slowly calming
down.

"What in Tartarus do you think you're doing? Youwlcbhave gotten yourself killed
or worse, injured my horse." Xena’s voice was harghit was clear she did’t really
gave a damn if the man had been hurt, but that’Argath was an entirely different
matter.

The man was dressed in a perfectly white tunicsamtlals. He looked up at her with
blue-grey eyes that shone almost as much as ldshkead in the afternoon sun. He
gave her a warm and friendly smile and pointedwhige flower lying on the dusty
road.

"I lost her, the wind took her right out of my hahHe bent down and tenderly picked
up the flower, "I'm so glad | found you again,"wkispered affectionately, before
putting it into a small pouch hanging from his belt

"Look, sir, I'm sure-." But before Xena could fihiker sentence, Alexias has jumped
down from his horse and enveloped the man intorawvesmbrace.

"My Lord, it’s so nice to see you again."
Xena stared at Lykeas who only shrugged.

"Ah, Alexias, my dear boy. It’s nice to see you.tdthat have you been up to lately?



It's been so long since you last came for a visit."

The Prince moved away from the embrace, but kepihdunds on the man’s upper
arms. "l know, sir. I've been busy with my studaesl training," he noticed the
puzzled looks from the two warriors, still on thiborses. "But where are my manners,
My Lord, may | introduce you to two of the finesarsiors I've ever met, Xena and
Lykeas and this," he gestured towards the little nithis is His Majesty King

Simmias IV."

The King gave them a dazzling smile, "It's so w&ine to meet you. You're friends of
Alexias?"

Before the warriors could respond, the Prince mutThey saved my life, sir. If it
hadn’t been for them I'd have been dead."

The smiling expression on the King's face disapmband was replaced by one of
sorrow. He put his own hands on Alexias” and lodkéehsely at the young man,
“I'm so glad you didn’t die, | don’t think | couwl@ taken it, if you'd be gone too."

His sorrowful look vanished as quickly as it hagegred and he gave the two
warriors another brilliant smile. "Let’s get goirign late already and Phil will be
worried."

He began walking down the road humming for himsettasionally stopping to pick
up a flower or study a colourful stone. Lykeas ledlat Alexias as the Prince returned
to the saddle.

"That"sKing Simmias?"

The young man nodded, "Yes, got a problem withhkiis voice was slightly
defensive.

Lykeas looked down the road a huge grin on his,fddepe, can’t say that | have."

He urged Rarjan forward and quickly caught up i King. Alexias glanced at
Xena, but the warrior was lost in thought as sheest at the retreating back of
Simmias. Then she turned to look at the Prince.

"Is Queen Phillinna by any chance like her husband?
Alexias gave her a reassuring smile, "No, theygaiite different.”
"Ah, good."

They joined the men ahead of them and began tiaejsloney to Simmias castle,
constantly being delayed by an enthusiastic Kirsgdeng for flowers in the ditch
along the road or running off somewhere, chasirtteldlies. Soon Xena was at the
end of her tether and her mood wasn’t improvedebydct that Lykeas found the
entire thing highly amusing, and even, much to Siasindelight, pointed out several
flowers that the King might find interesting. Filyashe shot him a look that if
possible would have killed him right on the spotkéas only gave her a pleasant
smile in return and else ignored her for the réshe trip. It was late evening before
they reached the castle, and they were met indbgyard by a servant, who gently
but firmly, took the King by the arm and led himawAnother servant showed them



to their quarters and announced that Queen Phallvad asked the two warriors to
join her in the garden later for tea, and untilthdinner would be brought to their
rooms. After the meal, Alexias excused himself aedt out in search of an old
friend, and Xena and Lykeas found themselves alottee room.

"I wonder what Phillinna’s like?"

Xena let out a long breath, "Me too, Lykeas. Me'too
And then they both broke down laughing.
CHAPTER XIX

A warm spicy, intoxicating scent lingered in theand Xena paused for a moment,
trying to pin down what it was. It was roses, nailoloabout it. The sweet scent had
reached her nostrils even before she’d enteregattiken, but there was something
else as well. Something...comforting. She frowned sooe where that had come
from, but it was true. The scent was full of thet lwarm rays of the evening sun, it
whispered of days long gone and spoke of joyso/ebime.

Okay, get a grip, girl!

The warrior shook her head, deciding she’d beeinabe sun too long. She followed
the path between the green hedges towering ovefdsding like she was entering
another world. The path circled and turned conbktamd when once she looked back,
the castle had disappeared from her view. The gumder her feet and the voice of a
single bird singing was all she heard, and for gusécond, she felt very alone. Then
she rounded another corner and the path openeddupaane to a halt in a round

circle of grass. She noticed other paths endingeanting away from the circle as
well, and wondered briefly where they led, befaeusing on the woman, sitting on a
white bench in the centre of the circle. The womas dressed in a simple white
dress with elegantly woven patterns around sleamdseck. Her long blond hair
hung loosely down her back, making a golden contoalser pale skin. She looked up
from the book she was reading, and dark greenfeyesl blue. A slow smile spread
on her face and she gestured for the warrior toecoearer. Xena, suddenly feeling
very self-consciousness, tentatively stepped cldder green grass was soft under her
feet and she didn"t make a sound as she closetistiamce and sat down on the edge
of the bench. The smile hadn’t left the woman’s f&& she reached out touch the
warrior’s arm.

“I'm so glad you could join me."

The simple touch on her arm, sent a wave of etatttihrough Xena's body, and it
was a while before she could answer.

"We have things to discuss." To her surprise haevsounded hoarse, and she
cleared her throat, before continuing. "We havesasage from King Polyidos."

The woman leaned back and gracefully crossed ber &d Xena noticed for the first
time that the Queen wasn’t wearing any sandalgaleeskin seeming even whiter
against the grass.

"I know." She spoke softly and looked at the warpatiently. Xena mentally slapped
her head and gave the scroll to the Queen. Phalliead it in silence, her face



showing no emotion, except a small nibbling onlbeser lip, which Xena found
almost too endearing. When finished, she foldedsthnell again and put it down on
the grass.

"I take it, we're expecting another guest as well."
"Guest? Oh yeah, Lykeas should be here any minute."

Xena found she couldn’t hold the Queen’s gazeetrtkl eyes roam the hedges
surrounding them, efficiently shielding them fromyipg eyes and ears. The sun had
partly disappeared behind the high walls of greshtae circle of grass was bathed in
a glowing red light.

"Are we far from the castle?" Xena heard hersejtiire.

"No, but the garden’s been designed the way teatdhtle isn’t visible from here."
The Queen smiled, "Sometimes it’s nice to get amithyout really being away."

The warrior kept staring at the various paths legdway, keenly aware of the
Queen’s eyes on her.

"Thank you for escorting Simmias home."

Xena turned to look at the woman, her brow furrow&dur Majesty, | mean no
disrespect, but I think it’s a tad irresponsiblea@ii to let your husband run around
alone outside the castle,” she hesitated slightly.

With a gentle nod the Queen urged her to continue.

"His Majesty seems to be a...a kind and caring mad,| avouldn’t want any harm to
come to him."

Almost imperceptibly Phillinna’s features mellowat her eyes took on a faraway
look.

"You're right, my husband is a kind and caring meard | wouldn’t want anything
bad for him to happen either, but..." She smiled guegn eyes focused on the
warrior, "l want him to be happy also and nothingkes him happier than searching
the countryside for flowers."

Xena nodded, "l understand that, Your Majesty,yout shouldn’t let him leave
unescorted."

"Ah, but he isn’t or usually he isn’t." She gave Warrior another smile, "Simmias
sneaked out before dawn this morning, and we"d bearching for him all day when
you brought him back."

A question burned on Xena's tongue, but she wasnétif she should phrase it. The
Queen raised an eyebrow and silently asked a guestiher own.

The warrior smiled a bit sheepishly, "l was wondgrhow... | mean, what does the
people of this kingdom think about King Simmias gl . .little hobby?"

"Xena," a warm shiver ran down the warrior’s bat¢lew she heard her name spoken
from the pink lips, "my husband has been King farast forty-five years and in all



that time, people have never spoken one bad wahstchim. They know he loves
them and that he cares about their sorrows and goyat the end of the day, it doesn’t
matter whether he talks to his roses or not."

Xena thought she could see the trace of sad smitbeoQueen’s face, but then it was
gone.

"Has he...has he always been like that?"
"As long as I've known him."

The warrior studied the woman beside her. She tgi€med to be much older than
her late thirties, and after Xena’s impressiorhefKing that would make her almost
thirty years younger than her husband.

A if guessing her thoughts Phillinna said, "I'm &é&cond wife, his first wife, my
sister, died ten years ago."

"Your sister?" Xena arched an eyebrow.

"Yes, my sister.” This time a sad smile was cleaidyble on the pale features.
"Esther was a frail woman, but Simmias loved hey weuch. When she became ill
and the healers said nothing could be done, she madromise to look after him.
She was afraid he"d fall apart without her."

"Yes, but marry him?" Xena couldn’t help but ththkt that was quite a request
Phillinna’s sister had made. "Did you love him?€Htunt question was out before
the warrior could stop herself.

"He’s a sweet man and he loves me dearly. What owarel | ask for?"

Xena found there were several things she could thirmsking for, but remained

silent. She looked at the Queen, but noticed thergeyes had gone pass her and was
looking at something behind her. Embraced by, am@st hidden in the fast
expanding shadows was Lykeas.

"Come sit down."

Lykeas stepped forward then hesitated for a motefotre sitting down on the grass
in front of them.

"Will you be comfortable there?" Phillinna askebcdn have a chair brought?"
“No, no. I'm fine."

The Queen let her eyes rest on one, then anothepwa small smile tugging at the
corner of her mouth.

Then her posture changed and she suddenly seertiethlber and more authoritative.
"So, what are your plans?"

"That depends on what you can tell us?" Lykeasrcbhefore Xena had the chance to
speak.

The blond woman’s countenance softened and shedsatihim. "Why don’t you ask



and I'll do my best to answer. Then afterwards arediscuss any further plans.”

"Okay," Lykeas replied, throwing a quick glanceXaha before looking back at the
Queen. "The men in brown uniforms, have you seem®

"Yes, not personally though, but I've heard sevenalours of large bands of men
crossing the kingdom, all dressed in brown unifafms

"Have you had any trouble with them," Xena inqujreéeciding it was time for her
join in.

"No, they have always avoided the populated ateasemed like they were only
intend on crossing the territory."

"They headed North?" Both warriors asked at theestime, and the Queen gave
them an amused smile, before turning serious again.

"Yes, they all headed toward the border betweerandrKing Kassander’s kingdom."
"So they left your territory and entered Kassargf'
Phillinna nodded, "Yes."

This time, Xena was faster than Lykeas, "Have yearth anything about this from
Kassander?"

"No," the Queen’s face was very serious now, "aatiworries me. Kassander’s not
the kind of man, who’d allow a warlord in his kimga not even if they only meant to
cross it."

"My impression exactly." Xena looked at Lykeas &ednodded his agreement, but
before he could speak, a servant appeared fronofahe paths, carrying a tray with
three steaming cups. He bowed for the Queen ahthietray on the bench between
the women, before disappearing down another patittie one he’d come from.

"Ah, tea." Phillinna took a small sip from her caipd closed her eyes. "Delicious."

The warriors did the same, and even Lykeas, whaywé&so fond of tea, had to admit
that the sweet, almost fruity taste was quite beagnThey drank their tea in a
comfortable silence, both warriors noticing, but responding to the sometimes
curious, sometimes pondering looks from the bloodnan. After a while, Phillinna
put her cup back down on the tray, and relaxed bgelnst the bench.

"So, now you know all I do. What are your plans?"

"I think we should take a little look around Kasdaris kingdom, probably check out
the castle as well."

"Yes," Lykeas agreed, "l think so too. Alexias andll leave tomorrow."

"What?" Xena drawled, looking at him, "What do yoean, you and Alexias will
leave? What makes you think I'm gonna stay here?"

The dark man looked into her eyes, "Xena, you daavel through Kassander’s
kingdom without being detected and subsequentlydaudown. Our best chance to



learn if the King's up to something or not, is fisrto come and go as quiet as
possible, and we both know that he still has agpoit your head." He held out a hand
to stop her from arguing, "You would be noticedskander’s neither a forgiving nor
forgetting man."

He got to his feet and gave a small nod to the Quédl inform Alexias of our
plans.”

He turned to leave, but hesitated and gave Phillaamembarrassed look.

"That way," she smiled and indicated a path, “itike you directly to the wing where
the guest chambers are.”

"Goodnight, Xena."

The warrior in question growled something uningglile in return, and Lykeas left, a
small grin on his face. The Queen hid an amusetésand straightened out a fold in
her dress. She let her hand rest on the smootit falba moment before looking back
at the warrior.

"Can | ask you something?"

Xena tensed before leaning back, an almost defemsipression on her face that
wasn’t lost on the Queen.

"Sure."

Phillinna gave the warrior a faint smile as if éassure her that she didn’t bite.
"It’s just, when | heard who'd arrived | was swpd."

Brows furrowed, "Why?"

"I always thought...well, after what I've heard, dbtigh you travelled with a bard and
not another warrior. | mean, with all those stoabsut your deeds, | was certain that
a bard had to be following you around."

The blue eyes studied the Queen for a long time fanthe first time in her life, the
Queen suddenly felt the need to shift in her sedtl@ok away, but she valiantly
returned the gaze without blinking. Then the wareinded the contact, and to
Phillinna it felt like an almost physical connectibetween them had been broken.

"A bard did use to travel with me, but not anymore.

"Oh," the Queen tried to see Xena's face, but eior refused to look up.

"What happened?"

Silence, then Xena slowly looked up and gave Pimdlia bittersweet smile.

"I happened.”

She rose from the bench and without hesitatiorpgisared down one of the paths.

"I surrender, my Queen! | surrender!"



Gabrielle stepped away from the panting Amazorherground.
"Oh, I'm sorry, Erinya. | guess | got carried afaya moment there."
"Uh huh," the weapons master grinned in spite ofsbee ribs, "I'd say so too."

Gabrielle reached down with her left hand and pullee Amazon to her feet, Erinya
looking at her with admiration in the eyes.

"l knew you were good with the staff, my Queen. Ywaved that when you fought
Zelei, but | didn"t know you’'re also capable ohtigg practically only using one
hand."

The blond woman looked at her wrist still wrappe@ibandage and then at the
weapons master, "I have many skills. Besides, gsimmed, "Kelife would kill me if |
strained it."

Erinya rolled her eyes knowingly, "Tell me aboult it

They left the practice field and returned to thHéage, stopping in front of the
Amazon’s hut.

"Are you going to have your ribs checked?" Galeielbked, when she noticed Erinya
wince slightly.

"I think I'll wait and see. They don’t feel too bad
"You're afraid she’s going to confine you to bettf®' Queen teased.

"Exactly," The Amazon replied. "Personally, | thikklife would prefer if she could
all the warriors in this village to lie down on thbacks and stay there."

An unbidden image came to Gabrielle’s mind andcsldn’t help but grin. Erinya
looked at her blankly, then realization hit, "l dittimean it quite the way it sounded,"
she blushed.

"I know," The Queen smiled and started to walk gWwhlf see you tomorrow
morning."

The weapons master disappeared inside her hut abdeBe continued her walk
through the quiet village. It was dark already amabt of the Amazons had retired for
the night, but the air was still warm and Gabriélien’t feel like sleeping.

"Your Majesty?"
Gabrielle froze for a second, then turned.
"Yes, Zelei?"

The Captain was standing only a few feet away sk léather patch over her right
eye, the left staring at her intensely. The Amagtepped closer and Gabrielle
instinctively tightened her grip around the staih. her great surprise, Zelei kneeled
down.

"l want to apologize, my Queen."



"For what, Zelei?" The distrust in the Queen’s gaditear.

"For doubting you. You proved beyond doubt that' yethe rightful ruler of the
Nation."

She rose and looked into the green eyes. The sakfutok on Gabrielle’s face didn’t
disappear, but nonetheless she reached out arily bhieok the Captain’s hand.

“I’'m glad you feel that way. I'm just sorry it hemlcome to this," she looked at the
leather patch.

"Oh that," the Amazon nonchalantly replied, "I coles that a small memento of a
great fight. A badge of honour you could say... Sdrimgt I'll never forget."

Two green eyes focused on one pale brown, theni€élalbmodded, "Goodnight,
Captain.”

"Goodnight, Your Majesty."
Lost in thought, she watched the Amazon disappearthe night.
"You can’t trust her."

"I know," Gabrielle turned and smiled at the sighCallias leaning against a hut,
looking decidedly sleepy. "But | have to give hethance, she deserves that and who
knows, she may surprise us."

"That’s what I'm afraid of." Callias stepped cloaad came to stand beside the
Queen. "Just be careful, okay?"

"l will."

The Captain stifled a yawn and Gabrielle smiledragéren’t we getting enough
sleep, Captain?"

"Nah," the Amazon smirked, "the Queen keeps me awdkight." She suddenly
blushed and looked around, "I mean, with talking. ewlyou tell your stories, | don’t
mean-."

"I know what you mean, Callias. | know." Gabridbéeighed at the sight of the
embarrassed soldier. "Don’t worry, if anybody heard, I'm sure they are all green
with envy by now."

The Captain smiled, "You're probably right, evempdzon in this village would envy
me."

"Oh no," Gabrielle said quietly, "I mean, they wd@nvyme"

Callias opened her mouth to speak, but then clhseghin. Her eyes searched the
Queen’s face, confusion evident on her own. Gaérnieturned the gaze without
wavering, her heart pounding furiously in her ch&8te wasn’t sure what she wanted
to happen or not to happen, she was only awateed$rhall sting of disappointment
she felt when the Captain turned to walk away.

"Callias..."



The Amazon stopped, but didn’t turn around to feere
"Yes?"

Gabrielle’s mouth was suddenly dry and she hadadistan her tongue before
continuing, "Please turn around.”

"Why?"
"l...I want to see your face."

The Captain stood motionless for what felt likeedgrnity, then she resolutely turned
around, the blue eyes surprisingly calm. Gabrigdarched the Amazon’s face and
found what she was looking for. She stepped aldsec.

"Would you like to spend the night with me?"

Under other circumstances, Gabrielle would have heerified by her frankness, but
right now she didn’t care. She knew Callias wowdden make the first move and she
also knew that for some reason, she desperatatytdiéint to be alone tonight. The
soldier swallowed and looked away, "I think you knilne answer to that."”

As response, Gabrielle reached out and Calliasdmelsi took her hand. Without a
word she led the Captain to her hut and they disaigal inside.

CHAPTER XX

"Yep, they have definitely passed here."

Alexias dismounted and kneeled down beside Lyké&sy many?"
"Hmm, too many for my liking."

Lykeas rose and studied their surroundings.

They were on small road cutting through a thickysgeforest, the trees so close it
would be practically impossible to leave the road take cover. It made Lykeas
rather uncomfortable and edgy, but the road wasnibet direct route to Kassander’s
castle, and it was also the route the foreign westhad taken, so they didn’t really
have a choice. They had left Simmias kingdom a leoaphours ago and had been
travelling in Kassander’'s ever since. As Lykeaséwikcted, guards had been posted
at the border, but they hadn’t had any difficultreavoiding them. Clearly they
weren’t expecting any trouble and were more busyipd dice and talking than
looking out for strangers.

Or perhaps, they’ve become used to strangers bywitkvall those soldiers crossing
the border.

Lykeas looked ahead, the road seemed to go ondioaed when he looked back, it
was the same.

Alexias studied the dark warrior lost in thoughfront of him. It had been an
experience, to say the least, to travel with himthe almost twelve hours they had
been on the road, Lykeas had hardly said moretdrewords. All attempts by
Alexias to start a conversation had either beeargphor cut short by the warrior. Not



that Lykeas” behavior had been gruff or hostilédlest been...distant. Xena had
been pretty much the same on their way to Simnatag the Prince could clearly
picture the roaring silence there must have beewnar any campfire that Xena and
Lykeas had shared. The thought brought a smiléstbgs and he decided to make it a
challenge to himself to see, whether he could gkeas to have an actually
conversation with him before they returned to SiasniThe dark warrior turned and
noticed the smile on the young man’s face. He fealybut didn’t say anything.
Instead he got back in the saddle and waited fexiak to do the same.

"It'll be dark soon. We’ll keep moving until we @ira place to make camp. If you see
somewhere suitable say so."

"Yes, sir!" In spite of the annoyance the Prindedbout being ordered around, he
couldn’t help but grin at Lykeas” surprised exgoss

The warrior looked at Alexias for a long time, thée first smile of the day showed
on his face.

“Let’s just get going, shall we?"

Almost two hours passed before the forest becassedense and they could, although
with difficulty, leave the road to dive in betwete trees, leading two less than
enthusiastic horses behind them. They were allreoMey scratches and spruce
needles by the time they found an acceptable ptacamp.

"Not much room." Alexias announced and looked adoun

The clearing they had found was less than small adready the horses took up so
much space that there wouldn’t been room for afickfor them to sleep, at least not
a the same time.

"Gotta take what we can get," Lykeas replied withird of annoyance in his voice.
"Oh, I'm not complaining." Alexias hurried to say.
"Good."

They removed the saddles from their horses andlatidhe bedrolls. The Prince
noticed they would be sleeping very close togetinar night, and somehow that made
him feel both warm and cold inside. Lykeas sat dewd rummaged through a
saddlebag. With a sigh, he pulled out the dry rhedtad brought with him from King
Simmias, and handed some to Alexias who had corag tlown in front of him, their
knees almost touching. They ate in silence sinedtince didn’t know what, if
anything, to say and Lykeas seemed to be quiteenbmtith not saying anything at all.

"Want something to drink?" The warrior suddenlyeskalmost startling the young
man.

"Oh no, I'm fine."

Lykeas shrugged and took a sip from the water lskirself, before lying down on the
bedroll. Alexias hesitated, then did the same. ™esen’t exactly touching, but the
Prince was sure he felt heat radiating from the beside him.



"Will the horses be all right?"

Lykeas shifted to lie on his stomach, facing awawnt Alexias, "Yeah, they'll be fine.
They’ll go hungry tonight, but we’ll make it uptteem tomorrow."

He closed his eyes and let out a small sigh awdstclear to the young man that the
warrior was about to fall asleep.

Lykeas managed to remain still with closed eyesforost two minutes, before he
gave up.

"Alexias, will you please stop staring at me. | '¢ateep if you do that.”

He turned his head to look at the Prince, who wedsed staring at him, a faint blush
colouring his cheeks.

"Uh, sorry."
"Just go to sleep, okay?"

Alexias nodded and looked up at the sky insteadld$i@nder his head. Lykeas made
himself comfortable again and closed his eyes. He tived and wanted to sleep.
Although the journey that day hadn’t been partitykeaxhausting, the lack of cover
had made it impossible for him to relax and he enbeonstantly on edge, never
letting his senses rest.

"You're doing it again."

"Sorry."

Lykeas sighed and turned to look at the young man.

"What is it? Is there something you want to ask& you worried about being here?"
"No." Alexias replied, the brown eyes looking sligimervous.

"Well, what is it?"

"l...I'just like to look at you."

"Oh..." Lykeas” eyes darted away from the Princets.faWell don’t. Not when I'm
trying to sleep.”

Then he resolutely resumed his former positionintaaway.
"Goodnight."

"Goodnight, Lykeas."

And the dark warrior could swear Alexias was sngilin

"I don’t think I've ever seen so many roses beforay life."

The Queen smiled at the warrior’s remark, "Simrigasthing if not dedicated to his
hobby."



They were walking down a narrow path, surroundecebyroses on both sides. The
air was heavy with the sweet smelling flowers, Hridhadnt been for the light
breeze, the scent would have been uncomfortabke Qileen was barefoot again and
Xena had noticed that Phillinna hardly ever woreeshor sandals. When she had
asked why, the Queen had replied it kept her gredrd feel the earth under her feet.

"Phill Phill Come and see!"

Simmias suddenly burst out from the bushes andgessiring wildly for them to
come nearer. When he was certain they had seerhbidisappeared back into the
green and red ocean. Without the slightest hisuoprise Phillinna dived in between
the bushes after her husband. Xena looked scdptatdhe roses and especially the
thorns for a moment, then she sighed and followedlueen.

It's not like | got anything else to do.

To her surprise it only took her a few steps tokwedugh the bushes and she found
herself at the edge of a wide lawn. A few yardghamKing and Queen were looking at
something on the ground.

Do | really want to know what they re looking at?

In spite of herself Xena walked out on the grasstds the eagerly gesturing
Simmias, and the patiently listening Phillinna.

Gods! Why am | doing this?

The Queen looked up when she heard the warrioloappr and gave Xena an
inscrutable smile.

"Look, Xena. Simmias has found a four-leaf clover."
Lykeas, you're gonna pay for this!

"Is that so?" She leaned down and tried to show @f lenthusiasm for the King's
discovery. Not that any more enthusiasm was ne&letnias had more than enough
of that for all of them.

"Ah, isn’t she a beauty, Phil? Isn"t she?"
"Very beautiful, dear. You've found a real treadis time."

The King beamed, but then his expression chang#l, I'have to see to the white
roses. | didn’t get to see them yesterday."

He turned and ran as fast as his legs could camahd disappeared in between the
bushes again. Phillinna looked after her husbartia an affectionate smile, but Xena
thought she could detect something else in the @aag/es as well. They resumed
walking, this time toward the centre of the lawnenda small lake could be seen.
Without any ceremony Phillinna sat down on the haidse enough to the water for
her feet to touch. Xena sat down beside her aed aftnoments hesitation pulled off
her boots and lowered her feet down into the water.

"Are you bored, warrior?"



Xena turned to look at the blond woman, who’d difteer face towards the sun, eyes
closed.

"Is it that obvious."

The Queen chuckled, "Yes."

“I’'m not really use to being inactive like thigjdn't like it."

"No, | could imagine. You seem to have been omtbge for most of your life."”
"l guess."

Phillinna opened her eyes and studied the warrior.

"Where do you see yourself in ten years?"

"Oh," Xena looked surprised, "I don’t know. | usyalon’t think that far ahead, |
prefer to live one day at a time."

“In your line of business, | suppose that’s a \pisiosophy."
The warrior smiled, "Yeah, you could say so."

The Queen sighed and leaned back to lie down ogrtss, "Sometimes 1'd wish, |
wasn’t queen.”

"Oh?"

"Don’t get me wrong," Phillinna squinted up at theman beside her, "l love being
able to do something for people, | love making Kigdom a better place to be, but
sometimes... | don’t know, it’s like something’s nmgs'

Xena lay down beside her, "What do you think issimig?"
"I don’t know...no, that’s not true, | know what"sssing in my life."
"Yes...?"

"Passion," the Queen looked directly at the waytjpassion is what's missing in my
life."

Xena looked into the green eyes for a long timen tshe gave Phillinna a small smile,
"l hope you find it one day."

An ambiguous smile briefly showed on the blond woiedace, then she looked
away, "So do |, warrior. So do I."

Xena closed her eyes and relaxed against the Jrasdeel of the sun on her skin and
the warm water around her feet made her driftaff] it wasn’t long before she was
asleep, her dreams invaded by another blond wonthrgentle green eyes.

Gabrielle ran a tired hand through her hair anétédoat the healer.

"Eighty people?"



Kelife nodded, "Yes, we still need eighty peopledgach the same number as before
the attack, but I've heard that Amazons from adirdte nation have offered to come
and live here."

"That’s true," Gabrielle gestured towards the $sh the table. "The moment they
receive an affirmative reply, they should be ornrthay."

"It’ll be nice to have a full village again."

The Queen smiled at Kelife, "I couldn’t agree m@kay, back to business. Callias,
how many soldiers do you need for the Royal Guard?"

The Captain looked up from the piece of parchmbeattead been studying, "l need at
least twenty-five warriors, preferably more, t¢ diit the vacant posts."

Gabrielle nodded, "l see. Zelei?"

"I need all the warriors | can get, my Queen. Tdgutar army has been reduced to
almost a third of its original size."

The council members fell silent for a moment, athembering the lives who had
been lost in the battle. Then the Queen clearethheat, "Erinya, how is it going
with the training? How soon will your pupils be dgd'

The weapons master bit her lip, "Three of themaéreost ready to assume duty, but
as for the rest I'm afraid it'll be at least twormmonths before they're qualified as
warriors."

"Okay," Gabrielle gathered the scrolls on the tatieinya, continue your training as
usual, but if possible try to speed it up a bitlli@s, you’ll get the first pick when the
new warriors arrive, and the rest will be underrypammand, Zelei."

She looked around, "Any questions?"
They all shook their heads.
"Well, let’s call it a day then."

The council members rose and left the hut, excefit&kwho walked around the table
to stand beside the Queen.

"Let me see your wrist."

Gabrielle sighed, but willingly held out her hatildf,s fine, Kelife. You really don’t
have to worry about it anymore."

"I know," the healer replied, ignoring the Queeexasperated tone, "that’s why I'm
going to remove the bandage."

"Oh, good."

Kelife unwrapped the wrist and nodded to hersélicé work, if | should say so
myself." She gave Gabrielle a small pat on the paaly to stay out of trouble from
now on, my Queen."



“I'll do my best," Gabrielle grinned and the hedlened in the door, a pensive look
in the grey eyes.

“I’'m sure you will."

Gabrielle collected the scrolls and carried thertheohut used for storing documents,
then she made her way towards the memorial gro8tuswalked pass several small
vases with flowers, before stopping in front ofeavty planted olive tree. She kneeled
down and with her hands removed the weed arountiryyeprout, then sat back on
her heels, her eyes moist with unshed tears.

| miss you, Ephiny. Why did you have to die? |$eedmpty inside, so alone.

She remained sitting for a long time, staring atsprout as if it would supply her

with the answers she needed. Only when her legenbeghurt, did she rise and, with
one final look at the vases around her, leave tbmamnial grounds. She washed her
hands in the bowl outside, and began to walk tos/aet hut, acknowledging the
greetings of her subjects with nods and smilessideatthe hut, she paused and let her
eyes run over the village, a sense of peace enguiir body.

It"s going to be all right now. Somehow, everythsngping to be all right.

She stepped inside and closed the door behindileawuiet sigh, it had been a long
day. She kicked off her boots and was about toceriteer top, when she felt warm
hands on her hips.

"I've missed you."

She smiled and turned around, "I've missed you; too

Without further words, Callias lifted her up andrezd her to the bed.
CHAPTER XXI

The guard shook his head again, trying to rid hihtdehe sleepiness threatening to
claim his body. He was tempted to just close hesend lean against the tree beside
him, but he knew that not even a couple hoursesdsivas worth the punishment he
would receive if he was caught sleeping on dutysel® an angry stare at the dark sky
above him. Why did he always end up with the gravéghift? Besides, in his

opinion it was a waste of time keeping watch wittiree soldiers stationed in and
around the castle. A man would have to be bothidiapd tired of life to try and get
near the castle walls. He had to hand it to thei&es, although they were acting both
superior and contemptuous toward him and his felBreeks, they most certainly
knew how to secure an area and fight a battle. Tlaeyemerged from every conflict
as the victor, except of course, the soldier smagkéo himself, they hadn’t been able
to defeat the harlots down South. It had been #oreseen defeat and Kassander had
been furious, but in spite of the plans that hastled changing and the heavy drills all
the soldiers had been subjected to as punishniiemg hadn’t been a single Greek in
Kassander’s army who wasn’t secretly pleased héliPersians débacle. After all, it
was Persians. They could be tolerated as longegsstirved the means of the King,
but the moment the conquest had been completedwibigld be expandable. A small
voice in the guard’s head pointed out that it migiitbe so easy to get rid of the
Persians when everything was over, but he pusteday. King Kassander would



make sure things went according to plan. He ha@vefor the King, but he trusted
him to be able to control the foreign soldiers. $&awler was not a man who liked to
share, whether it was gold, women or land, he demed it his rightful property and
may the Gods have mercy on any man who thougterdifitly. The guard yawned
again and tried to occupy himself with counting tixets scattered all over the plain in
front of the King's castle. He had counted ninetyen before his chin fell down to
his chest, and his body slumped against the tree.

Dark eyes watched the soldier slowly slide downttbek of the tree, to end up sitting
on the ground, the spear, having fallen out ohlaisd, lying a few feet away. Then
the eyes left the reclining guard and searchegldia in front of him.

Fifty-three campfires. At least a hundred tentg] #ren there are the soldiers inside
the castle. | guess that answers the questionss&ader’s up to something or not.
He’s been hiding Persian soldiers on his landsifeeks. That's why we didn’t hear
about any major troops movements. There havenit &eg. They split the army up in
smaller bands and travelled the country as warlaadd thugs instead of professional
soldiers. | wonder for how long this has been gang And does he expects further
reinforcements from Persia?

A dark figure emerged from the shadows of the tomesl came to a halt before the
sleeping guard. A cold, calculating stare ran alersoldier’s body.

Will he be missed?

Lykeas stepped closer and pulled out a dagger.
No matter, he wont be found.

A soft voice broke the silence.

"Gabirielle, are you all right?"

Gabrielle lifted her head to look into the Captaiblue eyes, "I'm sorry, Callias. |
didn’t mean to wake you."

The Amazon reached out and traced a tear withilgerf, "You have been crying."

When she didn’t get a reply, she hesitantly begandve away from the Queen, but
Gabrielle tightened her grip around the other wortiBlease stay."

Although insecure, the Captain complied and calsefutapped her arms around the
young Queen again.

"Have...have | done something wrong?"

Gabrielle lifted her head from the Amazon’s shogyltido, no, Callias. It's me,
I'm...it"s just..."

"You miss her?"
It was more a statement than a question.

"She’s not coming back, | knew it all along. Shedscoming back." The tears were
flowing again.



Callias swallowed and tried to ignore the acheanheart, "You don’t know that."

"Then why should she renounce her championship@'green eyes were both
pleading and apprehensive, waiting for an answer.

"l didn"t know she had."
"Nobody does. | haven’t told anybody yet."

The Captain closed her eyes for a second, feeliagyesob from the Queen cut deep
into her soul. She didn"t know what to say. She afesid that if she said something it
would be wrong, but she was also afraid what waldpen if she didn’t. She could
feel Gabrielle snuggle closer and she instinctiwiglgtened her hold around the
slender body. They lay together in silence forrgglome, both relishing the closeness.
The room was bathed in darkness and the only ssasdhe quiet, rhythmical
breathing of the two women. The crying had subsaiedi Callias suddenly felt a
tentatively hand caressing her stomach. Her ebtidy tensed, but she didn’t move
away. The hand travelled higher, but just beforeatched its destination, another
hand came down and gently pulled it away.

Gabrielle raised her head and tried to see the AniaZace, but the Captain was
looking away.

"Gabirielle, | think, | should leave."
"l don’t want you to leave."

Callias gently, but firmly eased herself away frira Queen and out of the bed.
Gabrielle sat up and watched the Amazon as shelsshfor her clothes in the
darkness. She finally managed to find her tunic@medsed, before turning around to
face the Queen. She could barely make out the fgid@ire of the woman sitting on
the bed, the green eyes studying her intensely.

"l don’t want you to leave."
"I have to."
"No." The figure rose from the bed and stepped dowthe floor. "No, you don’t."

"Gabrielle," Callias began, unconsciously takirgjep back, "you’re hurting and
confused. | don’t-."

"Yes, I'm hurting, Callias." The young woman stepptser, "But I'm not
confused." She stopped in front of the Captainr thedies almost touching. Gabrielle
reached down and took the Amazon’s hand, placiogeit her own heart.

"Can you feel that, Callias? Can you...? Do you #tilthkk you have to go?"

The Captain felt the furiuosly pounding heart josbeath the smooth, warm skin. She
began to speak, but was silenced with a fingeresrips.

"Don’t you want me, Callias?"

"Yes, Gods, | want you so much."” The voice was vath passion and Gabrielle felt
every word rekindle the fire in her loins. Shedetingle finger trace the Captain’s lips



a few times, before reaching down to pull the tunier Callias” head. She slid her
arm’s around the Amazon’s neck and drew her dowa kiss. Just before their lips
met, the Captain hesitated.

"I don’t want you to hate me in the morning."

Gabirille leaned closer and whispered into Callmsuth, "I could never hate you,
Callias. Never."

Their lips met and all further conversation wag@dten.

Part 5

Walking soundlessly between the trees, Lykeas palysed once to wipe the blood
from his hands, and clean his dagger. When he eglduis destination, he dived out
from between two trees and Alexias jumped.

"Damn you, Lykeas! Don’t do that!"

"Shh, not so loud." The dark warrior looked aroutie have to get going. Are the
horses ready?"

"Yes, | left the saddles on as you told me, but. h& Prince looked eagerly at the
man before him, "Aren’t you gonna tell me what heaypgul? Did you find out what's
going on?"

"Yes," was the only reply.
"Well?"
"l said we should get going, didn’t I? We’'ll haired for chit chat later.”

Lykeas gave Rarjan a gentle pat, then mounted.i@ddexatched the warrior in
silence, anger mixed with annoyance showing offidus. He had been furious with
Lykeas that he wouldnt allow him to come with hionKassander’s castle. He had
even threatened to follow him when he left, wheréhe warrior had replied that in
that case, he’d just have to tie him to a tree.ldble in the black eyes had made it
perfectly clear that he wasn’t kidding.

"We’re gonna ride all night, | want to get to tlerder as fast as possible.”

Alexias shifted in the saddle, then the brown ayielened, "Lykeas, blood! There’s
blood on your clothes."”

The warrior didn’t even glance down, "I know."

Then he kneed Rarjan forward and soon rider ansehwere moving down the road
in a relentless pace. The Prince hurried to foknt, but it took him a few minutes
before he caught up with them.

The ride that night was one Alexias would nevegébr The trees on either side cast
harrowing and unnatural shadows on the road, areraktimes did he feel his horse
stumble, barely managing to keep her footing, wheisible bumps and rocks



abruptly got in her way. A strong wind blew agaitisgir faces, driving tears from

their already hurting eyes. The endless poundirthehooves against the ground and
the howling wind penetrated his head, and alwaythout mercy, did he feel every
shock, every tremor from the horse beneath himiphet in his body. The landscape
around him passed in one long blur of grey andiplacd when dawn finally arrived,
the last coherent thought in his mind was not t@deof the reins, and no to lose sight
of the rider in front of him.

Lykeas forcefully reined in Rarjan who almost rebre
"Shit!"

Only years of training prevented Alexias from hegdiight into the warrior and horse
that suddenly occupied his path. In the last secoadnanaged to change course and
bring his horse to a halt.

"Are you crazy!? | could have-. "
"Shut up and look!"

The Prince stared ahead of him, trying to see tilvrdbe grey mist. One by one ten
silhouettes appeared out of the early morning ligh& slow, leisurely pace the men
on horses came closer until they were right intfadrthem. A strong, muscular man
with steel like eyes and grey hair and beard, lédorvard in the saddle. The cold
eyes went from Alexias to Lykeas and then backé¢oRrince.

"Well, if it isnt the young Alexias. What are ydoing here so early in the morning?
And not to mention on my land?"

The Prince’s jaw tightened, "l apologize for emtgryour kingdom without
permission, sir. My friend and | were chasing arda®l got so caught up in the hunt,
we didn’t notice we had crossed the border."

"Is that so?" The King replied slowly, almost tagtevery syllable. His gaze came to
rest on Lykeas. "And who is your friend?"

"This is Lykeas," Alexias replied before the warrould speak, "he’s staying with
me at Simmias” castle."

"Oh, so you're visiting Simmias. That explaind djd think you were a bit far from
home to be hunting deer near my border."

Kassander’s eyes once again took in the sighteod&nk warrior, a frown appearing
on his face.

"Do I...know you?"
"No."

"Hmm, you seem familiar somehow." The King replibdt then shrugged and
apparently dismissed the thought. He turned to kidke Prince again.

"So, Alexias, how is your father doing? | do hogéshin good health."

"My father’s just fine, thank you." The young maasancapable of keeping a slight



edge out of his tone, but Kassander appeared muitice.

“I'm glad to hear it. And Simmias, that sweet oldmhow is he? | trust he’s still
tending more to his flowers than to the affairdisfkingdom?"

"His Majesty is also in good health and when it esrto the affairs of the kingdom,
Queen Phillinna is more than capable of handliad.'th

"Ah yes, the fair Phillinna. So she’s still the amearing the trousers. Well, well, if it
works for them..." The last remark was obviously nigarprovoke some kind of
reaction, but neither Alexias nor Lykeas spoke. Khey's manner grew threatening,
but the words were still uttered in a voice sweehaney.

"l see no deer with you. You weren’t successful?"
"No."

Kassander eyed Lykeas thoughtfully.

"You don’t talk much, do you?"

Black eyes stared directly at him, "We lost tratkhe deer this morning. We were
just on our way home when we met you."

"Funny, I've been hunting myself together with & féends," he gestured casually at
the riders behind him, "and we didn’t see any tcdaeer. Come to think of it, we
didn’t find any trace of other hunters either."

"l try not to leave a trace."
The King crossed his arms, "You must be good then."
"l am."

For minutes the two men just stared at each offien Kassander slowly made room
for them to pass and indicated his men to do theesa

"You must be anxious to get back. | shall keep yodurther."

Lykeas and Alexias rode past them and the Pringeeld back and gave the King a
small nod.

"I wish you a good day, sir."
"You too, Alexias, you too."

They pushed their horses into a gallop, and thehasy they heard was Kassander
shouting, "Tell your father, I'll be visiting hisngdom soon, very soon actually.”

Alexias glanced at Lykeas, "l didn’t think he"dustpass. | thought he"d see right
through us."

The warrior gave him an obscure look.

"Oh, but he did, Alexias, he did."



"Took you long enough.”
"Yeah."

Lykeas closed the door behind him and slumped dowime chair next to Xena’s. She
was sitting in front of a large tapestry, pictursgenes from a long forgotten battle.
Without glancing at Lykeas, she continued. "So, gmint get into trouble?"

Lykeas smiled to himself, black eyes studying #pestry, "No, no | didn't."
"Hum, good."

They were in the West wing of the castle which Wasleast inhabited part. While
waiting for news, Xena had spent most of her tim@aing the castle, finding the
West wing to be the place she was most likely téefiealone. The endless waiting
without having anything to occupy her had not beedrar very well, and even the
Queen, who'd grown very fond of the warrior’s compdad respected her wish for
solitude.

"I hear you beat half of Simmias” soldiers in ooeshe combat.”

"I was bored," Xena nonchalantly replied, "besidiewas only a third, the rest
declined.”

She turned to look at Lykeas, the blues eyes cangeayore than her words, "It’s
been kinda dull around here while you were gone."

"Well, I'm back now."

She gave him a quick smile, then changed the stiybifge the Persians are involved?"
"Yes."

"With Kassander?"

"Yes."

"Hmm," she looked at the tapestry again. "l tak€assander hasn’t changed?"

"No."

Xena put her palms together and tapped them adanshin, "l heard from Alexias
that you ran into him on the way back."

Lykeas nodded, "Yes, it was unfortunate." His bfawowed, "Although maybe it
wasn’t such a bad thing after all."

Xena raised an eyebrow questioningly.

"Now he knows we’re on to him. It's quite possiihlat’ll make him speed up his
plans and try to complete the conquest soonerhibahexpected. Perhaps sooner than
he’s ready for."

"It's a possibility. He s definitely arrogant endiiy

"Yes. | don’t think he minds us knowing...that’s wigyallowed us to continue. He



probably likes to flex his muscles at us, thinking re no threat to him."
"Are we? A threat to him?"

Lykeas” eyes lingered at the tapestry for a morhefdre turning to Xena., "Not in
manpower, but when it comes to fighting, the peoyhie ve the most to lose always
put up the toughest fight."

Xena nodded, her eyes distant, "l remember."

"No matter what, "Lykeas continued, "we have tosamxin. We can’t allow Kassander
to receive further reinforcements from Persia. Sitgation’s bad enough as it is."

"You think we should mobilize an army?"
He looked at her, "Don’t you?"

"We’ll need both the armies of Simmias and Polyiglod even that may not be
enough."”

Lykeas leaned back in his chair, sighing deeplyg'seen the armies and they are
both adequate, but neither have been into battla f@ry long time. They're all too
comfortable, they have grown soft. They need tdibeiplined and trained. They need
to be reminded that they're soldiers, not chambigisria

Xena shot the warrior beside her a watchful glance.

"And | take it you plan to be the one who reminasm?"

An equivocal smile appeared on Lykeas” face, thems$ gone.
"Yes."

CHAPTER XXIlI

The Queen walked slowly along the line of Amazanspecting each warrior
carefully. The soldiers stood tall, staring straighead, not a single muscle moving.
Gabrielle smiled inwardly and turned to look at @egptain.

"You've made a fine choice, Callias. I'm confiddrgse warriors will be a valuable
addition to Royal Guard."

"Yes, my Queen. | think so too."

Gabrielle continued her walk, this time past atgliglarger group of Amazons. Some
of the warriors were very young, had probably arlsently completed their training,
but all, without exception, carried themselves vaitbonfidence and pride that
instantly endeared them all to the Queen’s heanenéhe reached the end of the line,
Gabrielle stopped in front of the last warrior. TAirmazon was obvious perplexed by
the sudden attention, but did her best to appelffenent.

"What's your name, soldier?"

"Rheia, Your Majesty."



"And how old are you, Rheia?"

The warrior’s mask slipped for a second and heressipn became defensive, "I'm
twenty, Your Majesty."

Gabrielle hid a smile, "So, Rheia. Do you think yreuvorthy of serving the Nation as
a soldier?"

"Yes, sir!"

This time Gabrielle barely managed to disguisednensement.
“I'm glad to hear it, soldier."

She turned to face the rest of the warriors.

"Do you all think you're worthy of serving the Nati as soldiers? Protecting the
villages, defending what’s ours?"

"Yes, sir!" They all replied as with one voice.
Sparkling green eyes briefly rested on another &apt

"Although, Callias had the first choice, | thinkiybave something to be proud of
Zelei."

The Captain stepped closer and gave the Queenlbbawa
"They re excellent warriors, my Queen. They |l makeall proud.”
“I’'m counting on it."

She faced the warriors again, "l want to welcome gibto the village, your new
home. Huts have been prepared and are ready t&elle Yiou'll be informed of your
duties and shifts by either Callias or Zelei, dejyeg on your regiment, and if you
have any further questions you're free to ask amyp2on in the village. And that
includes the Queen," she added with a friendlyeiad even the toughest soldier
had to struggle not to return it.

"Oh yes, one last thing. A celebration to welcorae gl will be held tonight, but
remember to check with your Captain first to find when you're expected to be on
duty. | don’t want any drunks guarding the villaigethat clear?"

"Yes, sir!"
"Very well," Gabrielle smiled. "You're dismissed."

One by one the new warriors left the practice ftelind their assigned huts. Some
only staying long enough to change before headitgathers lingering inside,
already contemplating how to decorate and furrhgir new homes. Callias walked
over to stand beside the Queen and together thisheathe last soldier leave the
field.

"That went well."



"Yes, it did, didn’t it."

"You have become quite good at this queen thingt ¥@emed very relaxed and
confident.”

"Oh," Gabrielle grinned, "I don’t know if I'm relea, but | definitely feel confident."
She paused, "It’s a nice feeling."

“I'm glad to hear it."

"So..." Gabrielle reached out to dust off some noistexrt fluff from the Captain’s
shoulder, "Is the Head of the Royal Guard on dotyght?"

"Well," Callias replied, her voice suddenly an aetdower, "I think you’ll have to
check with the Queen about that."

"The Queen, you say...?" Gabrielle smiled seductivety hand still resting on the
tunic and the blond Amazon felt her pulse quicken.

“I’'m sure she and | could come to some kind of wstdading. After all,” appreciative
eyes roamed the Captain’s body, "I've heard sheésyagenerous and caring
person... Very giving..."

Callias swallowed hard, "Funny, I've heard that'too

Gabirielle let her hand run lazily down the Amazaarm, a teasing smile playing on
her lips.

“I'll see you tonight then, Captain.”

She left the practice field, leaving a rather fledisoldier to consider the location of
the nearest water hole.

For the tenth time that evening, Phillinna steppeer to the window to look out, then
headed back to the fireplace, before finally conmmg halt in front of the people
seated around the table.

"Is there no alternative?" She asked, her eyebledyubut her voice firm.
“I'm afraid not, Your Majesty. | don’t see we hargy possibility, but to fight."

The Queen looked at her General, biting the ingfdeer cheek, "You're absolutely
convinced about this, Nicanor?"

The General nodded, "Your Majesty, we have dedh Wing Kassander in the past,
even if we tried to negotiate with him, even if mached an agreement, got his word.
You know he can’t be trusted."

"Yes, but war!" Phillinna exclaimed. "l don’t wathie people of this kingdom to be
hurt. | don’t want to take away their husbandsfattters, their sons and brothers.
Isn’t there any other way?!"

"No."

Green eyes sought out black, "You're sure it wasi®gs you saw?"



"Yes."
"You're convinced they’ll attack?"
"It’s just a matter of time."

The Queen went back to the window and stared awt fong time. Not until the
impatience emanating from the other people in dloerwas almost perceptible did
she turn around.

"Okay, if you're all certain it’s the right thing tlo I'll support you with troops, and
I’'m sure Polyidos will do the same when he heacsithis."

She looked at Alexias who nodded, "I've already aemessenger to my father asking
for assistance."”

"Good," Phillinna replied and started to walk tode&athe window again, but stopped
herself in the last minute. She turned to faceathgiors at the table.

"l want a straight answer, no evasions or prob@sli | want to hear your exact
opinion and nothing else. Do we stand a chancensggassander?"

Xena looked at Lykeas who was staring down atdbget obviously lost in thoughts.
"Well...?" The Queen was becoming impatient.

"After what Lykeas has told me, we have a fair deawith the combined forces of
your husband and King Polyidos."

"A fair chance?" Phillinna looked resigned at Xehsthat as good as it gets?"
“I’'m afraid so," the warrior replied quietly.

The Queen closed her eyes briefly and let out dl sigé, "I'll go inform Simmias. |
don’t want him to hear about this from anybody .&lse

She left and the faint scent of her perfume wathall remained.

Nicanor rose from the table, "l should get goingvadl. | have a lot of work ahead of
me with the soldiers."

Lykeas abruptly raised his head and looked ateétieheaded General.

"I"d like to assist you with the training of theldiers."

"Uh, sure," Nicanor said uncertainly. "If you thig&u're up to that."

"Oh, but I am," he answered, "I'm very up to-."

"Lykeas, can | talk to you for a moment?" Xena &gaut short the warrior’s reply.
Dark eyes met with blue, then darted away.

"Sure."

"Will you excuse us for a minute?"



Both Alexias and Nicanor got the message from Xetwie alone and quickly left
the room.

The warrior rose from her seat and walked ovetaondsin front of Lykeas.
"What do you think you're doing?"

"Helping out."

Xena reached out and raised his chin so she cealtlis eyes.

"Lykeas..." This time her voice held a clear warnif\hatever you“ve got planned,
forget it!"

His jaw clenched, "I don’t know what you mean."

Blue eyes narrowed, "Don’t play with me, Lykedsndw you too well for that."
"I swear," he looked directly at her, "I'm not ptémg anything."

She gave him a dubious look, "Are you sure?"

His gaze never wavered, "Yes."

Xena stepped away and leaned against the walgyesrnever leaving the dark man’s
face. Time passed slowly as they watched each otislence. Lykeas began to feel
uncomfortable and rose from his chair.

"l should get going."
He looked at her as if waiting for some kind ofp@sse.

"Yeah, | guess you should," Xena finally answerd@they re probably all in great
need of some proper battle and tactics exercises."

That brought out a smile on Lykeas” face.

"You've no idea! I've never seen anything like Tttie grin broadened, "I'd wish, |
had some really skilled warriors to use as an exanNothing motives a man to learn
faster than being humiliated."

Xena smiled in return, "Where are the Amazons wenneed them?"

Lykeas who had been heading for the door, stoppdduaned to look at her, an
intrigued smile slowly spreading on his face.

"Of course! Why didn’t | think of that myself. I'dent a message to the Nation to
request for soldiers. I've no doubt that severahefwarriors will be more than
thrilled by the prospect of avenging the deathefrtsisters."

Xena stepped closer.

"I won’t let you do that. The Amazons have suffegadugh. They don’t need another
war right now."

"Ah, Xena." Lykeas said, studying his fingernailsjon’t think you have anything to



say in this matter. Besides, all I'm gonna do ipresent them with the problem. It's
up to them to decide what to do about it."

He looked up.
"Or perhaps that’s not the reason why you don’t wwenAmazons to come?"

Xena's face became a mask, and again they staeedtabther in silence. Then
Lykeas awkwardly reached out to touch her armyabise surprisingly gentle.

“I’'m sorry, | shouldn’t have said that."

She tolerated the touch for a moment, then steppekl.
"It doesn’t matter."

"Yes, it does... I'm sorry."

She looked into the black eyes, then nodded.

"It's okay."

He gave her a pale smile, then left.

"Don’t touch me!" The young man growled dangerad¥yu said you wanted to
talk, so talk!"

The blond woman withdrew her arm, her brown e\iksifivith both sadness and
regret.

"I never meant for this to happen. Please belieeeifrl could do anything to change
the past | would."

Cold eyes studied the nervous woman.

"Nobody wants that more than me, Naiari, but siih@éen’t possible, there’s really no
use in talking about it, is there?"

"I meant to come for you, | meant to take you aftay-."

"Just like you meant to be with my mother for &t of your life!?" His eyes were
mere slits, "It seems to me you have a problem kei#iping your promises."

"l loved your mother."
"Don’t say that!"

The Amazon hesitantly reached out again, but tagonan angrily slapped her
hand away.

"l said, don’t touch me!"

He closed his eyes briefly, making a conscioustafiaccalm himself down, then he
continued, "You sent for me, I'm here. What dowant?"

"l...I wanted you to meet someone." The blond womnared towards her hut,



"Sweetie, would you come out for a minute!?"

The door opened and a young, blond woman steppsaieuNaiari affectionately
put her arm around the young Amazon, who eyedttheger in front of her
suspiciously.

"Sweetie, | want you to meet somebody very spécial.

She gave the man a nervous smile, but the blackregarded her callously.
"Ephiny, this is Lykeas, your brother."

Brown and black eyes narrowed instantly.

"My...brother?" The blond woman finally spoke, "I ddmave a brother."

"Okay, you’ve had your fun, Naiari. I'm leaving nbw

"No please, don’t go!"

The Amazon forgot all caution and grabbed the youmag’s arm.

"Please stay, | want-."

A fist connected squarely with the woman’s jaw slrelwas knocked to the ground.

"You lost your right to tell me what to do a lomgée ago!" Lykeas spat out angrily,
hovering over the Amazon below him. "You betrayzti You left her to a life in
Tartarus. Don’t think I'll ever forgive you for tthaHe reached down and roughly
pulled her up by the hair.

"You're lucky | don’t kill you." The words were kpo through gritted teeth and
Naiari shivered by the sight of the black eyesesoiniscent of the woman’s she had
once loved.

Suddenly Lykeas became aware of a sharp bladesipgebard against his neck.
"Let go of her."

The blade pressed harder, breaking the skin.

"l said, let go of her!"

Out of the corner of his eye, the dark man stuthedyoung woman behind him. A
look of utter contempt showed on his face, thenathy he released the Amazon who
fell to the ground.

The blade disappeared from his throat as Ephinjedsto her mother’s side, but
before she could reach the Amazon, she was viglgrabbed from behind and
hurled against the hut. In two steps, Lykeas was ber. He caught her by the throat
and pushed her head against the wall, their faceg mches apart.

"Don’t ever threaten me again." The voice was cold,eerily calm.

As reply, Ephiny spat in his face. The dark mainss feaction was an indulgent,
slightly amused smile, but then the grip tightened.



"I’ll let that one pass for now."

He let go of her throat and she slumped to the gdotdis impassive eyes rested
briefly on the two women, then he turned and wadkedy.

Lykeas shifted uneasily in the bed.

Suddenly a plain appeared before him, alive witkisos. Tents, horses, wagons,
chariots and men as far as the eye could see. [bloel bed sky made an imposing
curtain to the scene played out on the plain, assihidiers, all as one, left what they
were doing and lined up before him. Their armoud areapons were polished to
perfection, their bearing was proud and confiddrteir grey and black uniforms
were clean and free from patches, their boots shotige red light. Then in one fluid
motion, they simultaneously brought their handswng saluted. Lykeas felt a slow
smile spread on his face.

"This is what you want, isn"t it?" A low voice whesed into his ear.

The presence beside him had appeared from outvafier@, but to the dark warrior it
was as familiar as the beating of his own heart.

"You know it is," he turned, black eyes gleamitigs Wwhat |I've always wanted."
Blue eyes returned his gaze, "l know."

"Lykeas wake up! They're expecting you in the armdu

The knocking on the door paused and the warri@nsbled out of bed.

“I’'m coming, I'm coming."

Still half asleep, he stumbled out of his room dodn the corridor.

kkkkkkkkkkkkhkkk

Nothing could bring me closer,
Nothing could bring me near.
| suffer the dreams of a world gone mad,
| like it that way and | know it.
I know it well, ugly and sweet,
That temper madness with an even extreme.
| lost myself in sorrow,
| lost myself in pain.
| lost myself in clarity,

Memory, leave, leave.



I"'ve longed for this to take me,
I"'ve longed for my release.
I"'ve waited for the calling
To leave, leave.
CHAPTER XXl

"No emperor has the power to dictate to the heart."

- Johann Friedrich Von Schiller, 1759-1805 AD

For the last two days, the view from the castle Ieeh obscured by a never-ending
rain, pouring down and instantly soaking anybodypwlas unfortunate or foolish
enough to be outside. It seemed to the peoplesicdbtle that they were never really
dry. No matter how many fires that were lit and hoany windows that were sealed,
the heavy, humid air seeped through every craagtyesrevice making everything
from bedlinen to clothes feel damp and uncomfoeabhe rooms were dank and
chilly and, unrelenting, following people wherevieey went, was the ever present
sound of dripping water created by hundreds of slafpvater falling from ceilings to
floors. It was enough to drive even the most stpblson crazy and by the third day,
everybody was walking on eggshells around eaclr.othe

Walking down an empty corridor in the West wingndecontemplated their
situation. She doubted that Kassander would tryhamy as long as the weather was
like this. The visibility outside was next to natgiand all the roads had turned into
streams of mud days ago. Hopefully, the rain had hklped to lower the morale
among Kassander’s soldiers and made them shoretethpnd discontented,
something that might come in handy later.

A damp breeze against her face brought her outiofdverie, and she looked ahead
to see an open window further down the corridor.

Gee, as if it wasn’t wet enough already. I"d wishpgde would remember to close the
damn windows.

She purposely walked to the window, but just asveh® about to slam it shut, a
movement outside caught her attention. She leanedver the wet window-sill and
looked down at the courtyard below her. At leds$y Boldiers were heavily engaged
in combat drills, oblivious to the pouring rain.eSleaned out further, her eyes
searching for one specific man. And there he wasding in the middle of the yard
was Lykeas, watchfully supervising the action acbhbim, black eyes never missing a
single movement, a single thrust.

"No no no! Strike, retreat artlenadvance. If you advance directly after the last
blow, you leave you entire right side exposed toghemy. One more time and this
time, | want to see it done correctly! You won't gesecond chance with Kassander's
soldiers."

For how long Xena watched the scenario below Her dsdn’t know, but gradually
the men’s movements became co-ordinated and gteatid by the time it took her
to realize she was drenched and move away frorwithgow, they were fighting as



good as any soldiers she had ever had. She restédtk against the wall and closed
her eyes, the constant sound of swords meetingdsvaord Lykeas” curt commands
filling her head. Suddenly she became aware oiind $aent of perfume close by, but
didn’t open her eyes. She heard the low, whispesaogd of fabric sliding over the
floor, and felt the slight change in the air aseespn came to stand beside her.

"He seems to be enjoying himself."

Xena opened her eyes to look at Phillinna, "He is."”

"And that worries you?" The Queen said, considetirggwarrior beside her.

"What makes you think that?"

Phillinna shrugged, "I don’t know, call it a hurich.

Xena's face remained impassive, "Lykeas knows Wweat doing."

"Oh, I'm sure he does, but do you?"

"I don’t know what you're talking about.” The anange in Xena’s voice was clear.

The Queen seemed to acknowledge the warrior’'s espsarning and refrained
from asking further questions. In stead she clédsedvindow and started to walk
down the corridor, pausing after a few steps td loack at the dark woman.

"Are you coming?"

Xena let out a small sigh, but nonetheless abarmtlbeeposition against the wall and
came to walk beside the Queen. They strolled thgtheof the West wing in silence,
and not until they had reached the end and turraehd, did Phillinna speak again.

"We received news from Polyidos this morning."
"Oh?" Came the distant reply.
"Apparently the messenger he sent to the AmazoioNeatturned last night.”

The warrior didn’t respond, but the blue eyes hexbime keenly alert. The Queen
looked at Xena as if she expected a reaction, hetwit didn’t come, she continued.

"The message was from the Amazon Queen herselit aadl that it had been left up
to the individual Amazon, whether she wanted tbtfitpis war or not, provided their
absence wouldn’t compromise the safety of the Natio

Xena nodded, she had expected that much.

"So it seems like we can be expecting their ar@ral day now."

Phillinna shook her head in disbelief.

"Amazons! In my castle! Who should have thougHt it?

"Well, they're pretty easy to deal with as long/as show them the proper respect.”

“I'll have to begin planning accommodation rightesgwThe rooms must be ready



when they arrive."

"Don’t make yourself too much trouble," the wargoinned. "The Amazons don't
require much comfort, after all, they've lived it all their lives."

Phillinna looked at her in astonishment, "EvenGheen?"
"Uh huh."
The blond woman looked like somebody had just b&ldthat pigs could fly.

"Well, that may be, but she’ll definitely not beitig in at hut while she stays here,
that’s for certain.”

The Queen was abruptly turned around and founctli¢ese to face with the warrior.
"What do you mean?"

"Err..." Phillinna looked at Xena in confusion. "WHataid, the Amazon Queen
won't be living in a hut if | have anything to sayout it.

"The Queen is comingere?”

"Yes, didn’t | mention that?"

"No."

Xena became aware of her firm grip on the blond ai® arms and promptly let go.
“No, you didn"t."

"Oh well, now you know."

Phillina noticed the disturbed look on the warigdiace, but chose not to mention it.
In stead she continued her walk down the corriciorl&ke before, paused after a few
steps to look back.

"Are you coming?"

"If everything goes well, we should enter King Siramkingdom by tomorrow
evening."

Gabrielle nodded, "Okay, that sounds good."
She smiled at the sight of the totally drenched 2omcbefore her.
"You better go change before you catch a pneunionia.

"Hum!" Areia snorted. "I'm pretty sure it’s tooddor that, besides, | doubt there are
any dry clothes left."

She gave the Queen a quick smile to take the edger evords, pushed the tent flap
aside and stepped out into the rain again. Afteemtlarrior had left, Gabrielle gave her
surroundings a sceptical look. She wasn’t too thakethe tent wouldn’t be washed
away by morning. Under any circumstances, the anes soaked and water kept
seeping through. She doubted there was a dry sfiot |



They had been on the road for days and by the tlaydt had started to rain, and it
hadn’t stopped since. Even Zelei and Erinya, widedrthemselves of being made of
tougher material than the rest of the world, wezgitning to look forward to a dry
room in a dry castle. They had camped for the nightforest, placing all the tents
under the trees to keep them out of the rain ahras@ossible, but since everything
was soaked already from the days before, Gabsapected it wouldn’t make much
of a difference. She sighed and sat down on tHetpt#le skins beneath her
uncomfortably damp. She opened a round leather aadepulled out the scroll to
read it once again.

When the message from Lykeas had arrived, she dwdtorn what to do. She knew
that several Amazons would jump at the opportuaityet revenge, and if she had to
be absolutely honest with herself, the idea ofiggthack at the Persians and avenging
Ephiny’s death appealed to her too. However, sbheéd far from convinced it was
the right, or for that matter, the smartest thimglé. The Amazons didn’t really need
another war so soon. The village was just begintongturn to what it had been
before the attack, and people had only just beguoine to terms with what they'd
lost and move on. She wasn’t sure if another catdtimn with the Persians would
provide some kind of closure or instead rip opehvabunds. She hadn’t discussed
the message with the council, knowing full well heach of them would react. In the
end, she’d decided to leave it up to the individkrabzon. She had allowed a total of
forty warriors to leave the village if they desir&tiho the forty should be, they'd have
to decide between themselves. Things had gone/grathothly, until she had
announced that she’d lead the warriors to Simrogstle. Both Callias and Zelei had
been against it, although for different reasonskaglde had also tried to talk her out
of it. Gabrielle had patiently listen to each ofittarguments, but couldn’t be swayed.
She had dismissed them by saying it was the Queeityso lead her warriors, and by
that she’d considered the subject for closed. haeyrespected her wishes, albeit

grudgingly.

Gabrielle sighed and put the scroll back into thgec She knew very well why it was
she wanted to lead the warriors. It was what Ephiayld have done, and somehow
she couldn’t help but feel that she owed the blmézon to do it for her. Ephiny
had died for her people and Gabrielle wasn’t abmakpect anything less from
herself. There was no way she’d send Amazons attteland then stay home and
twiddle her thumbs. She had made her choice. Shddvibe the Queen her people
needed her to be; face the difficulties, make tlugh decisions and deal with the
consequences. Nothing more, nothing less.

A moist breath of air made her look up and she Galkas enter the tent., the
Amazon Captain looking very much like a drowned rat

"Oh, is it still raining?"

"Hahaha," the blond woman replied while trying tong out some of the water from
her hair and tunic. "Glad to see you haven’t losirysense of humour."

"Come here."

Gabrielle patted the pallet and Callias obligincgyne over and sat down. The Queen
rummaged through her belongings and pulled outranst dry towel. She positioned
herself on the pallet behind the Captain and bégalny her hair.



"Have everyone been settled for the night?"

"Yes," the Amazon replied, letting out a small @nied sigh, "and the guards have
been posted.”

"They must have been thrilled."
"Oh yeah."
Callias grinned at the memory of the guards” e)qioes

"I have no doubt that I'll be in their prayers ginti... Although," she continued after a
small pause, "l do feel a bit guilty. Some of thieoked really miserable and | could
have replaced one if I'd wanted to."

Gabrielle stopped her ministrations with the tofeela moment.

"You have nothing to feel guilty about, Callias.we taken more than your share of
watches."

She began to dry the Captain’s hair again, bubagtit caused her to stop.

"Actually, you've taken an unusual high amount afehes on this trip... Why is
that?"

The Amazon didn’t reply right away, but then shedyg

"l guess, | just wanted to keep busy, the rainentdriving me crazy."
"Is that so?"

"Yes."

Gabrielle rose from the pallet and kneeled dowinant of Callias, trying to catch her
eye."

Reluctantly the Captain looked up and their eyes me

"I may be wrong, Callias, but it seems to me tlwat taken any opportunity that
presented itself to avoid me."

She searched the Amazon’s face.

"No, I... It's not that... I...," Callias stumbled ovéretwords. "I haven’t been trying
to avoid you... I've just..."

"You've just what?" Gabrielle asked softly, puttimgr hand on the blonde woman’s
knee. "Tell me."

The Captain looked down at the hand on her kneethiNg. I've just wanted to do
my share, that’s all."

The Queen slowly removed her hand and sat baclkeohdels.

"Then why not tonight? Why did you decide not tdwxeer for guard duty tonight?"



"Because we’ll arrive at King Simmias” castle toroar"

The words were spoken so low that Gabrielle firaswt sure the Amazon had
spoken at all.”

Callias looked up, a bittersweet smile on her lips.
"Things will change from tomorrow."

Gabrielle opened her mouth to speak, but no waadsecout. For a while they just
looked into each other’s eyes, the rain outsideigirng a steady rhythm to
accompany their thoughts.

"I know that..." The Captain trailed off and the Qnegmve her a small encouraging
smile, painful realization and remorse writtenhe green eyes.

The blond Amazon gave her a pale smile in retimen spoke softly, "I...I wanted my
last time with you to be special. | wanted alway$¢ able to remember this moment
as being perfect.”

"Oh..." Gabrielle exhaled.

The Captain broke eye contact and looked downeagitbund, and silence once again
occupied the tent. A myriad of conflicting emotiomere racing through Gabrielle’s
body. Pictures and images from the last coupleaftirs filled her mind, and she had
to look away. Then, simultaneously, the two wonwoked back at each other.
Without a word, Callias slid down from the palletthe ground and wrapped her arms
around the young Queen, who in return put her amognd the Amazon’s neck, then,
with a maddening slowness their lips gently met.

"Hey, look!" Areia pointed at the sky. "The cloual® spreading.”

Rheia looked up, a slow smile appearing on her, face about time. I've missed
seeing the stars."”

As the two guards rejoiced at the sight of therahgasky and the ceasing rain,
somewhere else a soft voice whispered, "Perfect?"

"Perfect..."”
"Not bad, not bad. One more time though, | wamh#ikke sure you got it."

The soldiers gave the dark warrior a disbelievowk| but the expression in the black
eyes quickly drove all thoughts about arguing aWde relatively short time they had
been subjected to Lykeas” gruelling training hadaaly taught them that complaining
only made matters worse. The warrior would showalarost uncanny patience when
it came to teaching them a new technique, a netictaot minding having to act it
out for them again and again, but when it cametoptaints or provocative
behaviour he was ruthless. He tolerated no baiddis or challenges of his authority,
and he’d only had to make an example once. No adelisobeyed or questioned him
since.

They were on a field a few miles from the casthkdas finding the courtyard too
confining, had the moment the rain stopped persbialiganor to move the practice



outside. Officially, the General was in charge #mlmen were under his command,
but as he watched the dark warrior with the sofdiand saw the worshipping looks
that followed him around, he knew that without aschnas a fight, Lykeas had taken
over the army. He might still be their commandiffigcer, but their loyalties and
respect now lay with the dark man, and he had ea what to do about it. If it hadn’t
been for the amazing results Lykeas had achievédthe soldiers and the gravity of
the situation, Nicanor would have spoken to Qudahifha about it. But as the
situation was now, he didn’t feel he could allom&elf to complain, besides he was
afraid the Queen would dismiss it as jealousy aralry between two warriors, and
perhaps begin to doubt his capability as Genemheshadn’t voiced his concern or
mentioned his dilemma to anybody, also because ids&je he knew that he was
jealous, although he swore to himself that that m@she reason for his discomfort.

At first he’d thought he was the only one who waara of the development, but
gradually he"d noticed that the other warrior, Xealvays seemed to be around when
Lykeas worked with the soldiers, the blue eyes nexaering from the dark man. On
a few occasions, she’d almost given Nicanor a stk when she from out of
nowhere suddenly had appeared beside him. He hakadow she did it or how she
managed to disappear again without him ever segihgt she did and it all
contributed to his uneasiness.

He looked around, but didn’t see any sight of theriar now. He knew it was a
useless thing to do since if Xena didn’t want t@eéen, she wouldn’t be, but he
couldn’t help himself. He wondered if Lykeas wasenof all the attention he
received, somehow he doubted that anything esdhpediark warrior’s notice.

“Nicanor, you're dreaming."
The General jumped as Lykeas suddenly stood bésite
"Oh, sorry. Did you want anything?"

The warrior tilted his head slightly and studied tedheaded General through half-
lidded eyes.

"I want you to go through the drills I've just sheswvith the men. They know what to
do, they just need to practice them a few moredifne

"Oh, do you have to be anywhere?" Nicanor askeajipg his voice didn"t sound too
hopeful.

Lykeas just gave him a sweet smile.

"Yes, I'm going to accompany the Amazons to théeds
"The Amazons? Which Amazons?"

"Those Amazons."

The General looked in the direction the warrior wasiting, and his jaw fell as he
saw a large group of female warriors step out fthenforest on the other side of the
field.

“I'll see you later, Nicanor. Make sure they kntw thoves by tonight."



And with that he left the stunned man behind hir aalked over to meet the
Amazons, a faint smile briefly showing on his face.

"Hey, Gabirielle, it’s been a while..."

CHAPTER XXIV

"So the moment the roads become reasonably passgdile we’ll head out."
Gabrielle nodded and looked at the warrior walkiegide her.

"How many soldiers do we have?"

"Hmm, well, with your Amazons we should reach altof 1300 men."

"And Kassander? How many men does he have?"

Lykeas gave her a small smile, "Do you really wakinaw?"

"That bad?"

He nodded, "That bad."

They continued down the road leading to the cafteeforty Amazons behind them,
moving practically soundlessly.

"So how have you been?"

"Fine and you?"

The Queen had to smile at Lykeas” usual eloquence.

"Oh, I've been just fine too. The village is stagtto return to normal.”
"That’s nice," the warrior replied noncommittally.

"Yes, yes it is," she paused for a moment thenigoet in a slightly lower voice. "I
think, I've started to really get the hang of it."

"I never doubted you would."

Gabrielle looked at him in surprise, but he wassgestraight ahead.

"Do you really mean that?" She asked, half feahisgesponse.

This time, he turned his head to look at her, amat puzzled expression in his eyes.
"Uh huh."

She gave him a warm smile which he hesitantly netdy then he looked away again.
"We’re here."

The huge oak tree gates opened in front of thefm avlbud, creaking noise and
revealed a courtyard filled with people.

"It take it theyre expecting us?"



"Seems like it," Lykeas” brow furrowed. "Nicanor shitnave cut the training short. I'll
have to talk to him about that."

Gabrielle didn’t like the look in the dark man”gybut pushed it aside as she
followed him over to a gracefully looking womanymaunded by a few guards.

"Your Majesty," the warrior spoke to the blond waméamay | have the privilege of
introducing you to Gabrielle, Queen of the Amazatidh."

He turned to look at Gabrielle, "And this is Quédnllinna, wife of the honourable
King Simmias."

Phillinna gave him an amused smile, then turnetellattention back to her peer.

"It’s so very good to finally meet you, Your Majgstve been looking forward to
your visit for some time now."

Gabrielle replied with a small nod, then smiled.

"I've been looking forward to meeting you too. Qur urney through the kingdom,
we’ve heard nothing but kind words of you and yousband."

The Queen acknowledged the compliment with anathle, before getting back to
business.

"Rooms have been prepared for you and your esawat] hope you'll find them to
your satisfaction. Tomorrow, we’ll have a small dpaet in your honour, but for
tonight nothing have been planned. | trust you rbestired after the long travel and
in need of rest."

"Yes, | do think we all could need an early nigiight.”

"Fine, I'll have you shown to your chambers rigivag... And before | forget,” she
added, looking at Lykeas. "The General wishes &ako you about something."

"Did he mention what?"

The Queen gave him a sheepish smile, "Probably, didh’t pay much attention. He
sort of lost me after ‘reverse pincer movement”."

"Fair enough, " Lykeas smiled good-humouredly] 4d find him."

While they had been talking, Gabrielle’s eyes heshtsearching the courtyard, one
by one dismissing every person she saw.

| know she’s here. | can feel it.

Suddenly, for no apparent reason she looked upvasdnstantly caught up in an
intense blue gaze. The people around her just fadédlisappeared as she recognized
the figure in the window high above the yard. Sheldn’t make out the expression

on the warrior’s face, instead she felt how helyhedas trapped on the spot, held

there by the unblinking stare.

A gentle hand on her arm brought her out of thecea



"Your Majesty, I'll lead you to your chambers."

"Oh, yes, of course." She absently replied to greant, glancing back to the window,
but there was no sight of the warrior. She allowedself to be guided away by the
servant on one side, and with Queen Phillinna éat@king on the other. Lykeas
remained in the courtyard for a moment, the bladsdocusing thoughtfully on the
empty window above, then he shrugged and wentooiind Nicanor.

Gabrielle sighed and shifted once again, but taval. Sleep simply wouldn’t come.
She opened her eyes and stared up at the ceililiggviher mind to unwind and her
body to relax, but no matter what, she remaindg awake and restless. For a while
she traced the delicate patterns above her, bsfi@avith a deep sigh, pushed the
covers aside and got out of the bed. She quicldgsi#id and quietly opened the door
out to the corridor.

"Your Majesty? Is everything okay?"

"Yes, Areia. | just can’t sleep."

"Oh," the Amazon replied. "Do you want me to get ymything?"
Gabrielle shook her head, "No thanks, | thinkjlifit go for a walk."

She instantly read the expression on the guardésdad hurried to speak, "No, |
don’t need an escort. I'm sure, I'll be quite gafeere with all the soldiers around."

Areia grinned, "As you wish, My Queen, but you betiot tell the Captain.”
Gabrielle smiled in return, "Don’t worry, my lipeessealed."

She said goodnight to the guard and aimlessly bagatmoll down the corridor. As
she passed a half open door, a fresh, sweet smegitcher attention, and she pushed
the door open and looked outside. In the dim liggttveen dusk and night, she could
barely make out a gravel path surrounded by talgbs on either side, leading away
from the door. The scent coming from the gardenladh intoxicating and inviting

so with no further ado, she leisurely began to waalwn the path, enjoying the light
breeze and the coolness of the air.

For how long she walked, she didn"t know, but atttime she finally reached the end
of the path, the sky above her was dark and thie ktal appeared. Sleep still hadn’t
arrived, but she decided to return to her chambywvay and perhaps get some
writing done. She had been terribly negligent wit@ame to writing during the last
couple of weeks, but she really hadn’t had the,tamd besides, it wasn’t like there
had been much to write about. She rounded a canteran almost headlong into
Xena. She gasped and moved a few steps back. Thedman was almost hidden in
the darkness, but Gabrielle thought she saw aefliokemotion cross Xena's face. As
she studied the tall figure before her, she faltheart rate speed up and
unconsciously she moistened her lips.

"Hello, Gabrielle." The low voice spoke.

"Xena," was all she managed to reply.



"You look well."
"Thank you."

Gods! What in Tartarus is going on here? This islike | expected it would be.
You’d think we weren’t more than old acquaintandes happened to meet again.

With the last thought, Gabrielle felt a silent fumyilt inside her, but whether it was
directed towards Xena, herself or them both, ste"tknow.

She could feel the blues eyes run over her facédadd as if trying to memorize each
detail.

"So... How have you been?"

Gabrielle had to shake her head incredulously.

"How do you think I've been? You left! Without asioh as a goodbye."

"I though it"d be better that way, easier."

The bard immediately recognized the slightly defflentone of the warrior’s voice.
"You thought it"d be easier?"

"Yes."

Gabrielle looked away for a moment, then lookedight back at Xena.

"For whom? You?"

"Maybe."

"Well," the bard replied dryly, "at least you rertest."

The warrior took a step closer, her voice earriése never lied to you, Gabrielle."
A poignant smile briefly showed on the blond wonsafigce.

"That may be, Xena, but there are so many thingswywen’t told me, so many things
you keep hidden that it really doesn’t make much difference."

“I’ve only tried to protect you."
“"No, Xena. It’s not me you’re protecting, it’s you.

The dark woman moved back a little, widening thetatice between them, and for a
few minutes neither spoke, but just looked intcheaiher’s eyes. Then Xena looked
down, her voice barely above a whisper. "What y®u want to know?"

"Oh, Xena..." Gabrielle said in disbelief, not knogyiwhether to laugh or cry. "It’s
not that simple. Do you expect me to..."

She stopped herself when she noticed the warsoddenly guarded expression.

"Okay, if you think it’s..." She paused again, trybognake eye contact. Reluctantly,



Xena looked up and the bard took a deep breath.

"What happened?"

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, why did you pull away? Why did you feelyloave to leave?"

"I told you back then, it’'s why I'm here. | hadfited out what was going on."

Gabrielle bit her lip, "If you want to do this, X&nthen at least be honest with me.
You know that’s not what | was asking."

The warrior nodded to herself, then spoke, "Okaysk Ae again."

The bard was about to repeat her question, wheth@nanore insistent one entered
her mind. Once again she waited until the blue @yege looking directly at her.

"You never intended to return, did you?"

Xena opened her mouth as if to protest, but no svoamne out. Gabrielle greeted the
silence with quiet resignation. "l didn’t think sowhy?"

"l...I1..." The warrior’s voice was suddenly shaky amsitant, "I didn’t want you to
hate me."

The blond woman regarded her with both confusiahfamstration on her face, "Why
would I hate you, Xena?"

"It was all...it was all too much."
The words came fast now.

"l couldn’t deal with it all. | meant to be thei fyou, | really did. You needed me
and | let you down and what did | do about it Weu down even more. It's just... |
didn’t understand... And then everything with Lykeds..lt brought back so many
memories and | had to... And you and Callias seemed'sShe trailed off, breaking
eye contact.

Gabrielle looked at the warrior, trying to make sosense out of her ramblings.
"You let me down...?" She asked tentatively. "Whatydo mean?"

Xena let out a long breath, then straightened lupettayed you."

"Betrayed me?"

"Yes."

"In what way?"

The warrior swallowed, "The night with the celeboat"

"You mean...you..." Gabrielle said, understanding sjos¥lowing on her face.

"Yes."



Heavy silence lay between them for a long time.
"Why?"

"Gabrielle..."

"Why?"

Xena shrugged uncomfortably, "l was drunk, anguytihg...miserable. | know it's
no excuse, but it’s-."

"It doesn’t matter." The bard interrupted.

"W-What?"

"It doesn’t matter. You have nothing to feel gudtyout.”
The warrior’s eyes narrowed, "l don’t understand."

Gabrielle looked at her, feeling both numb andlgealm inside. She walked past
Xena and managed to put a few yards between thefiorebthe warrior’s voice
stopped her.

"You and Callias?"
Silence, then.
"Yes...I'm..."

Even though she heard no sound, the bard didné& teaturn around to know that
Xena was no longer on the path behind her.

Lykeas walked quietly down the corridor, his miad &way. It hadn’t taken him long
to find Nicanor, but it had taken him considerdblyger to make sure that the
General didn’t ignore or disobeyed his instructiagain. Nicanor’s stubbornness
annoyed him and Lykeas didn’t like to be annoyad,ssually people had always
gotten the message pretty fast. Unfortunately@aeeral did have a few points that
the dark warrior couldn’t ignore. Lykeas had naaktuthority over the soldiers or
any real right to give orders, especially not tedior, but those issues were not
important in Lykeas” eyes, and inwardly he thoughouldn’t be long before those
minor complications had been put right.

Besides, it takes more than being a General to &&adrmy. Just being their
commanding officer doesn’t mean they’ll sacrifiartlives for you or follow you to
Tartarus and back. They have to love you to do.th@tr fear you.

He came to the end of the corridor and realizetlithiais musings he’d taken the
wrong way. The corridor that was supposed to leadtb his chamber had instead led
him to an old wooden door, the oak so old it wasast black. He looked back down
the way he’d come, but didn’t really feel like watkback, so with a shrug he opened
the heavy door. It opened up to reveal a dimlgo@dm, torches randomly attached to
the walls. The room was long and almost emptywadienchairs and a woven carpet,
reaching from where he stood to the door in therogémd, being the only furnishing.
As he stepped into the room and his eyes adjustdtetdarkness, he discovered



which room it was he’d entered. On both walls hsexgral portraits, some showing
more resemblance to King Simmias than others,douykeas all of them, without
exception seemed to be staring right at him, regtr@end disapproval in their eyes..

The portrait gallery. How nice...

He ignored the staring portraits and casually wallewn the carpet, trying to repress
the feeling of being watched.

"Uncanny, isn't it?"

Lykeas jumped and spun around, black eyes blazing.

"Don’t you ever do that again!"

Callias gave him an amused smile, "Feeling a Ioiigy, are we?"

The warrior just scowled, the humiliation of havinging caught unaware stung and
was starting to make him angry. The Captain reacipression and decided to find a
safe topic.

"I hear you’ve done wonders with both Simmias” Botyidos™ armies."
Lykeas removed a few strands from his eyes.

"It didn’t take much. They were all terribly outsifape.”

The Amazon nodded, "I know, but still."

He shrugged, somehow unwilling to accept the comgaiit. For a while they stood
uncomfortably in front of each other, not knowingat/to say or what to do. Then
Callias cleared her throat and gestured at thdipg

"I feel like they're staring at me, judging me, demning me. I'll never understand
why they have to paint them like that."

Lykeas followed her gaze, "Yeah, | know what yoramé& He smiled briefly. "This
would be the perfect room to bring people befosy tivere to be tried. If they had
anything to feel guilty about, they'd crack in ased."

The Captain grinned, "True, this is exactly a pldoa’|l make people feel guilty,
whether they have done anything to deserve thad ot

She paused, and although her eyes were still negohs, Lykeas was sure he
detected a hint of something else in the blue depth

"So, Lykeas... Do you have anything to feel guiltpat?"

A smiled curled at the edge of his mouth and hemetd her gaze without difficulties.
"No."

The smile broadened.

"But...what about you, Callias? Have you behaved selif?"



The mischievous glint in the Amazon’s eyes disamgaeand an almost undetectable
look of sorrow took its place, but the dark warmaticed. Callias saw the smile on
Lykeas” face fade away and she saw sympathetiastadeling emerge in the black
eyes. Angry with herself, Lykeas and the world @megral, the Captain looked away.

"So... What's this thing with Zelei?"

"Zelei?" Callias repeated in confusion. "What aboert?"

Relieved to have left dangerous ground, Lykeaslgkldborated.

"Her eye? What happened to her eye?"

"Oh," a proud smile showed distinctly on the Amazadiace, "the Queen beat her."

"What!" The warrior exclaimed in disbelief. "Galteedid that? You're kidding me,
right?"

The Captain shook her head, Lykeas” amazed, basgdeexpression chasing away
any anger she might have felt by having her Queanilgies questioned.

“No, I'm not. Zelei challenged her for the rightqafeen and of course Her Majesty
accepted... And the rest is history."

"I"d wish I'd been there." The warrior replied wétwishful look in the eyes. "l sure
would have liked to see that."

"Well, | for one hope, I'll never have to see iaag"

Lykeas regarded Callias thoughtfully.

"You probably won’t have to. Not now...with Xena andwand all."
"I know." The Captain answered quietly.

They didn’t speak again as they studied the ptstoa the walls, the looming and
flicking shadows making the ancient faces seenidw gvith both life and soul.

A handle quietly moved and a door soundlessly opeBRie eyes swept over a
darkened room, showing no surprise at the sighhotked down chairs and roughly
treated pillows lying all over the floor. A figuraoved inside the room, stopping just
a few feet away from the now closed door. The ey@st from the discarded items on
the floor to the dying embers, barely noticeablthmfireplace. Then the figure took a
single step forward, the eyes now resting on thalldorm in the bed, half hidden by
covers and darkness. For a moment the persondidgdren she took another step
towards the bed.

"Why don’t you just ask me?"
If the intruder was startled by the sudden voicenfthe bed she didn’t show it.
"What do you mean?"

A soft whispering of cloth was heard as the wonmathe bed shifted, "The reason
why you're here. Why don’t you just ask me?"



For a long time there was only silence, then avowe finally spoke.
"Did it begin while | was still there?"

"No."

Xena let out a breath she didn’t know she had hekting.

"It happened afterwards?"

"Yes." Gabrielle paused for a moment, trying talfthe blue eyes in the shadows.
"When you renounced your Championship."

"And now? Are you...together?"

The warrior’s question came so fast that the baubtbd Xena had even heard the
last part of her answer.

"No, no we’re not."

Xena stepped closer till she was standing at tge eflthe bed, and now Gabrielle
was able to see the warrior’s eyes shining in énkress.

"Why not?" The voice was fully detached, not a krigne betraying the dark
woman’s thoughts.

The bard sat up and leaned back against the heakllhea face also unreadable.
"Who knows?"

It was clearly not the answer Xena had expectedshadvas about to speak again,
when Gabrielle interrupted her.

"It was Callias” decision and although | didn’t.. egyright away, | know now it was
the right thing to do... | guess it shows, she knavesbetter than...than | do myself."

"What do you mean?"
The bard shrugged and a sad smile crossed helbiaicie warrior didn’t see it.
"She knew | could never love her...not the way | lyee."

Xena raised her head abruptly, but didn’t speakGatdatrielle continued, her voice
tired and wistful.

"Did you really think, | would be able to forgetwd you left? Did you think, | would
fall in love with somebody else? That anybody cdakk possession of my heart the
way you do by just looking at me?"

The warrior opened her mouth to speak, but no woadse out. Instead she sat down
gingerly on the bed, as far away from the bardossiple.

"I thought it was for the best.” Xena finally maedgo whisper.

"You were so happy in the village, they accepted geen though you didn’t want to
fight, they needed you and you them. They wouldgatoyou, care for you... | didn’t



want to take you away from them again, and theririmg with-."

"I don’t want to know her name." Gabrielle interegband the warrior gave her a
remorseful and ashamed smile.

"I never knew her name. She was killed in the badlté next day."
"Oh..."

Silence fell again, but before it started to becameomfortable, Xena continued, this
time emotion evident in her voice.

"l always hurt you. No matter what, | always endhupting you."

The bard felt the words deep in her heart and sheethdown the bed till she was
able to reach the warrior’s hand.

"Not more than | hurt you, Xena. Don’t you evegietrthat. Nobody is ever fully to
blame, it’s never only one person’s fault.”

The warrior looked down at the pale hand restingp@nown.
"Maybe not, but sometimes, | wonder..."

Gabrielle suddenly felt a small shiver run down Ib@ck and with her other hand
raised Xena’'s head so she could see the warrameés f

"What do you wonder, Xena?" She asked gently.

"I wonder... | mean, we’re so different, sometimeshder if... With all the pain
and...and all the hurt...l1 wonder if it’s all worth'it.

Calm green eyes looked into blue, "And which cosida do you reach?"
Xena sighed, a faint smile appearing, then disappgagain from her face.
"That it doesn’t really matter what | think or whato."

"Why not?" The bard’s quiet voice encouraging tlagrier to continue.
"Because | can’t live without you."

A beautiful smile showed on Gabrielle’s face anellsianed closer.
"That’s all | wanted to hear. It’s the only thilig,ever want to hear."

The warrior looked at her uncertainly.

"Are..are we okay?"

"No," the bard shook her head, "but we will be."

Part 6



CHAPTER XXV

Alexias leaned casually against a pillar as he eatd_ykeas go through yet another
manoeuvre with his father’s and King Simmias” sskliAgain and again did he
guide them through the complicated set of movemetdpping only to point out an
error or praise a particularly well executed bldMhenever a soldier made a mistake
and the warrior brought it to his attention, thenn@oked like a dog chided by his
master, and Alexias could swear that one of thedndetually blushed from
embarrassment. But every time, one of the soldiekrsomething that earned Lykeas”
praise and respect, the man would practically glaal look at the warrior with pride
and adoration in his eyes. The young Prince cotitdémember any of the soldiers
ever looking at his father or their generals likatf and as he continued to watch the
training he began to feel the same pride insid@nafthat was so clearly showing in
the men’s eyes, whenever they were acknowledgégikaas.

"Alexias, you got a moment?"

"Uh, sure." The Prince answered, hoping he hadr€nlzaught staring.
"l want you to try and avoid me for as long as gass'

"Avoid you?" Alexias said and stopped in front loé twarrior.

"Yes, | want to demonstrate that sheer force doegn’a fight or a battle for that
matter. Speed is essential as well and since ythérgoungest and fastest here, |
want you to help me."

"Sure." The Prince replied not quite sure whetleeshmould be pleased by Lykeas”
words or not.

"Okay, this is what | want you to do. I'll keepaatking you, but you mustnt fight
back. Just keep avoiding me, and only if you sealmolutely safe way of disarming
me then you can try it."

The warrior paused then continued, his voice lagkiny vanity or pride and was
simply just relating facts. "It’s not likely to hagn though, so after a while, I'll make
an opening which you then can try to take advantégBut..." He looked seriously at
Alexias, "be careful, don’t get carried away. | davant to hurt you."

The Prince gave him a strained smile, cheeks fhgshith both annoyance and
embarrassment, "I'll try my best not to."

Lykeas who had been studying something behind tumed to look at the young
man again.

"You better."

Gabrielle stepped out of the shade of the colontadet a better look at the activity
before her. She wasn’t exactly sure of what thegweing, to be honest she thought
it looked like some kind of ritual dance, but judgifrom the look on the soldiers’
faces, she could tell it was not. Lykeas kept cimgrgnd the young man she had been
introduced to the other day, kept avoiding theckastaying clear of the sword.



| suppose it's good for something.

She looked down at the sandals she was currendlyingeto hide a smile, she knew
from experience that warriors didn’t like to be mé&an of.

But really...sometimes...

"It may be funny now, but it won’t be quite as amgdomorrow."

Gabrielle turned and looked guiltily into the genblue eyes of her Captain.
"What do you mean? What happens tomorrow?"

Callias” brow furrowed, "You mean they haven’t tgbai?"

"What?" The Queen exasperated. "What haven’t tidyne?"

"We're heading out tomorrow. Our scouts have ingras that King Kassander is on
the move, and we can’t allow him to be the one pibks the battlefield. He has far
too many advantages as it is already."

Gabrielle was silent for a long time, lost in thbtignd not even the encouraging
shouts from the training field behind her or thiense stare of her Captain, managed
to make an impact in her mind.

"It suddenly seems so real," she then spoke qui&hck in the village and even on
the way here, everything seemed so far away, swdtieal and unreal.”

Callias scrutinized the woman beside her, "Do yemret coming here?"
"No." The Queen answered without hesitation. "Noelbng here."

She bit her lip thoughtfully, looking at the actwon the training field without really
seeing anything. "Callias, | want you to gatheroalt soldiers within the next hour, |
want to speak to them."

An uncertain and slightly uncomfortable expressbowed on the Amazon’s face.
"What about, Your Majesty?"
Gabrielle frowned, "Why do you ask? I'll tell yoagether with the rest.”

Callias fiddled with her belt, her unease incregsiit’s just...if you're going to make
any announcements, 1'd like to know about it béfars."

The Queen crossed her arms, "And what exactly dawyean by that?"

The Captain straightened up and looked Gabrietkcty in the eye, "I mean that |
would hate having to argue with the Queen in fafrthe warriors."

"And why would you want to do anything like that?"

The Queen’s voice was controlled, but the Amazandceasily detect the anger
behind the words.

"Because the Queen might want to announce thahst&ls to lead the warriors into



battle herself, and there’s no way I'll be ablaltow that."

“It’s not in your power to allow or deny me anytipihGabrielle spat out. "You're
only my Captain and | am your Queen. You have aorcbn me."”

Callias” entire body visibly stiffened, but she ttoned to speak in a calm, if slightly
tense tone.

"That may be, Your Majesty. But don’t you thinkttlyaur people have a right to see
you again, a right to want you safe and alive. Theyost one Regent already, they
don’t need to lose another... And as to not havirygcéim on you... Trust me, I'm
fully aware of that."

Gabrielle cringed at the last tersely spoken wdnds anger disappearing as quickly
as it had arrived, but it was too late.

"Do what you have to do, Your Majesty. I'll makeaesthe warriors are ready for you
in an hour.”

"Arh... Alexias. Didn’t | tell you to be careful?duld you, | didn"t want to hurt you."

This time, Lykeas” voice cut through the haze ibi@dle’s mind as she watched
Callias walk away.
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"Hey, Gabrielle."

Gabrielle looked back in surprise and found thafdhvalked right past Lykeas
sitting in a window frame without even noticing him

"Oh, Lykeas. | didn’t see you."

"I noticed." He slid gracefully down to the flodi¥ou were far away."

"l have a lot on my mind." She looked at him. "W#mtvalk with me for a while?"
"Sure."

Side by side they walked down the quiet corridee, dnly sound being their steps on
the hard stone floor.

“I’'m going to speak to my warriors today."

"What about?"

Gabrielle smiled to no one in particular, "I'm sotsure anymore."
Lykeas glanced at her, "I'm sure you’ll think ofrghing."

They reached the end of the corridor and as ifuua consent sat down on a bench
placed under a window overlooking the garden. Tdre sighed quietly and leaned
against the wall.



"Remember the last time we sat together like this?"

The warrior scratched his cheek absently, "Yeahwere waiting for Xena to come
back with the water."

"A lot have happened since then."
Lykeas shrugged, "l guess so."

Gabrielle gave him a pleasant, but resigned sriglemetimes | wonder if anything
matters to you at all, Lykeas. In all the time Ikreown you nothing seems to be able
to get to you or surprise you. You just acknowledgerything that happens with a
shrug and go on with your life."

He looked at her with confusion in his eyes.

"What else am | supposed to do? It’s not like | daange anything that’s happened
already, so | might as well just accept it."

"Does nothing ever get to you? Have you neverégtet or wished you had the
power to undo certain events?"

He shrugged, as Gabrielle knew he would.
"Haven't we all? But wishing things don’t make thesme true."

The bard looked at him intensely. "Tell me someaghlykeas. What do want most in
the world? What do you wish for more than anythelsge?"

He avoided her eyes, "Ohh... | don’t know..."

"Come on, | know there must be something."

"Well... There was something once..."

"Yes?"

He looked up and Gabrielle was surprised to sdéiekef of sadness in the black eyes.
"It doesn’t matter anymore, it’ll never happen..lestst not the way | wanted it to."

The bard gave him a small smile, "No matter how Imiygush you, you're not gonna
tell me, are you?"

He smiled in return, "No."

She nodded to herself and they both fell sileneféew moments.
"Can | ask you something else?"

He let out a long breath, but didn’t seem annol@dle."

"Has Xena ever surprised you?"

His brow furrowed, "I'm not sure | follow?"



"I mean," Gabrielle elaborated, "has she ever @mything you didn’t expect her to?"
"Uhm..." Lykeas thought for a minute or two, "I dothtnk so. Why?"
"Nothing really, just curious."

"Okay..." The warrior looked at her questioninglyt khe bard didn’t speak again,
and Lykeas decided to continue.

"I've known Xena for a long time and | think | kndwer pretty well by now. I'm
familiar with the two...uh...extremes of her persomnalitknew her back in the old
days and | can see how she is now, and then | latidive grey zones in between. So
no, | don’t think, she could do anything that wosildlprise me."

"Does the same thing go for her when it comes t&?yo

"Probably," he replied, the dark eyes seeing tiigidugh her. "Sometimes, | think she
knows me better than | do myself."

"I know the feeling."

He just smiled and looked out of the window, se¢imggs with his mind instead of
his eyes.
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It wasn’t yet dawn, but the castle was humming wadtivity. Everywhere people
were getting ready for leaving or saying goodbymt@d ones, not knowing if they
would ever see them again. One by one, battali@pped forward, and not until they
had been thoroughly inspected by Nicanor and Lykese they allowed to leave the
castle and regroup outside. Xena was sitting oroAnghe courtyard, surrounded by
an ocean of people moving back and forth, showgnegtings or talking quietly. A
movement caught her eye and she turned in theestmldkee a determined troop of
Amazon warriors make their way through the crowehge quickly stepping aside
for the imposing women. Without really looking, lags waved them through the
gate, obviously not bothering to inspect them.

"Okay, the cavalry next!" He shouted trying to méalk&self heard through the noise.
"l want all soldiers in the cavalry outside wittethhorses within the next five
minutes!"

If possible, even more activity erupted as menfoahe stables, but amazingly fast
the courtyard emptied as the highly professionatima returned with their horses
and rode out of the gate. Nicanor handed a piepar@hment to Lykeas, and then
followed the riders outside. The dark warrior legt @yes run over the paper then
nodded satisfied to himself. He looked up and cagma’s eye and with a remote
smile, he made his way through the now considetaisly crowded yard over to the
warrior.

"We're just about ready." He spoke as he caméhtitdeside the golden mare. "As
soon as the supply wagons have been prepared,bgeslit of here."



Xena's eyes rested briefly on his face then resuheidinspection of the people
around her.

"That’s fine," she answered absently and Lykeasddat her curiously.
"What are you looking for? Or should | say...who?"

"l didnt get a chance to speak to her yesterdHye'blue eyes anxiously searched the
courtyard again. "l thought she’d at least comesaydyoodbye."

"Oh, you mean..." Lykeas began, then stopped him&lhhh..."

The warrior abruptly turned her attention backita,HOhhh what?"

The dark man returned her gaze, his face suddéaik 'l thought you knew."
"What?"

"Gabrielle’s not staying, she’s coming with us."

Xena didn’t speak immediately, but Lykeas had aolite reading her expression.
"With...us?"

"Yes."

"To meet Kassander?"

"Yes."

The hand holding Argo’s reins tightened its grip.

"Does she... Does she intend to lead the warriocshattle herself?"

"I don’t know," Lykeas answered, the black eyesngtly studying the woman above
him. "All I know is that she’s coming with us, bahat else she might have planned |
can’t say."

Blue eyes locked with his.
"She’s fighting again?"

It wasn’t really a question and although the daak iknew an answer wasn’t required
he nodded, "Yes, | believe so."

Xena looked away, staring towards the horizon wktegecolourful beginnings of a
sunrise could be seen.

"She didn’t tell me."
She was silent for a moment, then looked downetritan on the ground.
"Where is she?"

"She went with the advance guard a few hours agsll\Weet up with them tonight."



Xena's eyes narrowed, "Why didn’t you tell me?"

"She asked me not to." Lykeas replied dispassibnathe knew you'd do anything
to make her stay."

"Doesn’t she understand, | just want to protedt'Adre warrior exclaimed,
frustration, anger and something Lykeas couldnitecuut his finger on written all
over her face.

The dark man sighed deeply.

"Look, Xena, | know you just want to protect hedawo does Gabrielle, but don’t you
see it’s not working? It seems to me that if yod yaur way, you'd prefer to keep her
locked into a room and never let her out againwhat kind of life is that?"

"You don’t understand-."

"Oh yes, | do." He interrupted before she couldsgetted. "I know you hate not being
in control, not being able to predict or anticipatgithing that might happen, but
nobody’s capable of that. Not even you, Xena."

His voice became more gentle.

"You'll have to accept that sometimes things jugigen for no reason, and that over
and over again situations will occur that you caotitrol or change. If Gabrielle
wants to follow us to Kassander there’s nothinggamdo about it. If she decides to
lead her warriors it’s her decision. If she getd.hy' he looked straight into the
warrior’s eyes, "or killed, then it’s not your faul

A sad, pale smile showed on Xena's face.

"It doesn’t matter what you say, Lykeas. Even ibale’s killed falling from a
horse, and I'm a thousand miles away when it hagpédhfeel like I'm to blame.
Nothing will ever change that.... It's both my blegsand my curse."

She looked away again, her eyes focusing on théssymand this time Lykeas didn’t
have anything to say and even if he’d had, shedmbuhave heard him.
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CHAPTER XXVI

With an incredible speed, surprising even Xenaatingy moved through the
countryside. Even though the cavalry wasn’t takiegsy, the infantry and the supply
wagons had no problems keeping up, and Lykeas @énmeardly. He"d done a good
job. He was riding in front with the cavalry togettwith Xena and Nicanor. The
Amazons were right behind them on foot, all eagenéet up with the advance guard
and their Queen. Behind them came the combinedtiyfaf King Simmias and King
Polyidos, a force making up almost 800 men of lawtthers and swordsmen. A short
distance after them, the wagons transporting fa@der, medicine and people not
directly involved with the fighting like healersaugraftsmen followed. Also a fair
amount of fortune hunters and farmers wantinggbtfhad joined them on the way,



and after a heated debate, it had been decided ieelm come along. Lykeas had
been displeased with the decision, not wanting eanatin the army, but Xena had
pulled him aside, quietly pointing out that it wadms army, and that General
Nicanor and to some extend Alexias were in charge.warrior had only scowled,
already unhappy with Polyidos” decision aboutnettiis son lead his troops, and the
King himself remaining in his castle. Xena wasnd thrilled with that decision
either, knowing full well that at some point ineabty either she or Lykeas would
have to step in for the inexperienced Prince, deddsdn’t particularly like that
prospect. She wasn’t exactly sure what it was steeworried about, she just knew
that she was, and the look in Lykeas” eyes whertevéwoked back at the endless
rows of men following them, did nothing to appeheefeeling of foreboding.

I"ll have to talk to him. Soon.

She slowed Argo down a little till she was ridindesby side with the dark warrior.
He acknowledged her presence with a brief nodthmirt stared straight ahead again.
Xena didn’t know how to begin the conversationlgiew they needed to have, and
for the next many miles they rode in silence. Whlea couldn’t stand it no more, she
turned to look at him.

"Nice weather today."

He looked at her, a slightly bemused expressiohi®face. "Yes, very nice."
Xena slapped herself mentally, this could takelaj.

"We should reach Kassander’s border by nightfall."

Lykeas let a hand run through his damp hair, themded. "Yes, | know."
Okay, enough of the small talk. Get down to busines

She took a deep breath, and she could see thaashibeecoming aware of the nature of
the conversation, and immediately, the walls shemkso well went up. She guided
Argo more to the left, away from the main force aftér hesitating shortly, Lykeas
followed on Rarjan. For a few more minutes theyeragthout speaking, instead
giving each other an occasional surreptitious glaibien Xena closed her eyes and
let out a small sigh, before opening them again.

"Lykeas..."
"Yes?" He answered casually, but she recognizedubheded tone of his voice.
"If I ask you something, will you give me a straigimswer?"

He was silent for a long time, not granting heréle contact she was trying to make.
Then suddenly he spoke, still staring at the horizo

"You know, | won't lie to you." He slowly turnedshhead and their eyes met. "But
before you ask me anything, let me ask you sometiist."

She looked at him and was surprised to see a fimk#ir of...something in the black
eyes, before it disappeared and his face yet &gaiame a controlled mask.



"Okay, what do you want to know?"
"If you get the answer you expect, what are youngaoo do about it?"

His voice was pleasant and calm, but Xena feltld sloiver run down her back. She
tried to speak, but couldn’t find the words.

What exactly am | going to do about it? What cao? What am | willing to do?

She could feel his eyes search her face with ansdlfrantic desire to read her mind,
then simultaneously they both looked away.

"Please don’t ask me that question.” The whispexeds reached Xena's ears only.
"I have to." She answered just as quietly.

"But not now." His voice was almost pleading and stvallowed hard.

"Okay, I'll wait... For now."

"That’s all | ask."

They didn’t talk more that day.
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Gabrielle watched as the open country around hieklguransformed into a
disciplined campaign of war. Tents were raise@sfiit and guards posted. Everything
was to be ready when the main force arrived andsiigle man stood idle around,
all were engaged in some kind of activity, somé&éem more obscure to Gabrielle
than others.

"Your Majesty, your tent has been prepared.”

"Thank you, Erinya." The Queen smiled at the satea&on she’d allowed to
accompany her when she left with the advance glidrtden do you think the rest of
the army will arrive?"

The weapons master squinted at the hastily reddesuin, "In about an hour or so, I'd
say. Depends a bit on their speed, but definitetynmore than two."

Her eye caught something at the other end of thgcdf you'll excuse me, My
Queen. | have a few things to attend to."

"Of course," Gabrielle answered readily, "dontrfet keep you."

Erinya gave her a small nod and left. As she wat¢the Amazon’s determined stride
and the efficiently working men around her, Galigiblegan to wonder if she’d made
the right choice.

I’ll probably be more of a burden, an inconvenieti@n any real help. Why did |
think, 1 needed to be here? Who is it exactly vehsupposed to need me?



She angrily pushed the thought away, this was eettte time nor the place to feel
self-conscious and helpless. She would have plertyne for that later, particularly
when Xena arrived.

Xena...

She felt guilty not telling the warrior about hatantions, but she knew without a
doubt that Xena wouldn’t have let her go, and tijlg argument that would have
followed was something Gabrielle could do withaght now. Something they both
could do without. They hadn’t really had the patisiito speak again after their
conversation that late night, and the few timegthbeen in the same room together
they had both acted like polite strangers, neryotnging to gauge the other’s mood
and feelings. She wondered briefly what Xena waalglto her when she arrived, if
she would say anything at all. Even though Galariigdared the harsh words the
warrior might have for her, she feared the silemgen more. Silence was always a
bad sign when it came to Xena, and taking theckasple of months into
consideration, Gabrielle wasn’t sure she knew wietvarrior was thinking or
feeling anymore, something she’d always known énptst.

She walked to the corner of the camp where hemtastand stepped inside. It was
almost empty with only a pallet, a chair and agabstide, but Gabrielle didn’t care.
She liked comfort as much as the next person tihad never been essential to her. If
it had, she couldn’t have travelled with Xena fotang as she had.

| wonder if we’ll ever travel together again...

She was about to sit down on the pallet when shedreomebody clear his throat
outside.

"Uh... Your Majesty?"
Gabrielle recognized the voice and smiled, "Comdlaxias."

The young Prince lifted the tent flap and camedesgiving her a shy smile that the
Queen found most endearing.

"I just wanted to make sure you'd been settledgtit, | know it isn"t the most grand
of surroundings."

"Don’t worry, I'm perfectly fine and probably a lmbre comfortable than most of the
men outside."

"Well, you should be," Alexias solemnly pointed .0ou re royalty after all."

Gabrielle couldn’t help but think that Alexias hadne of the most formal persons
she’d ever met, but she supposed it was somettagame naturally when brought
up as a prince. She sent him another disarminggesanil she could see him relax a

little.

Oh, so there is a human being underneath all thagers of propriety.

"Come sit down," she pointed at the chair. "We rhaghwell spent some time talking,
since it’s clear that neither of us are needed rigiv."



He looked at the entrance of the tent for a montbat) sat down in the chair, an
almost sheepish expression on his face. "Yeahfeéela bit useless right now."

"Don’t worry," Gabrielle laughed. "You’'ll get ustalit soon enough."

When she noticed him pale and the angry look irelxes, she hurried to continue,
"That was a joke, Alexias. | was only kidding."

He managed a strained, but heartfelt smile, "l knaw sorry. It’s just...I'm so used
to being questioned and doubted all the time thatly takes an innocent remark like
that to trigger all my defence mechanisms...and hsaathe most inconvenient of
times."

"l know what you mean."

He looked at her thoughtfully, then smiled. "Yebfuess you do.... It's not always
easy being around self-reliant, reserved and starciors."

Gabrielle laughed out loud, "Tell me about it! Jgstting them to speak with you
requires more stamina, strength and patience théreaGods combined could
muster."

Alexias laughed as well., "Yes, patience is a gibing to have."
"Yes," she nodded, suddenly serious. "It's esdehtia
A shout from outside made them both jump up anddehe tent.

"They’re coming! The General has arrived!"
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The fading sun had released the shadows of thé¢ aggtie rest of the army came to a
halt just outside the camp. Most of the soldiersidnave to sleep under the open
sky the first night, as there hadn’t been eithreetor men enough to prepare tents for
everyone, but the night was warm and nobody seémeansider it a problem.
Makeshift stables had been prepared for the cagatyrses, and a couple of hours
went by till every soldier had had their horse®latd and cared for, several men
lingering a few moments brushing and talking tartfethful animals.

As the peculiar silence created from hundreds oplgeclose together trying to be
quiet began to settle over the camp, Xena lefstable. She stood for a while,
watching the flickering fires and the occasiona¢bflash, when flames were
reflected in weapons and armour. She heard therlombling and the sometimes
hastily suppressed laughter. She saw men move,alalking from tents to fires to
join in the circles around the light, and smallups of soldiers standing close
together talking quietly.

Gods! How long has it been? Four years? Five? TewWas.it ever like this?

She began to walk slowly through the camp, avoidiregcampfires, staying in the
shadows. Once in a while, she would come acrostd@&swho’d give her a small



nod or respectful smile, but nobody ever stoppetied to strike up a conversation
with the warrior.

Some things never change.

At one time, she felt sure she was being watcheida® she spun around there was
nobody behind her, and her feeling of unease desep soon after. As she had
walked the perimeter of the camp, she stoppedkmmt/iing exactly what to do next.
Hesitantly, not quite willing to acknowledge it,eshegan to walk towards the
Amazon part of the camp. As soon as she came dbse;ould feel the difference.
Instantly the feeling of being watched returnedj s time she knew it wasn’t her
mind playing tricks on her. Two warriors materializin the darkness before her and
after a wordless exchange, they moved aside aodedl her to step in between the
circle of tents. Only a single campfire was lit arat more than a few Amazons
seemed to be still up and about, but Xena kneverwifftly. Only a few would be
sleeping, the rest would be out somewhere guattigig area or assisting the other
soldiers posted at the outskirts of the camp. Keaware of the many pairs of eyes
following her, Xena came to a halt outside Galeisltent.

This is stupid, she’s probably asleep already oylmea..

The thought persistently entered the warrior’s niinshpite of her efforts trying to
ignore it.

Maybe she isn’t alone...

She began to regret ever getting near the Amazcengoment and wanted to leave,
but in a rare case of indecisiveness, the wartayesl, both willing and unwilling to
take the next step. For some reason, she feltibeg depended on her next choice of
action than anything else ever had. Any other datishe’d ever made in her life
seemed to pale and become insignificant in compariBhe fear of what might
happen if she entered or didn’t enter, settledrasagy weight upon her shoulders,
grounding her to the spot. Minutes slowly ticked Iyt Xena didnt notice and
neither did she notice one particular pair of dies studied her with an intensity
outshining anybody else’s. Then in one fluent mamnthe warrior disappeared
inside the tent.

Callias had to blink a few times, before she realithat Xena actually had entered.
After the long period of indecision, the warriosisdden movement had surprised her.

No, not surprised... | knew she would...eventually.

The Amazon walked further into the shadows wheeédsheen standing and sat
down on the grass, pulling her knees up to her. @te knew it would be better if she
got up and away from the tents, perhaps replaanegod the guards posted at the
outskirts, but somehow she found she was unabteoiee. She absently watched her
hands as they pulled at the grass, almost feakeghey were detached from her
body.

If she hadn’t... What would |I"'ve done? Stopped her®eGo sleep, pretending never
to have seen her or...entered the tent myself?

Callias was suddenly startled to feel a warm mogshill her eyes, blurring her vision



and she blinked angrily a few times.

It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter at all.

She got to her feet and walked out of the Amazentampment.
Except to me... .

For the briefest of moments, clear blue eyes liedgethen the Captain disappeared
into the darkness.

kkkkkkkkkkkkhkkk

CHAPTER XXVII

A strange, but somehow familiar sensation awokeriélidr from her sleep. She
opened her eyes and wasn’t the least bit surpigsgeke the warrior, sleeping soundly
in the chair a few feet away from the pallet. Headh was leaning on her left shoulder
and the part of her face that wasn’t hidden bydtrk hair was faintly illuminated by
the early morning light. The odd contrast of damkl ight caused Gabrielle to remain
still under the covers, not wanting to wake Xentteeshe had memorized every
feature, every line of the for once so peaceful r@haked face.

I"d wish she would look like this more often... Whilesi s awake...

The warrior stirred and Gabrielle knew Xena hadsedrher gaze even in sleep.
Eyelids fluttered and surprisingly alert blue eyest green.

"Morning." Gabrielle smiled reassuringly, noticitige look of panic crossing the
warrior’s face and the eyes darting to the entraftiee tent.

“I’'m sorry, | didn’t mean to-."

"It’s all right," the bard smiled again, holding afgand to silence her. "l don’t
mind... Actually, I'm glad you're here."

Xena gave her a tentative smile in return, stadeshy something, but stopped and
looked down at the ground instead. Gabrielle seartier mind for something to say.

It wasn’t that she couldn’t think of anything, euite contrary, there was so much she
wanted to say, but she wasn’t sure whether it hasight time to do so or if it would
be appreciated if she did.

"Are you angry with me?"

Blue eyes found hers again and the warrior shookéad slowly. "l was, but not
anymore."

The bard’s brow furrowed, it wasn’t quite the arrsst®’d expected. It wasn’t
worse...just different.

"Not anymore?"

Xena smiled weakly. "What's the point? I've no tigghtell you what to do...or not



do, for that matter. If you feel you have to beehéryou think it’s right for you, then
who am | to argue?"

She paused, taking a deep breath before contintiikgow at times, I've been...
Well, acted like a jerk, treating you like you wexédttle girl
or...something...something in danger of breaking asthallest touch. | know that
and I'm sorry, but..."

She stopped again, a pained expression on her face.

“It’s just so hard... | never want to see you hum terrified by the thought... That |
might..."

"Might what?" Gabrielle spoke softly.
"That | might...might lose you."

The bard pushed the covers aside and rose fropellet, before kneeling down next
to the chair, gently covering Xena's motionlessdsanith her own.

"I know, Xena. | know. I"d wish there was somethirgguld tell, something that
would ease that fear, but there isn’t. Neithersofantrol our own destinies and if
something happens then..."

She squeezed the warrior’s hands, wondering i&# atremor she just felt.

"All | can say is that, if the Gods are willing, fifty years when | look back at my life
with you, there won’t be a single moment of regrespite of all the pain and hurt
we’ve experienced, and all the obstacles we unddiybwvill encounter in the future,
| will never, ever regret loving you and I'll alwape grateful for your love in return.”
She turned Xena’'s hand and placed a soft kiseipdim. "Don’t you ever forget
that."

She could feel the warrior’s burning gaze and |ddkack up.

"Whatever | do, wherever | go, | do it willingly dibecause | choose to. It might not
always be the right choice or the wisest, butlll lstive to... It's impossible for me not
to... Do you understand?"

Xena nodded almost imperceptibly, one hand reaahingo caress Gabrielle’s hair
lightly.

"I do understand, | think | always have...but tha¢siot make it any easier."

The bard smiled sadly, surprised by the electrifympulses the warrior’s gentle
touch sent through her body.

"Do you think it’s easy for me to see you fendtbtfgs everyday? Fighting other
people’s battles to keep them safe, risking your e in the process? Always
sacrificing yourself, not only for me, but also qaete strangers. Trust me, Xena... |
know all about that fear. | live with it too. Iti&ith me when I'm awake and when I'm
asleep. Sometimes it’s so close, | feel like I'nmgao suffocate, other times it’s so
distant | can pretend it doesn’t exist."



She smiled again, but this time the sadness was. gon
"But it’'s my choice... It always was and always Ww#."
The hand in her hair stilled, then a hoarse voibespered. "Your choice..."

The bard felt how she was drawn into the intense Bles, clouded with unspoken
emotion.

"Yes, Xena...my choice."

She leaned up and pressed her lips briefly agtiastarrior’s before sitting back on
her heels.

"You are my choice."
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The air in the tent was tense, hot and stuffy vdutther it originated from the harsh
sun burning through the canvass or the angry stex@sanged between the people
inside, Gabrielle wasn’t sure. She sighed quiettyleaned back in the uncomfortable
chair. She was sweaty and miserable and felt teewiarning signs of a headache just
behind her left temple. It had been a long mor@nd apparently it was turning into a
long afternoon as well. At first the war councidngone smoothly. Responsibilities
had been delegated, a hierarchy established tkagdy seemed to be able to live
with, although the bard had noticed a few dark eggions. Then different defence
tactics had been discussed and even that the gasiatriors and soldiers had been
able to agree upon, but then a seemingly inno@mnark by Callias had caused the
fragile unanimity to crumble.

"Okay, since the basics have been decided let'sagietus. Do we wait here for
Kassander to attack or do we go out to meet hintfd Bptions have, in my opinion,
their cons and pros, but we have to make up oudsmow and start preparations for
whatever we agree upon. We all know we’re runnigodtime and | don’t want to
be caught unaware."

The Captain’s words had lingered in the air foramant, nobody willing to speak as
all had sensed that this matter wouldn’t be as eesgttle as the rest. Then the red-
headed General had spoken, his eyes going from elngkeas then Gabrielle before
repeating the motion.

"I think, we should wait for him here. We know tlaigea and won’t be exhausted after
days of marching like his troops will be when tlaegive. We should stay.”

He’d crossed his arms over his chest as if daongebody to contradict him, but the
nervous moistening of his lips betrayed the tougimtenance. Xena had shot Lykeas
a glance, but he seemed not even to have heardddispeak, the black eyes tracing
the random flight of a bee trapped inside the t8atshe cleared her throat and
without looking at anyone in particular said, "sagree, | think we should move
further North. This plain is too easy to surroue’ll be sitting ducks."

Gabrielle sighed again, remembering the warrioosds. Needless to say, things had



gone downhill from there. They had all had theinfieach arguing for their specific
point of view or agreeing with somebody else’s. barel knew that the rest of the
occupants in the tent probably didn’t considereddee fully objective or
independent, but to her, Xena’s words had made serswhen it had been her turn
to speak, she’d supported the warrior’s suggestiparing Nicanor’s badly veiled
disdain. The only one who had yet to voice his mpiron the matter was Lykeas.
During the argument, Xena’s eyes had continuowstyecto rest on the dark man, her
expression questioning, pondering, but Lykeas hamhce indicated he was aware of
the attention bestowed on him.

As the heat in the tent increased and exhaustidmesignation began to show on all
faces, the discussion quieted down until it conghljeteased, leaving people to study
each other in silence. Xena felt a drop of swegtrb®® roll down her throat and she
angrily wiped it away, this was getting them nowhand they were wasting precious
time. Time they couldn’t afford to waste.

"As much fun as this has been, | think it’s timenake a decision and any decision
will be better than sitting around doing nothing."

Heads nodded and a low mumble of consent was hElaedwarrior took this as a
good sign and continued. "l know, | have no digadhority over you, Nicanor. | can’t
order you to do as | say and I've no intentionaihd so either."

The General seemed to breathe a little easier.

"But | do think, I'm right when it comes to thisftér all..." She paused, making eye
contact with the reluctant soldier. "I do have tedbi..of experience when it comes to
warfare."

Although the words were spoken quietly, to Gabeigtley seemed to drown out any
other noise. She felt Xena’'s eyes upon her ancetbak just in time to see a brief
expression of uncertainty cross the bronze featdites bard gave her a small, private
smile meant for the warrior only and for the brgtfef seconds something resembling
gratitude appeared in Xena’'s eyes before she tineredttention back to the General.

“I’'m aware of your...your reputation.” Nicanor spatewly, his face showing no
emotion. Then he straightened up, "But I'm stiltommand and | think that-."

“I’'m sure that if the situation was properly expkd to Queen Phillinna, she would
side with Xena in this matter," a soft voice spoke.

Their eyes turned to Lykeas who was still lookihgha& far corner of the tent, tracing
the path of the bee. Xena’s eyes bored into hirhdifinally relented and met her
gaze. Unspoken questions and answers were padseskheahe two warriors in that
brief moment, the exact meaning of the exchangerved for them only, then Xena
nodded to herself.

"l do believe you're right, Lykeas."

Her voice was free from any emotion whatsoevertheiGeneral’s eyes narrowed
dangerously.

"Are you saying you'd question my command and jougg in front of the Queen?”



"If necessary."

"What makes you think she’d listen?" Nicanor’s goi@s strained and he cleared his
throat a few times.

The warrior shrugged, "A hunch."

For a minute the General said motionless, therbhgp#ly stood up, causing his chair
to fall over in the process.

"l see I've been outnumbered, I'll do as you wisBut under protest and | intend to
voice that protest to Her Majesty when we return.”

"That’s your prerogative," Xena replied calmly, @hahg Nicanor make his way out
of the tent. "If we return...”

His back stiffened and he paused shortly beforgpgisaring out of the tent.
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As Lykeas slipped out of the tent, he felt a handhis shoulder.
"Lykeas, wait a minute..."

"Sorry, Xena." He smiled apologetically. "I donaue time right now. | have to make
sure that my part of the infantry is getting read4e’re moving on tonight,
remember?"

Xena didn’t let go of his shoulder. "That’s whaianted to talk to you about..."
"Later, Xena." He gently, but firmly removed henka"Later."

She watched him walk towards the part of the camere/the infantry was and her
brow furrowed slightly. She noticed a movementéo left and saw Zelei and Alexias
exit the tent, followed shortly by Gabrielle andli@éa. She saw the Queen reach out
to halt the Captain and they exchanged a few wwidsh Xena couldn’t make out.
She tried to appear indifferent, but felt how hgeseseemed to lock onto the two
women before her, trying to interpret both conssiand subconscious body language.

Okay, | really don’t need this.

With renewed determination, she looked away anambég walk in the direction of
the stables. She had to prepare Argo.

"Xena?!" Gabrielle calling her name made her faatise, then slowly turn around to
face her.

"Yes?"
"Will you be busy with preparations all day?"

The warrior’s eyes rested on the impassive fateeoAmazon Captain, before
focusing on the Queen.



"I don’t know, probably. Why?"

Gabrielle stepped closer and lowered her voictdiight we might meet up
somewhere and..."

"And what?"
The Queen gave her a small smile, "And talk."

Xena sighed, "Gabrielle, haven’t we talked enobgisé last couple of days to last us
a lifetime?"

She instantly regretted the words as she sawdheih the green eyes fade.
"Gabrielle, I'm sorry. | didn’t mean it like that."

"It's okay," she answered dismissively, alreadytisigito walk away. "l guess, I'll see
you later then."

Xena followed the slender form with her eyes andentban anything wanted to run
after her and take her into her arms, but she rdanotionless. When Gabrielle
disappeared out of her sight, she involuntarilkEmbaway and found herself caught
up in a gaze of blue steel. The Captain tiltedi®sad as if studying an interesting
phenomenon and Xena felt her anger rise.

"Got something on your mind?"

Callias wasn’t the least intimidated. "You're sagbrk sometimes."

The warrior grimaced, swallowing a few angry wostie knew she’d regret later.

"I don’t think this is any of your business." Shert spoke tersely and started to leave.
"I love her."

Xena abruptly turned around, seeing both defiandesadness on the Amazon’s face.

"If it wasn’t because | know her heart will alwdedong to you, I'd fight for her and
her love."

The watrrior felt her anger gradually disappeartesisoked into the calm blue eyes.
"I know that." She trailed off, feeling she shoshly more. "What...what do you want
me to say?"

"Nothing." Callias replied, "l guess, | just wantgali to know."
"To keep me on my toes?" Xena said, managing a a«wlle.

"Maybe..." The Captain answered, briefly returning #imile before turning serious
again, "Maybe."
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CHAPTER XXVIII

Kassander was furious and his otherwise brave @tlonsook a few steps back
which turned out to be a wise decision as a mugptly crashed against the stone
wall where seconds before the Counsellor’s headbad.

"Say that again! I'm sure, | didn’t hear you cailgeihe first time."
"Uh," Pindar swallowed, "I'm afraid you did hear night the first time."

The King stalked around the table until he wasditamdirectly before his
Counsellor, then leaned closer, hovering over hyrallmost a foot.

"Are you sure?"

"Yes, Your Majesty. We won’t be able to cross tkerrfor at least another two days.
The rain has made it far too powerful. We’'d beaiprto lose men."

"We don’t have two days!" The huge man shoutedilgragrd Pindar closed his eyes.
"The longer we wait, the more we allow Polyidos &tullinna to take control and
adjust to the situation. | won’t have it!"

The Counsellor felt the King move away and decitlhed a small peek would be safe.

"l understand you concern, My Lord, but we stiltrmumber their forces by three to
one. Even if they had all the time of the worlcgythvouldn’t be able to defeat us."

"Numbers aren’t everything." Kassander replied ginviwlly and Pindar felt the hair
at the back of his head rise. The King's expressi@sn’t one he felt comfortable
with.

"Besides," Kassander continued, fingering withdrisy beard, "I've heard certain
rumours that | want to have verified."

"Oh, what have you heard, My Lord?"

Steel grey eyes bored into the Counsellor and Pstiifted uneasily. The fire in his
King's eye was a fire he'd seen far too frequéetyiabut he knew better than to
address it.

"I've heard," Kassander spoke rigidly, the greysayew distant, but the fire
remained. "I've heard that Xena is riding with tregimy."

"That Xena?"
"Yes," the King spat out, "the one and only."

He walked over to the window and looked out atfiblels belonging to the farmer in
whose house, they were currently staying. Kassamdsn't too fond of sleeping in
tents and when his army had camped late last right, sent a few soldiers out to
find an appropriate place for him to spend the highey had come back bearing
news of this farm and the King had decided to hotio& farmer with his presence,
whether the farmer wanted it or not.

"l always knew this day would come."



"What day? Which day?" Pindar asked tentativelpihg he hadn’t missed any of the
King's words. Kassander wasn’t fond of repeatimgskif either.

"The day," the muscular man licked his lips, "tlag evhere | get to kill the Warrior
Princess."

"Oh... | thought she had stopped that, I'd heardhsitechanged.”

"Hah! Nobody changes that much! I'm sure the morskatfeels the rush of battle
and tastes the blood of her enemies, she’ll sgtit back into destroyer mode." He
smiled dangerously, "And I'll be there, waiting faar."

He turned back to the window, "She owes me, Pirslae. owes me so much."

The King was quiet for a while, then in one swifbton turned to look at his
Counsellor.

"How many?"
"W-What?" The now totally confused servant aské&dn ‘afraid, | don’t follow."

"How many men?" Kassander continued impatientlgWwHnany men do you think
we’d lose if we tried to cross the river today?"

"Uhm, uh..." Pindar opened and closed his mouthsvatifees. "Why do you ask?"
"Why do you think?"
Realization hit and the Counsellor spoke earne$®grsia won't allow it."

"Bah Persia! Persia is very far away, Pindar. TighHKing has no way of stopping
me if | decide to do it."

"Then the Persian generals, the Persian soldigrstoown men for that matter.
They’ll follow you into battle, but not into a setess death, drowning in a river."

"We’'ll see about that," The King said confidentlijhe Persians are so worked up on
honour that if | challenge them, they might justitdim prove they're not cowards.
Those idiots!" The disdain in the voice was cléAnd when it comes to my own
men..."

"Yes?" The thin Counsellor’s face was suddenly.pale

"Who says they’ll have a choice in this matterP&ithey cross the river with me or
they’ll wish they did."

Pindar looked confused, "You mean, you’ll allowthi stay?"

"No, what | mean is that I'll personally skin evamg of them who refuses to come
with me.Farmer!"

The King’s sudden cry made the Counsellor jump.

"Is there more ale? | want more ale!"
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The forced tempo down the narrow road, remindediatevividly of the last time he
had travelled that route, but this time there was\aen more frantic feel to it all. It
was one thing for two riders to follow the roadtmg through the thick forest, it was
quite another for a whole army to do so. Every raath woman in the army moved
forward with a determination and haste that bystapassed anything the young
Prince had ever witnessed before, but then agaiknbw the reason for it. If they
were trapped on the road, if Kassander surrourtaeébrest, they would be
slaughtered. There was no way the cavalry or ttleeas could be optimally used on
the narrow road, and even the infantry would belé&iad by the sheer lack of space. It
was more than likely that in the confusion that ldaundoubtedly follow, they'd end
up hurting each other instead of the enemy soldidrat was why they hurried and
that was why no one ever complained of exhaustioegquested a rest. Their goal
was a plain on the other side of the forest alrhabtvay inside of King Kassander’s
kingdom. From the plain the land slightly loweredtse King would have to fight
uphill which was one of the reasons for Xena wantmhave the battle there. The
chosen battlefield was only three days away fromesdader’s castle, but when
moving with an army it might take the King almosweek to get there, and the
warrior knew that he’d also have to cross a rivethe way, and she hoped it might
delay him further. Although personally she douliteziKing would wait. She hadn’t
known him to be a patient man back in the old dags, she didn’t think that had
changed much. She wondered if her presence woukfiber complicate the matter
for her friends. She knew they needed her helperupcoming battle, but she also
knew that Kassander might be even more eager toogieeem when he heard she
was fighting for his enemy, that is if he didn"tkmalready. News travelled quickly,
too quickly for her liking and she had started to...

"Hey, Xena."

Her thoughts were interrupted by Lykeas who’d sotjdeppeared at her side.

He noticed her expression and gave her a knowirnig stfou think too much."
"What!" She shouted through the deafening noidsoofe hooves and clanking metal.
"You think too much." He repeated, this time loubegh for her to hear.

She shrugged, "Can’t help it."

"I know."

"What!" She shouted again, but he just shook hesllend kneed Rarjan forward to
catch up with the cavalry which was leading theyardena saw him disappear in the
dust clouds before her and took a deep breattathmaist caused her to choke from
the sand and dirt in the air. Her eyes had alréady watering steadily for the last
hour and her tongue felt like a piece of parchmiemt she didn’t allow herself one sip
of water, acutely aware they might need it morerlathey needed all their strength
when facing Kassander and still that might not ieugh. She pushed the thought
away, deciding there would be enough time to wahlgut that later, besides there



were other things that occupied her mind.
Gabirielle...

It was always Gabrielle. A bittersweet smile crakker face, but none of the riders
around her noticed. Right now, Gabrielle was furthehind, travelling with the
Amazons and the part of the infantry that was uAdexias” command. The warrior
could easily picture the bard walking erect andudrdhe staff held tightly in one

hand while the other might be supporting one ofvamriors, offering them a drink
from the water skin or perhaps telling a storyvaw.tHer face would be flushed from
the exertion and dirty from the dust and her hauld be damp with sweat, but her
eyes would be shining with an even brighter intigritian usual. She would moisten
her lips subconsciously several times, a smallegenbgesture that had always caused
Xena’s knees to weaken.

| wonder when I'll see that again.

She sighed and turned her concentration back tootdeeahead of her. They should be
able to see the plain soon.
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A few hours after midnight the new camp had be¢abished and the familiar, tense
silence fell over the area. Xena was standingealNibrth end of the camp, looking
down at the dark country before her. She had veknet for midnight duty, although
she didn’t have to, but she knew her mind and badiy’t had the time to unwind
after the hard ride, and sleep wouldn’t come tddreat least a couple of hours. She
felt edgy and restless, almost hoping Kassanderig would appear since the endless
waiting had started to get to her. Everything wduddbetter once he showed up and
she had something solid to work with. Something wauld also provide her
exhausted mind with some much needed rest froth@kpeculation and wondering
she’d done lately.

"Who's there?"

The warrior’s quiet, but sudden command startledstranger who'd been
approaching almost soundlessly, but only for a tenu

“It's me."
"What do you want, Callias?" She asked in a tibed,calm voice.

The Amazon stepped out of the shadows and blinked aimes to accommodate for
the bright light from the campfire.

“I’'m here to relieve you."
"That won’t be necessary. I'm fully capable of ngka few more hours."

"I know you are," the Captain tried to see the w&is face in the darkness, "but there
is no reason for you to do so."



Their eyes finally met and Callias continued, "Tisis t your fight only, Xena. We're
all here to do our share."”

For a moment Xena thought about arguing, but ddcdginst it. Her relationship
with the Captain was awkward enough as it wasethes no reason to aggravate it
further by getting into a pointless argument.

"You’re right, thank you."

If the Amazon was surprised by the warrior’s acsggace she didn’t show it, but
only nodded briefly in acknowledgement. Xena beigawalk away when a thought
caused her to turn around and face the Captain|odked at her questioningly.

"Callias..."
llYeS?ll

The warrior wasn’t quite sure how she should phttaesguestion or if she should
voice it at all.

"Do you know what Gabrielle’s intentions are?"

Callias moved a lock of blond hair behind an edérhat do you mean?"
"Do you know if she intends to lead the Amazone ivattle?"

"I take it you don’t."

Xena bit back a sharp remark and counted to tesréebntinuing, "l wouldn’t ask
you if 1 did, would 1?"

The Amazon didn’t reply right away, her face implolesto read.

"No, | don’t know what the Queen’s plans are. Stsnt told anybody about them,"
she paused for a second, "or at least she hathimh:"

"Are you sure?"

A somewhat amused smile flickered across the Qagtéace, "Yes, Xena. I'm sure.”
The warrior nodded and started to leave againmastheld back by Callias” voice.
"Why don’t you just ask her?"

Without an answer, Xena walked back to the camp.dgiickly came to her tent, but
stopped outside. She really didn’t feel like gdim@ped. She threw a glance at the tent
placed a couple of feet away from hers. She waptehto go inside, but the tent was
dark and not a sound was heard. She doubted tkatkywvas sleeping, but in case he
was, she wouldn’t take the risk of waking him. léeced all the rest he could get and
she knew from experience that the smallest soumdomement would wake him up,
so with a sigh she abandoned the idea of any fuctheversation that night and
stepped inside her own tent. In spite of the das&nshe immediately realized she
wasn’t alone and it only took her a second to éintdwho it was that occupied the
chair in the middle of the tent.



"Gabrielle?"

The bard rose from the chair and closed the disthertwveen them.

"Are you busy?"

"No."

"Do you have to be anywhere?"

"No." Xena replied uncertainly, not quite knowinpeve Gabrielle was heading.
"Do you plan to run out on me any time soon?"

"No!" The warrior’s voice was irritated now. "Gadlte, where’s all this leading."

The bard reached out and took the dark woman’s, Halhdhow you." And with that
she led the dazed warrior to the skin covered pafld pushed her down into a sitting
position.

"Gabrielle...?"

The bard felt the familiar shiver she always feltten Xena spoke her name and gently
put a finger on the warrior’s lips.

"Say my name."

"Gabrielle?" This time the question was more outgpoand the blond woman shook
her head.

"No, say it properly."

With the tip of her tongue, the warrior brushed $bé skin of the bard’s finger, then
she looked up and deep blue met smoky green.

"Gabrielle."

They both smiled, one feeling it against her finglee other seeing it with wistful
eyes, and then Xena pulled the bard down ontoaper |

"You're not going anywhere?"

The warrior shook her head, her mouth suddenlyltgdo speak.
"You’'ll be here when | wake up?"

Xena nodded, but Gabrielle smiled and shook hed.Hé&d, say it."
“I'll be here, | promise,” the warrior rasped, mryito swallow.

The bard slid her arms around the dark woman’s aedKelt Xena’s go round her
waist.

"l love you, Gabrielle."

The words halted the young woman’s approach anteahed back slightly to study



the warrior’s face. A smile mixed with both pairdgay appeared on the bard’s face,
before she moved forward, resting her head on estadulder.

"Don’t you ever forget that."

Later, neither could remember who it was who haiksp those words, but at that
time, it didn"t matter.

Part 7
CHAPTER XXIX

Two days later, a messenger from King KassandefearThe message was short
and clear: Surrender or die. Their reply was jgsdleort and straight forward: We’ll
die before we surrender. The fifth day, Kassandarisy came into view below them.
Immediately all troops were put into alert and sbé&liers hurried to get their horses
from the stables or meet up with their commandiffiger for further instructions.
However, those instructions were long underway bsedhe people instructing the
officers, once again had difficulties reaching greement..

"It can’t be done, it’s never been done before!"

"Just because it hasn’t been done before doesait itie impossible.” Xena's fingers
gently caressed the hard form of her chakram, 't®ssihe Amazons are used to
warfare like that, their experience will help us.”

"But nobody’s done it before, not with a large ledike this. It’s...it"s not right!"
The warrior looked sceptically at the red-headede®a.

"l wasn’t aware there wagight way and avrongway fighting a battle.” She leaned
back in the chair, "It’s the result that countghimg else.”

"But attacking them at night!" Nicanot tried agaknowing he was fighting a losing
battle. "Nobody’'s ever attacked anybody at niglfibriee At dawn yes, but not at night
not with-."

"-With an army as large as ours." Xena interrupteinow, General, youve told me
already."” She looked curiously at him, "I'm awam@, ve your head full of ideals and
traditions of how to fight. Two armies meeting oplain in broad daylight, during the
summer of course, no fighting during harvest seaginting man to man, honourably
and skilfully, until one of them is either defeatmdsurrenders, but..." The warrior’'s
tone hardened, "This is not the time for heroibs is the time for survival and don’t
you lose sight of that, Nicanor. We don’t havelthairy of choice in this matter. The
darkness gives us an advantage, hopefully bothrpfise and speed, and I'll be
damned if we're not gonna take it." She cast acgla Alexias, who nodded slowly.

"I think she’s right. It may be unconventional gamdbably not the way my father
would want to do it," he smiled sadly, "but to meaunds like a good plan, the plan
most likely to give us a fair chance of defeatingm."

"We’ll have to do it tomorrow night or the nightexfat the latest, that is if Kassander
hasn’t attacked us by then."



Xena nodded. "Lykeas is right. Kassander won thkttaday and most likely not
tomorrow either. He'll have to rest his troops raftee long march and, if I'm not quite
mistaken, do some rearranging as well. I'm prettg she must have lost soldiers
crossing the river."

"What makes you think he crossed the river?" Zelguired.

"He’s here, that’s why. It’s the fastest way. Ihhdn’t, hed still be at least a day’s or
two days” march away."

Expecting further questions, the warrior kept heexegon the Amazon, but to her
surprise, the Captain only crossed her arms ameéteback, as if indicating she was
finished.

"l assume the warriors are familiar with fightingthe dark?" Xena asked, turning to
look at Callias. The blonde Amazon nodded, "Yesy tire."

"I'll appreciate it if you and the other warrior®wd go through some techniques of
communication and orientation when fighting nighith the soldiers. They'll need
it."

"Of course," the Captain replied, "but we're ordsty and there isn’t much time."

"I know, just do your best and Lykeas will work twitis part of the infantry." She
glanced at the dark man, "He’s familiar with thehteques already."

The dark warrior looked at her briefly, then stabadk at the table.

"Any questions?" Xena waited a few seconds, bubdglveacted, "Good, then let’s
get out of here, there’s much to do."
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"They’re fantastic!"

"Yes, | know," Gabrielle replied with pride in heoice, "even the most well-trained
soldier will have to fear them."

"I never knew..." Alexias trailed off and watched veamazement as one of his
father’s soldiers was easily defeated by an Amazmior.

"Not a lot do," the Queen answered, also lookingrisely at the practice. "Men tend
to underestimate the Amazons," she smiled as Eforgad another swordsman to his
knees. "Not for long though."

The Prince turned to look at her, "Have you oftearbattacked by outsiders?"

Gabrielle shrugged lightly, not wanting to thinkoabthe last time they'd been
attacked. "It happens, but usually it’s not thaibsis. The occasional warlord or
groups of thugs thinking we’re an easy target."

"But you're not?"



The Queen smiled again, "No."

They continued to watch the training, both marwgllat the skills the Amazon
warriors and some of the soldiers showed.

"King Simmias” men fight extremely well," Alexiaaid. "If | didn"t know better, 1'd
say they have started to fight like Amazons."

Gabrielle laughed quietly. "Maybe you're right, legs did train them after all and
he"d know what to show them."

The young man looked away from the men and wonwgnifig, a puzzled expression
in his eyes.

"What do you mean, he’d know what to show themé tiever seen Lykeas spend
much time with any of your Amazons."

"Well," the Queen began, "it’s a long story thatin’t tell you now, all I'll say is that
Lykeas was raised in an Amazon village and leataddht there."

"Oh..." Alexias said softly, letting his eyes run ovee camp, trying to catch a
glimpse of the dark warrior, "l see.”

He looked at Gabrielle again, "l take it his chidld wasn't much...fun?"

The Queen hesitated, not sure what or how muchvahéed to say. During her last
months in the village, she’d learned that the sileLemea was still something
most Amazons avoided, and aside from her shortersation with Ephiny about it,
nobody else had seemed willing to talk. The youngde had no trouble
understanding Gabrielle’s silence.

"Found a sore spot, did I?" He asked in an inqgijrbut friendly voice.
The Queen nodded, "Yeah, you could say that."

Alexias eyes searched the camp again, "l guesexipddins a lot."”
"What do you mean?"

"Oh nothing," he shook his head. "Just thinking."

Gabrielle watched him curiously, experiencing arsfle sense of deja vu, but before
she could speak, she saw Xena coming out fromtéides, squinting a few times
against the fading light of the sun, before notidime green eyes watching her. A
smile appeared on the warrior’s face and she biegaake her way towards them,
but halfway there, the smile abruptly disappea@sabrielle looked in bewilderment
as Xena's gaze suddenly darted away and her fawdtérom friendly and
affectionate into an expression of uncertainty mmohoil. It took her only a second to
realize what it was the warrior had seen. Overlogkhe enemy camp below him was
Lykeas, a cold and calculating expression cledrtysng in the black eyes. His hand
rested on the hilt of his sword as he turned tak@efew words to the group of
soldiers standing beside him. The men eagerlyesdlamd then hurried away to carry
out whatever it was they had been ordered to de.dEnk warrior looked towards the
horizon for a few moments more, before he turnedyaagain and in the split second



his gaze met Gabrielle’s, she could swear she $amgang in his eyes, a longing that
was more powerful and more real than any other emahe’d ever seen on his face.
Then he noticed Xena and instantly the expressemgone. Alexias and Gabrielle
saw the two warriors slowly close the distance leetwthem, coming to a halt only
inches away from each other. It was impossiblestar the few words exchanged and
only the bard’s intimate knowledge of Xena's sileay of communicating with looks
and almost imperceptible movements, told her theitever it was that was
discussed, it was of a great importance to therh.l®uddenly Lykeas reached out
and put his hand under Xena's chin, forcing héoa& him directly into the eyes. His
next words to the warrior caused her demeanoundaage from hunter to hunted and
her entire body stiffened, but she didn’t pull awBlyey stood like this for a long
time, then Lykeas released her, his hand brustendgee gently in the process. He
began to walk away and Gabrielle assumed the catafiion was over, but a couple
of yards away he turned around to face the waagain, whose eyes hadn’t left him
for a second. The dark man smiled sadly, apparentyvare of all the eyes now
watching him.

"Things may turn out entirely different, Xena. Idw what you fear, but have you
considered the fact you might not have a reasdeeichat way at all?"

He didn’t expect an answer and started to walk agayn.
"But you can’t promise me, Lykeas, can you?"

Xena's surprisingly strained voice didn’t stop laisrhe continued towards the centre
of the camp.
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The bard wasn’t surprised to see Xena pacing batkaath in her tent when she
arrived later that evening after having had a shna#ting with her Captains. The
warrior acknowledged her presence with a nod amgpgd to sit down in the chair,
only to jump up seconds later and resume her pa@agrielle sighed inaudibly and
sat down on the pallet, drawing her knees up tolrschin upon them.

"Are you gonna tell me what’s bothering you?"
Xena answered with an unintelligible grunt andediker hands dismissively.
"Is something wrong with Lykeas? Did you have &t

The warrior paused to look at the bard for a momaut Gabrielle had an uncanny
feeling that she was looking right through her.

"No."

The blond woman sighed and raised a tired handltder left temple where a
headache was starting to form.

"What is it then?"

Xena sat down in the chair again, but still waable to remain seated and quickly



got back on her feet.

“It’s just..." She paused, angrily biting her lipt’ §ljust something Lykeas and | have
to work out, it’s no big deal."

Gabrielle could see that the warrior was aboute@ilbpacing again and quickly stood
up to take her hand. She gently, but determinedhlecgitated, but willing woman
back to the pallet and they both sat down, facaxgheother.

"No big deal, you say..."

Xena shrugged, "I'm probably..." She sighed and |dakawvn at her hands in her lap,
"It's just... I'd wish, 1 wouldn’t have to face thisw." She looked up again, a
bittersweet smile flickering across her face, "Ti@ng’s lousy, but then again,
Lykeas and | were never good at that."

The bard was beginning to feel frustrated, but gaddo make her voice sound
neutral.

"Xena, what are you talking about? What is it yawdnto face and what do you mean
by the timing being lousy? | don’t understand adaafrwhat you're saying."

The warrior reached out and took one of Gabrielaisds into her own, mindlessly
drawing small patterns in the bard’s palm.

"Don’t worry about it, Gabrielle. I'll find a wagp twork it all out."
Abruptly the bard pulled her hand away and Xen&édoup in surprise.
"What?"

"You're doing it again!"

"What?!"

"Keeping things from me! | thought, we"d come touanlerstanding about that. You
don’t keep anything important from me and | doe@k anything important from you.
Didn’t we agree upon that?"

The warrior squirmed uncomfortably under Gabrislli@hgry stare.
"Well yes, but this...this is...different.”

She looked at the bard as if that explained evergth

"In what way, Xena? In what way is this different?"

Xena broke eye contact and looked down at her hagai®, muttering something
Gabrielle couldn’t make out.

"Look at me, please."”
The warrior reluctantly raised her head.

"Xena, | know that whatever it is there’s goingvadth you and Lykeas it's something
you're very concerned about, and | really wantdip lyou, but | can’t... Not if you



won’t tell me about it."
The warrior grimaced uncertainly, the blue eyekdtitioubt.
"Don’t you trust me enough to tell me?"

"Of course | do!" Xena hurried to answer, claimthg bard’s hand again to squeeze it
reassuringly. "It’s just... it’s just, | don’t knofathere’s anything to tell at all, maybe
I’m just overreacting or something, but..."

"But what," Gabrielle asked softly.
"But | know him so well."

She smiled sadly and lifted the blond woman’s Harefly to her lips. "I'd like to tell
you what’s worrying me, but | can’t...not now. I'@lféke...like | was betraying his
trust or something like that. Please don’t askaraotthat.”

Gabrielle was silent for a long time, trying to geeall the fragments of information
she’d received together in her head, then shetgaveand holding hers a gentle
squeeze.

"I"d never ask you to do anything like that... | jhstte seeing you like this, it makes
me feel so helpless...useless."

"You're never useless," the warrior said vehemehigver."

"But when-."

Xena raised her hand, silencing the bard and ttoed sup.

"I have to go now, there’s still much to do beftire attack tomorrow night."

She saw Gabrielle’s crestfallen expression aneégtiie bard up and into her arms.

"I will tell you. Soon. But until then, I'll havestask you to trust me. I'm dealing with
this the only way | can. | owe him that."

"I do trust you," the bard whispered, "but | damiderstand... Do I...do | have reason
to be afraid?"

"Not about me," the warrior replied just as quighigfore kissing Gabrielle softly on
the mouth. "Not about me."
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“I’'m looking for Arichoros, do you know where | cind him?"

The soldiers” quiet chatter faded and they lookeétam the fire to see their
commanding officer standing in the dancing shadowated by the flames.

"Lykeas!" One of the soldiers, a young bearded maraimed, "Why don’t you join
us? We were just discussing the upcoming battle."



"Yeah," another man continued, "we have both faudi\aine,” he gestured at the
items to emphasize his point. "After all the woduyve done with us, you deserve a
break."

Several of the other soldiers nodded in agreemenst of them looking at the dark
warrior with open admiration in their eyes.

"Yes," the young man who had spoken first contintplbase join us, it’ll be fun."
Lykeas smiled briefly, but shook his head, "I'mrgpl can’t, not tonight anyway."

His eyes went from one soldier’s face to the riextrinting every detail, then he
looked back at the bearded man.

“"Lyssander, I'm looking for Arichoros, where do yihink he is?"

The soldier beamed at the use of his name andgubiatvards the stables. "I think, he
went in there... To find a bit of privacy, if you kwavhat | mean..." Lyssander
trailed off suddenly as he noticed the expressiohykeas” face harden.

"Yeah, | know... Don’t drink too much, if | come balkcknd any of you drunk, you'll
all be punished."

The men nodded eagerly and he turned and startigdlkoaway.
"What's with him?" One of the soldiers mumbled i®friend, who only shrugged.
"He’s probably got a lot on his mind."

The soldiers looked at each other, then continbenl earlier conversation, all
making sure that nobody drank too much.

Lykeas entered the stable quietly and pausedtanlié\ loud snoring filled the air,
mingling with the muffled sounds of the horses bregay and hooves shifting. He had
no problems locating the sleeping man, who waglgipread-eagled in the last stall
in the back of the stable. He was only half dreskedshirt, weapons and boots lying
discarded all over the straw covered ground. It @@gous that the soldier hadn’t
entered the stable alone, but whoever had beerhimtiwas gone now and Lykeas
doubted that much had taken place. Even from wihergas standing the smell of
alcohol was strong and unpleasant. He steppedrdiides was standing directly
above the almost unconscious man, wrinkling hiraighe stale smell emanating
from Arichoros” body. Then he stepped back sligatig kicked the man forcefully in
the ribs. A deep groan followed the low thud wheykeas” boot connected with the
soldier’s body, but the drunken man didn’t wakeTulya dark warrior tilted his head
and studied the slumped form below him and thesnhiéed. In a few long strides he
was out of the stable and at the watering trougbide. He filled the bucket standing
beside it and went back inside.

"Phefff... What the fuck is..." Arichoros angrily wipdds face and spat a few times.
"What in Tartarus do you think you're doing? Youjoana fucking pay for this!"

"Really?"

The soldier stiffened as he recognized the voickbmgan frantically to rub his eyes.



"Sir? Lykeas? Is that you?"

He looked up at the shadow looming over him andhbaet sank when he saw the
piercing black eyes. He tried to get to his feat,fell back down on one knee, still
feeling the after effects of all the wine he’d aomgd earlier. Sitting on both knees,
he looked up again, trying to keep the nervousoassf his voice.

“I’'m sorry, sir. | know, | shouldn’t have drunk tmuch."

He winced and touched his left side gingerly, certuby the agonizing pain in his
ribs.

"I promise, it’ll never happen again."

Lykeas let out a deep breath as if he was beingdma&d with an unpleasant, but
necessary task.

"That’s not the problem, Arichoros." He spoke goftNot this time."

The soldier smiled with relief and was about toampther attempt at getting up, when
the warrior’s voice stopped him.

"It's much worse than that."

Arichoros sank back down, trying to avoid the campéating gaze.
"Sir...?"

"I thought, I"'d made myself perfectly clear on thiatter."

He raised a hand and absently traced an eyebrdwhwtfinger. "But as | learned
earlier tonight, apparently not clear enough.”

The soldier swallowed and wiped his nose with theklof his hand.

"What do you mean, sir? | said, | was sorry abbatdrinking. I'll take whatever
punishment you find appropriate.”

Lykeas smiled and the man on the ground suddehlgdl.
"l took a tour of the camp tonight.”

The soldier didn’t know if he was supposed to radmnd decided to remain silent.
Whatever it was the warrior was displeased withwhe sure they’d get there soon
enough.

"l even went as far as the followers” camp. Youwkniie place where all the
craftsmen, healers and whores hang out."

Arichoros nodded slowly, his confused brain tryiagyuess where his officer was
heading.

"And | heard an interesting rumour."

"Yes...?" He asked hesitantly, getting the distiretihg he wasnt going to like the
next part of the story.



"It was about a woman, a prostitute to be exact.”

His knees were starting to hurt and Arichoros destply wished that the warrior
would hurry up and finish, but he didn’t dare rbgh. He d learned soon enough
during the long practice sessions back in Simmiastle that nobody rushed Lykeas.

"She’d been raped."
The soldier paled instantly.
"By a man who didn’t even bother to pay her aftedsa

He studied the man below him, the black eyes edigsitanced. "And the funny thing
is, she claimed he came from my part of the infahtr

He leaned down to stare into Arichoros” wide opgse

"But you know... That can’t really be, can it? Be@ldistinctly remember
forbidding all the men under my command to evenkline thought of taking
advantage of any woman or man they might encotinter.

He leaned back again.
"So she must be lying, mustn’t she, Arichoros?"

As the soldier looked into the cold, black eyes,tthought of denying it all quickly
left his mind. When Lykeas didn’t get an answecttinued, his voice maintaining
it’s calm, clinical tone.

"So of course, | didn’t believe her, but..." He shbikhead as if being very
disappointed by the actions of a naughty child.t"&he even claimed to know his
name, and she also claimed that he had a leafdlsape on his left shoulder."

The dark warrior leaned down again.

"Well, what do you know... It looks like you have @as like that, what a
coincidence."

Arichoros felt his knees weaken and his eyes damtedously from Lykeas” face to
the stable door and back.

"She was just a whore, a slut," he whispered, prg¢ss sweaty palms against his
still aching ribs. "She wasn’t important.”

Lykeas didn’t answer.

"Everybody does it! It happens all the time, it'arior crying out loud!" The soldier’s
voice was both defiant and defensive. "l know wat said, but why do you have to
get so upset about this? There’s really no reagatig no big deal."

Arichoros screamed as a boot kicked him squarelyerribs and he tumbled
backwards, his head hitting the ground hard. Anditiek followed and the soldier
tried to curl up to protect his ribs, only accorsplng the next kick to be in his head.

"How dareyou defy my orders?" A voice suddenly whisperdd ims ear.



“I'll never do it again! Never, | swear-." Arichararied out, his last words cut short
by a fist slamming into his mouth.

As the punches kept coming, the soldier close@yes tightly to lock out the image
of the dark man and the disinterested and blankessppn on his face.

"Please, | won't... Never..." He whimpered almostigialy and just before
everything went black he heard a voice, seemingtying from far, far away.

"I know."
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CHAPTER XXX

Together with a faint grey light, the early dawwoinght the cold. A dry, but chilling
wind swept across the landscape driving away tstetdaces of the morning mist, and
the Amazon guards shivered and pulled their cogh$err around them. They were
posted at the far end of the plain, directly ovekiag the hundreds of enemy tents
further below. Erinya shuddered again as the wiadaged to find a way under her
coat and lightly brush her numb body, she had leeeguard for the last five hours
and was looking forward to be relieved. She heaftfgotsteps behind her and saw
Zelei approach, trying to stifle a yawn.

"You look like Tartarus."

"Well, thank you," Zelei replied sarcastically, &trdamn wind’s howling kept me
awake all night."

She shook her head and blinked a few times, "Angtimteresting to report?"

"Nah," the weapons master answered, rubbing hergtigether to bring a bit of
warm back to her hands. "Everything’s been peaesftépt for a few drunken
Persians who wanted to come straight up here ghtllast night. Fortunately their
more sober friends managed to restrain them."

"Fortunately.” Zelei repeated.
"Yeah, fortunately."

The two Amazons looked at each other and thendgkehkaimed at the same time,
"For them!"

"What's so funny?"

Slowly they managed to get their laughing undetr@d@nd turned to meet the
inquiring gaze of their Queen.

"Oh nothing, Your Majesty." Zelei began before agling fit interrupted her words.

"Nothing important,” Erinya continued and smiledrs blond woman, "but what are
you doing here, my Queen, it’s still early. You wddbe sleeping while there’s still



time."

Gabrielle shrugged, "I know, but the wind’s keepimg awake and after Xena left to
check on Argo, it was too cold to remain still."

Unreadable green eyes darted to the Captain’saafatéhe black eye patch, before
returning to the weapons master.

"So | thought, | might as well see how my tough neas were doing. Any cold feet?"
The last remark was accompanied by a warm smildattdAmazons smiled in
return.

"You’'ve no idea," Erinya replied, looking down a&frHboots, "I think, | stopped
feeling my feet two hours ago."

"Well, your shift is over now, isn't it? So why dbgou get out of here and heat up
some water for your feet, we're gonna need alboffpr the attack tonight."

"I think, 1 might just do that." The weapons madterked at Zelei. "Okay, you're in
charge now, have fun."

"Hahaha," the Captain answered and gave the Amafoendly slap on the butt.
"Get out of here before | change my mind."

Erinya started to walk away and an awkward silesatded between the two
remaining women. Gabrielle shifted her weight frone foot to the other, searching
her mind for something to say.

“I'll be right back, Your Majesty," Zelei then sdigfore the Queen had the change to
open her mouth. "I'll just make sure the fire déedre."

Gabrielle nodded and watched as the Amazon wahedhort distance to the
glowing embers that was all there was left of tigdtis fire. Zelei put her axe on the
ground and began to blow on the embers while adalicguple of the branches lying
nearby. Suddenly a faint sound made her look uppastithe Queen. Her eye
narrowed and Gabrielle turned in confusion to skatwt was the Captain had
noticed. A single horseman was thundering up tosvttdm. The bard’s eyes were
drawn to the single rider and she saw his ruddy tamtort into a savage grin as he
stood up in the saddle, and pulled an arrow froengthiver attached to his back.
Angry shouts sounded from the enemy camp belowZatel realized that whatever it
was the soldier intended to do, it was somethirid tleought of himself. As the horse
sped up, she saw the man almost lose his baladcergywith a firm grip on the
reins, did he manage to stay in the saddle.

Aha, he’s drunk. Must be one of them Erinya meetiaarlier.

He was close now and Gabrielle could feel the gilaihrake under her feet. Feeling
strangely detached, she watched the soldier pteecartow on the bow, raise it and
aim. She looked down at the staff in her handssawdto her surprise that her
knuckles were white from gripping it so tightly.&Slooked back up and focused on
the Persian’s bloodshot eyes, hardly hearing #mifrshouts from the weapons
master as the Amazon stormed back towards thenhe thing to prepare her own
bow. Zelei's eye went from the approaching Amazothé even faster approaching
soldier. She looked at the staff in the Queen’sika@amd then back at the man who



was now close enough to shoot.

"Gabrielle!" Erinya shouted desperately, "Get down!

The Captain grabbed her axe and got up from heglikgeposition by the fire.
She won’t make it. He"s too close. You're notgfiastigh, Erinya.

Gabrielle widened her stance, hoping against hbpalssomehow be able to deflect
the arrow.

"Zelei!"

The Amazon heard the weapons master shout her aadeirned briefly to meet her
eyes, then in one fluid motion she threw her afenafeet up in the air, caught it
again and hurled it past the Queen. Gabrielle &raok as she heard the whistling
sound and saw the axe embed itself deeply int®&nsian’s chest, instantly spraying
his face with blood. He fell forwards, down the $mrbut his right foot got caught in
the stirrup and he was dragged behind the panidkange, who reared before running
back down the slope.

"Oh thank Gods!" Erinya managed to squeeze outdmtwheezing breaths when
she finally reached her Queen. "That could have béeShe stopped, drawing
another deep breath.

Gabrielle touched the Amazon’s shoulder reassyribgk her eyes were on the
Captain, standing with her back to them, still limgkin the direction of the soldier.

"Zelei?"
The brown-haired woman turned around, an annoypresgion on her face.
"He’s got my axe. The bastard stole my axe!"

The Queen had to smile at the Amazon’s words. "Welimight not see it that way."
She stepped closer and hesitated only briefly bedffering her hand.

"Thank you, Zelei."
The Captain barely took her hand before releasiagain, "No problem."
She looked down at the enemy camp again and sighed.

“I"d just wish, I still had my axe. It was my fawite."
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Xena forcefully pushed her way through the crowat,caring about the angry protests
from the warriors she nearly knocked over.

"Gabrielle! Are you all right?"

Without waiting for an answer, the warrior put hands on the bard’s shoulders and
worried blue eyes subjected the slender body tm@tigh study. Gabrielle blushed



faintly as she saw the friendly, but amused sniif@® the Amazons around them.
She gently put her own hands on the warrior’s.

"Xena, I'm fine. | wasn’t hurt."

The tall woman leaned back a bit, searching Gdbrs&ebody one more time for any
sign of injury, before slowly releasing her grip thve bard’s shoulders.

"You sure?"
Gabrielle nodded, "Yes, he never got a chancei Es& care of that.”
"Zelei?" The warrior grimaced. "She killed him?"

"Yes," the bard nodded again, a smile appearinigenriace, "and lost a damn good
axe in the process."

Xena stepped back slightly, "Oh..."
She suddenly became aware of all the eyes respog them and looked around.
"Don’t you got anywhere to be?"

To her annoyance she heard several chuckles freiwalriors that didn't seem to be
the least bit intimidated by her menacing glare,dideast they all went and left them
alone. Gently, but firmly she took the bard by #ne and led her into the nearest tent.

"Xena," Gabrielle protested, "this is not-."

Her words were cut short by a warm, demanding manthshe willingly let all her
protests slide. After all, there were more impartaatters to attend to. Long minutes
later, Xena finally released the bard’s lips, httmued to hold the young woman in
her arms. Gabrielle moved a hand away from theiarésrneck and affectionately
brushed a few dark strands away.

"Feeling better now?"

Xena's eyes widened in surprise, "You're asking"'me?
"Yes."

"I wasn’t the one who was nearly killed."

The bard smiled, "I know, but I'm still asking."

The warrior opened her mouth to speak, but theseddt again and was silent for a
few moments. Then a warm smile slowly drove therwérom her face.

"You're amazing, you know that?"

Gabrielle laughed quietly and leaned in to resthtead against Xena’s chest,
wrapping her arms around the warrior’s waist.

"Only with you, love. Only with you."

She felt Xena's arms tighten around her and sigbatentedly. If it were up to her,



she’d be happy to stay in the warrior’s arms ferést of her life.
"Oh, sorry... | didn"t know there was anybody in hére

They both looked up and saw Alexias stand in thenom of the tent, looking totally
embarrassed.

Gabrielle smiled at the young man, "Is it your #&nt

is...you..."

The bard could feel silent laughter rumble in trenior’'s chest and fought to remain
serious, there was no reason to make the Prince ammomfortable than he already
was.

"Is okay, Alexias. We were...we were just leaving."
She slipped out of Xena's arms and patted him estioulder, "I'll see you later."

She lifted the tent flap and disappeared and theavatarted to follow, but was
stopped by the young man’s voice.

"Uh...Xena?"

She turned around, "Yes?"

The Prince swallowed nervously, "l was wondering..."

"Yes?" She said again, trying not to sound too ifepa

Alexias steeled himself, "I was wondering if youdreny advice to give me."
"Advice?"

"Yes, about the attack tonight. You know, I'm goindead my father’s part of the
cavalry instead of the infantry, and | thought timatybe you could give me a few
hints or something..." He faltered, before startiggia. "I know this must seem
tedious to you, but | really want to do a good jaly, father...my father is counting on
me. If my brothers were still alive it wouldn’t healseen a problem, but since they're
not | have to...l have to..." He smiled sadly, "I mudail."

Xena studied the young man in front of her, cormangeher options. She knew that
what he needed the most was experience and thattvgasnething she could help
him with, but she also knew that he was in neesbaife kind of reassurance
otherwise he wouldn’t have come to her. She crdssedrms and looked at him
sternly.

"Do your men respect you?"
"Yes, they do, but what-."
"Do they know what to do?"

He nodded.



"Do you feel capable of leading them?"

He was silent for a few moments, "Yes, yes | thaok’
"You think so...?"

He raised his head and met her eyekntiwy | am."

He was surprised by a sudden smile from the warrior
"Well in that case, what do you have to worry aBbut

Alexias looked away briefly, then back at Xenamals of his own showing on the
beautiful face.

"When you put it like that, nothing | guess..."

"You always have to see things in the right perspe¢ the warrior said, feeling
surprisingly good about herself. "I'm sure youdl labth your brothers and your father
honour, in fact... | know you will."

Deciding that was enough moral support for one daya started to walk towards the
tent flap again.

"Thanks."
She raised her hand half-heartedly, "Don’t merititn

The Prince stood alone in the tent for a coupleioiutes, then his eyes fell on the
object he’d come for, he grabbed the axe and wenside.
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"Have you seen, Zelei?"

Lykeas took the water skin from his lips and wiesimouth with the back of his
hand.

"No."
Then he took another sip.

"Oh..." Alexias looked around, "I wanted to give ney spare axe, | heard, she’s lost
hers."

"Try the forest, that’s usually a good place totsténen looking for Amazons."

"That one?" The Prince asked, pointing in the dilo@cof the dark forest they had
been travelling through a couple of days ago.

"Uh huh, "Lykeas replied disinterestedly, his elpegering on the axe in the young
man’s hand. "That’s a nice piece you got there."

Alexias nodded, "It was Polyidos™ axe."



The dark warrior’s brow furrowed, "He was your heat right?"
The Prince nodded again.

"You sure, you want to give it to her?" Lykeas coned, still eyeing the obviously
very valuable weapon. "You might not get it backiad'

"Oh well," the young man shrugged, "I'm sure,fithnage somehow."

"Okay," the warrior said and gave the axe onedppteciative look before heading
back to the camp.

Alexias walked the few miles to the forest, gladhé&away from the noise and the
smell of hundreds of men living close together hasentered the forest, he started to
wonder if he shouldn’t have asked one of the Amaatout Zelei’s whereabouts
instead of Lykeas, but as he inhaled the freslihgacent of the trees around him, he
didn’t care. Even if he didn’t find the Amazon Gapt he was happy just to be in the
forest and take a break from war councils, argumant the tense atmosphere that
continuously lingered in the air, refusing to ledlve area. He moved in and out
between the trees, not caring about the branchatkmng his arms and legs. After
about an hour’s walk, he came across a huge aakiikleaned against it, closing his
eyes. For no reason at all, he smiled as all thedof the forest washed over him.
He took a deep breath and listened to the birdsartrees above him and to the small
animals in the underbrush, either hunting or béimgted themselves. Then suddenly,
through the rattling of leaves, carried with theeihe heard the sound of quiet
voices talking together.

What the...

He opened his eyes and listened intensely. Thees@eemed to come from behind a
thick scrub further inside the forest, and he #dglstepped closer, careful not to
make a sound. Thorns tore his close and brancheasgght in his hair as he pushed
himself through the green wall, but the Prince didtop. A couple of feet inside, he
reached out and pushed a few branches aside, peanefully out at the clearing on
the other side. His breath caught in his throattaadheart began to pound furiously
as he saw the owners of the two voices. Out tmetieal clearing, only a couple of
yards away, was Zelei talking to a huge, musculkan mith piercing grey eyes.
Alexias” brain refused to believe what his eyesaneling him, but when the man
opened his mouth and started to speak again, afitdeft his mind.

Kassander! Zelei's talking to Kassander! But... Boywt doesn’t make sense, |
don’t understand...

"And what do you have to gain from this?"

The King’s deep voice penetrated the Prince’s ligstieg mind, and he shivered
involuntarily as he saw a malicious grin appeatt@nCaptain’s face.

"l get to see the Queen dead.”

Kassander let a single finger run through his ¢pegrd, "If that’s all you want, why
didn’t you just let my man kill her this morningadre was no reason for you to
intervene."



"Arh," Zelei shrugged, "l would if I could have gen away with it, but as it was,
there were too many people around and questiontviiare been asked if | hadn’t
tried to protect her, questions | can’t afford."

"Oh...?" The King arched an eyebrow, "Why’s that."

"Because | want to be the next queen and thatiilinpessible if people suspect | had
something to do with her death.”

The pale brown eye blazed with a wild fire.

"l can’t kill her myself and with that bodyguardhadrs, it’s too dangerous to arrange
an accident."

"So that’s why you want me to do it?"

"Yes," the Amazon’s voice was eager now. "In exgedor our battle plans, you
make sure the Queen dies on the battlefield andse she isn’t there, you'll have to
enter our camp and finish the job there. When ymawnkour tactics, your victory will
be painless and quick and the only thing you hayaamise is that afterwards, when
you take on the rest of Greece, you leave the Am&laiion alone. | don’t give a
damn about what you do with the rest of the couttny the Nation has to be safe.”

The King took his bottom lip between thumb and ifieger and pulled at it
thoughtfully.

"In case | agree, I'm not saying I'm going to, just in case... What makes you think,
Ill keep my promise to you afterwards?"

Zelei smiled, "You’ve lost to us twice already atithough | know that in the end, we
won’t be able to hinder you take our lands, | &lsow that we’ll be able to give you
more trouble than those couple of trees and figtdsvorth.”

Her smile grew even sweeter.

"The Amazons will be able to delay and complicateryconquest of Greece to the
extend that the High King of Persia might changerhind about the whole thing, and
withdraw his troops and what then Kassander? Yawkiyou're not capable of
defeating the entire country alone. You'd haveadack home, that is, if you still
have one, and all those years of planning and prepavould’ve been for nothing. Is
that what you want?"

Kassander's grey eyes narrowed, but his body dilaak the relaxed pose.
"You sure know how to build your case."

The Captain dismissed the compliment with a quitkig.

"So what do you say? Do we have a deal?"

Alexias slowly eased himself back out of the sché&d heard enough. His entire
body shook with rage and he had to resist the targesh back and strangle the
Amazon with his bare hands. As fast and quietlpassible, he began to walk back
the way he’d come, not daring to break into a mefiorde he was further away. He



almost jumped when a fox suddenly ran past himhenfélt a cold sweat break out on
his forehead. He nervously looked around, but disieé or hear anything.
Subconsciously he picked up a faster pace, tryingrtore the feeling of eyes
watching him from behind. Soon he couldn’t takaniy longer and he started to run,
only to feel his legs forcefully being pulled awfagm underneath him. He fell down
on the soft, leaf covered earth, the impact knaghkthair from his lungs.

"Well, well, well. What do we have here?"

Alexias twisted his body around and stared direatiy a single cold brown eye.
“If it isn"t the young Prince out for a stroll."

A sinister smile showed on Zelei's face.

"Don’t you know it can be dangerous for little bogsun around alone...very
dangerous.”
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CHAPTER XXXI

"I know it’s a risk, but it’s a risk we have to ¢aK he infantry has to come before the
cavalry, there’s no way to silence the horses émaogto be discovered the moment
we get close. Only when the infantry’s taken cétb@first part, then we’ll set in the
cavalry."

"And what if the infantry’s discovered before thiegch King Kassander’'s camp?"
Xena shrugged and blue emotionless eyes lookedtlgiag Nicanor.

"Then I'd say, we have a problem."

"That’s all you got to say?" The General askedsbadlief.

"Yes."

The red-headed man let out a low curse and bnsaliged away, leaving Xena and
Lykeas alone outside the tent used for council mget

Lykeas scratched the back of his head and turnkmbkoat Xena, "I'm not sure, | like
Nicanor’s attitude." A grin crossed his face, "Hs ho faith."

"No, I'm surprised he’s lasted as long as he rsd'returned his grin, but then
turned serious again. "Has everything been prefdeethe infantry ready?"

The warrior nodded, "Yeah, both my part and Nicanare ready to head out, and so
are the Amazons if I'm not quite mistaken, but watadut you?"

Xena cringed and looked away briefly. "Well, theyfeady, but I'm still not sure it’s
a good idea."

"Ah, come on, Xena." Lykeas began, putting his hamdher shoulder. " Since Alexias
is going to lead the cavalry, somebody else hésai the part of the infantry that’'s



under his command, and we both know there’s nobettgr qualified than you."
"And that’s supposed to be a compliment?" Xenaeshwilryly.

"Yes, in my opinion, absolutely." He looked at Beriously, black eyes searching her
face. "It"d be like the old days, before everythivent.-"

"No!" She interrupted with more force than she‘@ived, causing him to remove his
hand from her shoulder. "It’ll not be like befokgkeas! Nothing will ever be like
that again. Is that clear?"

His eyes narrowed and his face darkened briefligrbat was replaced by a look of
indifference.

"Sure, Xena, | know that. | didn"t mean anythingtby
She eyed him sceptically, but decided to let it go.
"Okay, I'm sorry | jumped on you like that, mustrimrves."
To her relief, he smiled.

"Nerves? Xena, you realbre getting old."

"Watch it! Or I'll have to show you just hosd | am, and trust me, I'll take great
delight in doing so."

She rested her hand casually on the chakram arebkylaised his hands in mock
surrender.

"That won’t be necessary... | know how good you are."

For a while a loaded, but not awkward silence hogtgveen them, then Xena reached
out and brushed his cheek with her finger.

"You be careful tonight, okay?"

He nodded, "You too."

Then they abruptly turned and headed off in diffiedrections, neither looking back.
"Lykeas!"

Lost in thought, the dark warrior didn’t respondriediately.

"Lykeas! Wait up!"

He stopped and looked up to see Gabrielle run wsvaim.

"Hey, Gabrielle. Something wrong?"

The bard came to a halt in front of him and tod&wa breaths before speaking.
"Well, yes or maybe not. It might not mean anything

"Yes...?" He urged her on, wishing she’d come tqthiat.



"Well, apparently Alexias has gone missing."
"Missing?" Lykeas frowned. "What do you mean, nmg8i"

"They can’t find him," Gabrielle gestured in diieatof the stables. "He was
supposed to meet with his officers an hour agorendasn’t showed up yet."

"Hmm, that’s not like him." The warrior bit the ide of his cheek, "That’s gonna
complicate matters."

The bard looked at him incredulously.
"Complicate matters? Gee, Lykeas! Is that all yavento say?"

"We don’t have much time to rearrange the cavdltibe dark in two hours and then
everything has to be ready." Lykeas speculatedoowt, not paying any attention to
Gabirielle.

"This is highly inconvenient."

"Inconvenient!" The bard spluttered. "Have you ¢dered that something might have
happened to him, that maybe he’s hurt or in trouble

"Or maybe, he’s just chickened out, " the dark iwdl face was hard and merciless.
"Maybe he decided, he wasn’t up to the challenge all, maybe he woke up this
morning and decided to run all the way back to gadd\lthough..."

The cruel expression changed into one of puzzlement
"What?" Gabrielle inquired more calmly, noticingttvarrior’s change of moods.

"Nothing, it’s just..." He shook his head. "It dogsmatter... When was he last
seen?"

"Uhh, this morning, | believe it was. Callias memed she saw him talking to you."
"That’s right, but that’s hours ago," his brow dwved. "Strange..."

"What are we going to do?"

"What can we do?" Lykeas replied, looking slighibwildered.

"There’s no time to go out searching for him now pmatter how much we’d like to.
We’re less than three hours away from an all-ingmarbattle. We can’t go out
looking for lost princes now."

"But...but something might have happened to him." baed said imploringly, "He"s
such a nice young man, by Zeus, he’s practicagyd’

For some reason, Lykeas thought the last remagksyeeet coming from Gabrielle
and he had to hide a smile.

"Okay, I'll get some of the people from the follawecamp to go look for him, but
that’s all I can do right now. If he truly is misgiand stays that way, then we’ll have
to find somebody else to lead the cavalry.”



His eyes took on a distant expression, "Someonabtay

The bard saw he was lost to the world again, sih@okhead and went back to the
stable to convey Lykeas” words to Alexias” officers
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Frustrated the bard tried to tied the laces ab#uk of her skirt again, but no matter
how much she craned her neck, she couldn’t seaykriowo it properly. She then
tried to turn the skirt around to tied it in frasfther, but then it proved impossible to
moved the fabric back in place again.

There’s no way, I’'m going outside with a skirt adrthe wrong way round.

She sighed and began to untie the knots once dgjagnceally liked wearing most of
her Amazon gear, but sometimes it was more trogéeng into than it was worth.
She stepped over to the tent flap and lifted ittle to peak outside, perhaps one of
her subjects where nearby, ready to aide her Queéis serious matter. She had to
smile at the thought, but as long as the Amazasisted that their Queen wore her
sometimes less than practical outfits, then thstlgeey could do was to help her get
into them without getting injured in the process.

Maybe Xena's somewhere nearby...

Green eyes searched the area outside the terats Ishie had suspected neither the
warrior or any of the Amazons were around. Theylbeeh busy all day, preparing for
battle and Gabrielle doubted they would return iamgtsoon. Just as she was about to
give up the idea of wearing any clean clothes dlgt she saw a slender figure come
running from the direction of the main camp anceettte area that was reserved for
the Amazons. The blond woman ran resolutely tovtdecouple of yards away from
the Queen’s and entered. Gabrielle bit her lip.celdd get help with her skirt now if
she wanted, but... In that same instant, the teptlas roughly pushed aside and the
Amazon appeared again, this time carrying a bowaagdiver under her right arm.
Gabrielle took a quick decision.

"Callias!"

The Captain, who'd already started to run back tdsvthe main camp, stopped dead
in her tracks and turned around.

"Yes...?"

The Queen smiled sheepishly, "Could you help meaf@moment?”

Callias looked in the direction of the other camp ghen back at Gabrielle.

"Well, is it important? | don’t really have the g#might now, they're expecting me."

"It won’t take long." The bard replied and disappéanto her tent and after a
moment of hesitation, the Captain followed.

"It's a bit embarrassing, but | can’t tie the lagesny skirt, so if you'd be so kind..."



She paused, her smile slightly nervous. "I'd reafipreciate it."
The blond Amazon looked at her in confusion, "Ysekirt?"

Gabrielle smiled again and turned around so Cal@asld get the idea, "Yes, my
skirt."

"Uh, sure..."

She knelt down behind the Queen and quickly tiedagtpropriate knots and bows
before getting back up.

"Okay, that’s been taken care of, anything else?"

Gabrielle turned around to face the Amazon, "Nd¢ ¢hall and thanks, those knots
can be areal pain.”

A faint, almost mischievous smile showed on thet&@iaps face, "I know, but in my
experience, | think they re more difficult to untiean the other way round"

The Queen blushed slightly and cleared her thtgée]l...yes, you may have a point
there."

Callias started to laugh quietly and soon Gabrjeileed her, both feeling the tension
between them disappear. When they'd calmed dowin,aba bard sat down on her
pallet, gesturing to the Amazon to take the chair.

"I really don’t have much time, Your Majesty. | sitebgo."

"I know, but I'm sure they’ll be able to do withguaiu for five more minutes, | want
to talk to you." She pointed sternly at the chgaia, a warm smile belying the formal
nature of her gesture. "And It’s still Gabriellet iyour Majesty."

The Captain hesitated only briefly before sittirgywth, placing the bow and quiver
beside her on the ground.

"l wasn’t sure if..."
"What?" The Queen asked earnestly, "You wasn’tigure"
Callias looked decidedly uncomfortable.

"I wasn’t sure if you still wanted me to call yoyyour first name, I...I wasn’t sure it
was all right."

"It'll always be all right, Callias. Nothing canexvwchange that." Gabrielle said,
feeling a sudden ache inside her. "What do you tad&dor?"

The Amazon shrugged, avoiding her eyes. "I'm sofrgian’t... | guess..." She
faltered and they both felt how the previous temsietween them returned.

Gabrielle felt like kicking herself, hard. If anytiyhad anything to apologize for it
was her and not Callias.

“I'm sorry."



The Captain looked up abruptly.
"What?"
“I'm sorry about...about..."

No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t findrilet words to express her
feelings. To her surprise the blue eyes watchimgureed almost hostile.

"What? What are you sorry about? That you got medlwith me in the first place or
that you dumped me the moment you saw your changettback with Xena?"

The Queen’s face turned pale, but her voice rerdaiakn.

“I’'m sorry, Callias. | should never have..." Shelg@ioff again, then almost
whispered, "I'm sorry for hurting you. | never metm | just..."

She couldn’t hold the Amazon’s gaze and looked daivitlme ground.

"I know, you must think that | used you, that itldit matter to me, that you didn’t
matter to me, but it’s not true. It wasn’t...it waddike that. | don’t know why I..."
She took a deep breath and looked up again. "latawat you a lot, Callias. | really
do, you must believe me."

"But you don’t love me."
Gabrielle looked into resigned, but calm blue eyes.
"I don't know what-."

Callias raised her hand, "You don’t have to sayrang, Gabrielle. I'm a big girl,"
she smiled sadly, "and you don’t have to apolodikeew exactly what | was in for
when | first followed you that night. It’s just asich my responsibility as it’s yours.
We both knew it wasn’t going to last forever."

"I don’t want you to think it didn’t mean anythitggme."

The Captain sighed and removed a few blond strandsher eyes, "I know it meant
something...maybe not as much as I'd have liked bbb | know it did, and I'm sorry
about what | said before, you didn’t dump me. iftaimg, | dumped you."

A pained smile showed on the Queen’s face, "l..llyean’t know what to say. I'd
wish...I'd wish..."

"I know," Callias replied quietly and rose from tblgair. She bent down to pick up the
bow and quiver and then, without hesitation, shhedel forward and kissed Gabrielle
gently on the cheek before walking out of the tent.
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Lykeas found Gabirielle sitting alone at a campfatesently poking the flames with a
stick. She didn’t notice him right away and he ta¢sd for a moment, unsure of what
he wanted to do, before he sat down beside heroBked up and gave him a small



smile then continued to stare into the fire.
"You all right?"

She took a deep breath and nodded, "Yeah, judtitigrf Then suddenly
remembering, she looked back at him, "Have you dolexias?"

He shook his head, "They haven’t returned yet,dsmlt think so... There isn’t much
time left."

They both looked toward the setting sun, bathimgy thaces in a dark red glow and
making Gabrielle’s hair seem more red than blondreds Lykeas™ hair just seemed
to absorb the light and quench it.

"Beautiful."
He nodded, "Yes."

The bard looked at him in surprise, but didn"t aaything. Suddenly the sound of
several horses thundering by only a short distameaey caused them both to turn their
heads.

"Xena’s preparing the cavalry."
"Yes," Gabrielle looked back to the fire. "I know."
Lykeas chuckled quietly, "She’s not too happy alitptihough."”

The bard began poking the fire again, "Do you tlehk’s afraid that she’ll...that
she’ll lose control?"

He looked at her, but she didn’t meet his eyes.

“No, I don’t think so. | think she might be afraitht she’ll enjoy herself too much,
but not that she’ll lose control."

Gabrielle nodded to herself, then after a shorspapoke again, "And what about
you, Lykeas? Are you going to enjoy yourself?"

"If we win." He tried to make light out of the gties, but didn’t quite succeed and
they both knew it.

Gabrielle looked into the dark eyes, ignoring tharged expression she saw there.
"Why are you here?"
The warrior smiled, "It seems to me you’ve askedhmaéeonce already."

"I know," she returned his smile briefly, "and ydign"t answer me then either...
What is it you want? What are you hoping to ach®éve

He scratched his chin for a moment before answg'tivgant to win, | want to defeat
Kassander and the Persians."

The bard began to tap her fingers against the grdiffou know that’s not what |
mean. There’s no obvious reason why you shouldsehtmfight this battle. Why do



you care?"

"Maybe | just want to make a name for myself," hamed disarmingly. "Maybe | just
want to be remembered."

Gabrielle smiled, letting go of her frustration vthe warrior for now.
"Trust me, Lykeas. I'll never forget you."

"Well, mission accomplished, then." His tone wakfj but his eyes were serious as
he looked away. "That’s nice to hear," he contirpaetly.

The bard looked at him in confusion, trying to urstiend what had just happened, if
anything.

"Everybody deserves to be remembered," she begtatitely, fully expecting him to
lash out at her or get up and leave at any sedaridhe dark-haired man remained
where he was.

"Maybe." He fidgeted with his sword, still not laak at her. "When...when | was
younger, | used to picture my own funeral and...dhthase people would be there,
talking about me, remembering me...crying."

He raised his head and looked at her embarragBestty silly, huh?"

Gabrielle’s mind was working overtime, desperatgiiyng to deal with this sudden
revelation and the warrior’s unexpected openndss|ast thing she wanted now was
to say something that would make him jump back msoshell, where he very likely
would never emerge from again.

“I'll cry for you, Lykeas."

She instantly slapped herself mentally, that wagheunderstanding, mature and
wise thing, she’d wanted to say, but to her suegresdidn’t laugh.

"Well, then...what more could | ask for.... Thank you."

She searched his face, looking for signs that lemeking fun of her, but didn’t find
any. The silence stretched between them for atiomg then simultaneously they
both got to their feet.

"We should get ready."”

"Yes," the bard agreed, but neither made a mowveatk away.
"Gabrielle...?"

"Yes?"

"l was wondering... Have you decided whether youaimgto stay here or lead the
Amazons into battle?"

She gave him a pale smile, "I think, we both knbes answer to that."

He nodded to himself, "I'm glad to hear that... | demant you to get hurt."



And then he turned and practically ran towardgéms.
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"Hey..." Xena spoke softly without turning aroundntiauing to tighten the straps on
Argo’s saddle.

Gabrielle had long ago stopped being surprisedhéyvarrior’s never failing ability to
recognize her steps from anybody else’s and justdtno herself, coming to a halt
just behind Xena.

"Hi."

Finishing her task, Xena gave Argo an affectiomatieon the rump, before turning
around to face the bard.

"Thank you."
"For what?" Gabrielle asked curiously.
"For staying in the camp...Lykeas told me."

"Oh..." The bard reached out and tentatively strokegb a few times, "l didn’t know
that, | was going to tell you now."

The warrior followed the movements of Gabrielleasth for a brief moment, then
looked back at the blond woman.

"I wouldn’t have stopped you, you know. | wouldnétve liked it, but if you'd really
decided to lead them, | wouldn’t have stopped you."

"I know," the bard said quietly and looked diredtiyo beautiful blue eyes. "Thank
you."

Xena shrugged and smiled a little, "No problem."

Suddenly at a loss for words, Gabrielle absentlrée eyes roam the stable, noticing
that Argo was the only horse left.

"The cavalry is ready?"
"Yeah, I'm the only one left," the warrior pausédere leaving soon."

Instead of saying anything, the bard moved forveard wrapped her arms around the
taller woman’s waist, burying her head in her stieulSlightly startled, Xena put her
arms around Gabrielle, feeling the bard tightendmebrace in return.

"Are you all right?"

She felt Gabrielle nod against her chest, butt liggmor betrayed the bard’s feelings
and the warrior gently raised the young woman’s thiook into moist green eyes.

"Hey...what’s wrong?"



The bard just shook her head and smiled through,tbafore resting her head on
Xena’s shoulder. Confused and worried, the waputled Gabrielle tighter and
gently kissed the blond hair, feeling how the bsloidvly began to relax against her.
After a few more moments, Xena leaned back a kitlé hesitantly waited for
Gabrielle to look up. With one finger, she carsfuliped the tears away.

"What was all that about?"

The bard shook her head, "I...I don’t know. | justSHe looked like she was about to
cry again, "l just never want to be without youiada

The warrior felt a lump in her throat and swallowddlon’t want to be without you
either."

Xena desperately wanted to hold the young woman gghbter, to have her as close
as possible, but knew that if she did that, Galeriebuld be crushed, so she settled
for a kiss instead. Slowly and almost searching thes moved against each other,
communicating more than words ever could. Reluttaheéy broke apart, but the
moment their eyes met, they leaned forward to &igsn, this time with greater force
and urgency.

"We have to leave now."

It took them a second to realize that somebodyspa#ten and they both looked up to
see Lykeas stand in the stable door, looking ahtiveh an almost apologetic
expression. He smiled briefly at Gabrielle, theokied at Xena.

"I'll see you outside."

They watched him leave, but neither loosened theraoe or attempted to move
away.

"You have to go."

The warrior could think of a millions reason whyesthould stay, but sighed quietly
instead, "Yes."

However, she still didn"t move, so the bard gertiy, firmly eased herself away and
leaned against Argo’s stall.

"They’re waiting."

Xena studied her for a second, then smiled andbghiArgo’s reins. She gave
Gabrielle a quick kiss, before leading the horseatds the door, stopping just in
front of it as she heard the bard speak quietly.

"Make sure you come back to me."
The warrior didn’t trust her voice and waited a neairbefore looking back, "I will."

As if cold, the blond woman hugged herself, a rusifaile on her lips, "I'll be
waiting."

Xena bit her lip, then left the stable.



Part 8
CHAPTER XXXII

Nicanor felt how his foot slipped on a small stamel the brief scraping sound that
followed rang out loudly in the night. His heartialin had already been working
overtime for the last ten minutes, picked up amehaster pace and he had to stop. He
inhaled softly, almost not daring to let the ait ofihis lungs again, afraid that it
might sound too loud. He glanced around him andenfiglt than saw the countless
shadows moving silently down the slope, seemingatriike one huge predatory
being. A cold breath of wind blew the hair from fase and he shivered lightly, this
night was the coldest yet. Reluctantly, he putfoioé ahead of the other and started to
descend the slope again, all the time praying hddwot step on a stone or some
gravel that would cause him to fall. A sound nowuddbe catastrophically, they were
close enough to see the faint light of the few damep still burning at the outskirts of
the enemy camp, and although Nicanor knew it wgsmssible, that it was all in his
imagination, he’d swear, he could see the shadbtie guards moving around,
patrolling the area. He felt like a thousand pafreyes were staring at him, like a
thousands breaths were held back, waiting...waitifeyshook his head angrily and
began to move faster so not to break the line. &uigidas if an unspoken order had
been issued, all movement stopped. The General ¢eel his pulse race in his ears
as he tried to see through the darkness, frantitglhg to guess what it was that had
happened. And then he saw it, their shadows ogritnend became darker and started
to float gently over the land. With wide open eliedifted his head and stared up at
the sky.

No... The moon.

The dark clouds above seemed to dissolve and &dadhe bright light of the moon
penetrated the night.

Not now... Please Zeus! Not now!

He almost didn’t dare to look away, knowing fullllwehat he would see once he did.
He would see everything. He would see the endiess bf soldiers, covering every
inch of the grassy slope on their way down, thedek and any other bare skin painted
black, making their eyes shine with a supernatight. And if he looked back
towards their camp, he’d see what looked like & ttaest looming at the edge, as if
ready to move, swallowing everything on its way.cofrse it wasn’t a forest, it was
rows and rows of horses and riders, all waitingdiiesilent for the signal to attack.
He tore his gaze away from the sky and looked glsssing how the pale light of the
moon swept over the plain towards them. Slowly,reléntlessly it came closer and
closer, already bathing the enemy camp in its lggitt then it disappeared. Nicanor
looked up and although he couldn’t see it, knewdhaver the plain hundreds of
heads were doing the same. The sky was dark, tiba maving succumbed to the
thickness of the clouds once again. Instantly theyed forward, this time in a faster
pace. If the moon had appeared once, there waalimytwhen it would appear again.

Almost there, almost there, almost there...

Suddenly a roaring laughter filled the air and KMimaheard the entire army take a



collective breath and then the world around hingbadire. Simultaneously all over
the plain, powerful explosions were heard and eoosbonfires lit of the night, the
flames hungrily reaching for the sky. The Genepalnsaround and felt how his heart
almost stopped beating; they were trapped. Theeanfiantry was trapped inside a
deadly ring of fire where the walls were made wmrfrroaring flames almost six feet
high. A dark, suffocating smoke filled his nosti@isd his eyes immediately began to
water. From everywhere around him, he heard pemplghing and gasping for air,
some slowly dropping to the ground while otherststhto run around, desperately
searching for a way through the fire.

Even if they manage to get out... It won’t do theyngamod... Kassander’s waiting on
the other side.

He felt his throat constrict as he tried to takethar breath and almost cried out from
the excruciating pain in his lungs. He sank dowrmoe knee, fighting the dizziness
in his head and then, above the raging flamesladdreams of the trapped soldiers
he heard a voice call out, a voice that seemee talried by the wind, penetrating
the air.

"Xena, will you get your arse down here! Now!"

It was Lykeas” voice.
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Xena heard the words loud and clear and a fenalgimowed on her face.
Oh, he sure knows how to put it.

Dark waves of smoke rose from the plain below Imerthe warrior saw how the
horses around her began to dance nervously, thgusteir heads up and down.

"Okay, listen! We have to get Kassander’s army dway the fire, so our soldiers
have a chance of passing the flames! There’s nmukem getting free of the fire,
only to be cut down afterwards. Is that clear?!"

Without waiting for an answer of any kind, she &ftdly kneed Argo forward and
was instantly followed by the first row of the cayaThe heat from the fire burned
her skin and the roaring flames almost drown oetribise of hundreds of thundering
hooves. Xena drew her sword and leaned forwardtipadly lying down on Argo as
rider and horse dived into the inferno.

Lykeas” eyes darted frantically, but controllechirteft to right, searching for just the
smallest opening in the wall of fire. Every bretgh like he was inhaling the flames
themselves and a steady stream of tears was rudoimg his cheeks. The smoke
made it almost impossibly to see and he kept stungplolver men lying on the ground,
some of them breathing and something of them natd&nly, his ears picked up the
sound of horses approaching, soon followed by died of metal meeting metal.

Ah good, the cavalry’s arrived.

He smiled to himself and went down on all fours Aedan to feel his way through



the smoke.
"Get up! You can do it! Get up or I'll kill you mgH!"
The soldier groaned, but managed to get to his feet

"I want you to help me find all the men who’relstiell enough to fight. Tell them to
head North, in the direction of Kassander’s cantpveait for me there. If everything
goes the way it’s supposed to, the Persians sheulldiven away from the fire soon
and that’ll give us an opportunity to pass the #arh

"But we’ll burn if we try that," the swaying soldieroaked out, rubbing his irritated
eyes.

"We’ll burn either way," Lykeas stated flatly. "Getit! You got five minutes."

The man fell to his knees again and started tolcxaay, feeling in front of him with
his hands. Soon all the soldiers who were capabte wn their knees, searching for
their comrades. Lykeas noticed some men stop &rid shake a couple of motionless
bodies back to life.

"Stop that!" He cried out and immediately starte@¢dugh violently, "Le-leav...leave
the dead and unconscious alone, we only have tirfied the living."

After what felt like an eternity, the warrior malis way towards North and was soon
met with the sight of a small group of soldiersgtiked close together.

"Is that it?" He whispered in disbelief, then raises voice. "Are you all that’s left?"

A young man, whose face was red and sporting seviesters nodded, "The rest
didn’t move."

Fuck!

Lykeas turned his head and squinted against threggertlames that seemed to moved
closer and closer.

It"s up to you now, Xena.

Again, Xena tried to drive Argo in between the ssisl and the flames, but again the
horse reared and danced backwards.

"Whoa girl! | know it’s hot, but we have to get timen away," Xena whispered,
knowing full well that her horse couldn’t hear Haough the noise. Suddenly she
saw the soldiers closest to the fire spin arourttthair formation fell apart as
familiar battle cries cut through the night.

Ah, | see the Amazons haven’t lost their touch.

With brutal and merciless efficiency, the warrisliged their way through the first
row of soldiers. The heat was scorching their baitlesr arms were hurting from the
strain and every time an enemy soldier went dowatleer one came from out of
nowhere to take his place, but not once did thitgrianot once did they retreat. The
insane and all consuming craving for revenge blazédeir eyes and drove them
forward, and soon the Persians began to move awaytheir position at the fire,



leaving the immediate area around it unguardedaXxtent wait to see if the infantry
emerged from the flames, but forced Argo aroundrade directly into the nearest
group of soldiers, scattering the men all over.

"Now!"

Lykeas dived into the fire, instantly feeling th@mes burn his skin and the small
hairs on his arms wither from the heat. He clogeckhes and just kept running,
praying he didn’t lose sense of the direction.

Much sooner than he’d expected, he was througlalriest lost his balance as the
great force of the heat suddenly lessened andlHersard, just managing to support
himself with one hand. He was in a lot of pain]ifeglike the outer layer of his skin
had been violently torn from his body and his lungse burning, but he was alive.
He unsheathed his sword, cursing silently as thidétined his hand and looked
around. He could see the main battle was takingediarther away and was about to
run towards it, when a horrible scream nailed horthe spot. He turned around,
hardly noticing the gasping soldiers who"d manageadin through the fire with him
and looked at the flames. A man was running arouadly in the midst of the fire,
desperately searching for a way through.

"Just run." Lykeas tried to shout, but all that eapnt was a hoarse whisper. "Don’t
wait, just run."

The soldier screamed again as his hair startedrtodnd several of his fellow

soldiers averted their eyes, incapable of watchmgmore. The man, now screaming
constantly, fell to the ground and started to aotlund, but he only managed to spread
the fire to his clothes. As the scream lost all lskamce of a human sound, Lykeas
swallowed and looked away. The harsh smell of Imgrfliesh entered his nostrils and
suddenly the image of Ephiny’s funeral pyre filkésl mind.

"Come on, move it! We still have a battle to fight!

Without looking back, the soldiers started to roward the battle raging ahead of
them. As they got closer, it became easier to $e# was going on, but it still took a
while before the warrior registered the sight tiaeted him, his foggy brain trying to
cope with and sort out all the information at oridee Persians were retreating. It
didn’t happen fast and it was taking the cavaldg/iwe Amazons everything they had
and more, but the Persians were retreating. A thiomgnaged to penetrate the
confusion in Lykeas” mind.

"We’re winning...

Then the earth shook beneath his feet and he tamoechd and bloodshot, watering
eyes widened as they took in the sight of more theee hundred well armed men,
marching toward him. The soldiers came from thega@nom Kassander’s camp and
the warrior instantly recognized the stately figudeng in front, leading the army
behind him. It would only take them a few minutesMalk around the fire and come
to the aid of their kinsmen and then... Lykeas loo&ethe sword in his sooty hands
and then looked back up at the approaching armyetHmut a small sigh and as he
started to move towards it, a peaceful smile apgukean his face.
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Out of the corner of her eye, Xena saw the appingadrmy and the lone figure
walking out to meet them.

Gods! He's finally lost it!
"Lykeas! Wait, you can’t-."

The sudden appearance of a Persian on a horskartiher words, and for a minute
she lost the warrior from her sight as she angiilyst her sword deep into the rider’s
chest. Without giving the Persian a second loo&,\y&mked her sword free and turned
Argo around, but before she managed to find Lyleggsn, a small wave of soldiers
suddenly broke through the Amazon ranks.

Damn! We don’t have the time for this.

"Callias! Erinya! You're on your own now, we hawerégroup! Kassander’s
coming!" She stood up in the saddle, trying totgetattention of the men around her,
"The left wing stays here, the rest of you comdnwaiie!"

She was pleasantly surprised to see the centrthandyht wing of the cavalry
immediately break away and begin to follow her tmvhe approaching army. Riding
ahead of the cavalry, Xena felt the heat carrigtl tie wind against her face,
promptly followed by the smell of smoke and blo8the barred her teeth in a savage
grin and tightened the grip around her sword.

Here | come, Kassander. Have you missed me?

She felt the adrenaline course through her bodyetralit a chilling cry, hearing how
the riders behind her picked it up and multiplied i

She laughed out loud, "That’s right men! Let’s sliowse bastards who they're up
against!"

Lykeas abruptly stopped and was quickly overtakewlhat was left of the infantry.
Unseeing eyes stared at the passing soldiers” baakgery thought of moving
forward left the warrior’s mind.

That cry...

He felt an old familiar tremor run through his baalypictures and images from many
years ago raced through his mind.

She’s back... She’s come back, she’s with me again.

He turned around and stared directly into blazilg leyes that seemed to scorch and
burn everything that got in their way. He took e sight of the impressive warrior
thundering towards him, closely followed by morartiwo hundred men on horses
and then he smiled. The smile on the dark warri@cs, instantly cleared the haze in
Xena's head and an expression of horror showea@ofabe.

No, Lykeas... No.



Argo felt her mistress slack the reins and unceltalowed down a little, before
Xena regained her equilibrium and picked up theeaain. She saw Lykeas” brow
furrow and then, for the shortest of seconds, @ dadness filled the black eyes
before it disappeared and he turned away.

Feeling strangely detached, Lykeas felt and hdsatavalry beginning to close in on
him and he looked ahead to see that Kassandedinadtaounded the fire and was
about to head directly towards the ridiculous srpatft of the infantry that was left.
Then, from out of nowhere, enormous clouds of snaikeptly swallowed up
Kassander and his army and Lykeas lost them fransight. The smoke was followed
by a new wall of fire as hungry flames fed from shuglden increase in the force of the
wind.

The wind...?
Lykeas felt the cold wind sweep down from the plagéhind him.
The wind has...

He closed his eyes as hundreds of horses finaéiytook him and didn’t open them
till the earth had stopped moving beneath his feet.

| think the wind...

Even from a distance, he could see the flamesiggeer and higher and still there
was no sight of Kassander’s army.

| think the wind has changed.
He took a deep breath and realized the air was eed free from smoke.

Yes, the wind has indeed changed.
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CHAPTER XXXII
"No!"

Kassander desperately tried to turn his horse adaut the mare was in the final
stages of panic and acted more like a wild beast ghwell-trained horse. All around
him, he heard his men shouting and screaming, somseng their horses, others
crying out in pain when they were swallowed up oy lames. Suddenly a huge cloud
of smoke engulfed them and the King's horse reaned Kassander had to press his
knees hard against her flanks and hold on to the tegghtly not to be thrown off.
Feeling how breathing became more difficult, thad<forcefully kicked his heels into
the horse and finally managed to turn her arountlinstead of seeing the clear route
back to the camp, he stared directly into anottedt @f fire. He was surrounded. The
mare was now shaking violently and her body wasosyin sweat as she danced
nervously from side to side, the brown eyes rotiadk in terror.

"You stupid horse!"



Kassander kicked her again and tried to push herafal closer to the flames, but the
horse only backed further away.

"Fucking beast! Move damn it! Move!"

His eyes were watering constantly now and the Wweatscorching his skin, but still
he kept a clear head.

| can manage this. | just need to break throughrihe of fire, it can’t be that wide. |
can do this! There’s no reason to panic, | canhis! t

The sound of renewed fighting coming from somewthed@ind him told him that
those of his men who’d managed to escape the ére mow heavily engaged with
defending themselves against the cavalry.

That bitch! | was so close, | was almost there.

He started to cough violently and the horse usatisimgle moment of distraction to
rear again, and with a surprised shout Kassanttdrifeself lose hold of the reins and
fall backwards, landing on the grass with an urgdeasound of cracking bones. A
sharp pain starting in his right knee coursed tbholis body and dark spots danced
before his eyes as he tried to get back to his legtsomehow his right leg didn’t
seem to be functioning properly and he lost hisihet and sank helplessly to the
ground again. For a second he stared up into ttkesétg obscured by smoke and fire,
then he rolled himself over and started to crawlaials his horse, trying to ignore the
horrible pain in his knee every time it made conteith the ground. The loop of fire
around him had tightened considerably and he kreehdd to get out now, already
each hissing breath was followed by violent cougliits and he was starting to feel
dizzy and had problems thinking straight.

| just have to get back in the saddle, then evargtivill be okay. | just have to get
back in the saddle...

As he was within two feet of the horse, the tezdfanimal was suddenly hit by a
couple of flying sparks and she abruptly changeelction and without any regard for
her master ran headlong into him, knocking the Kmthe ground. The horse
frantically tried to find a way out, but the flamesre too close and all she
accomplished was running around in smaller andlsmalcles. As Kassander
opened his eyes and stared up at the sky, he kisevetk was broken. As he smelled
the hairs on his head beginning to burn, he knewdwddn’t escape the flames. As he
watched his horse make a last desperate attengpt tmut, fail and then turn around
and run directly towards him, he knew he was gtindie. Almost the moment the
flames spread to his clothes, the horse trampled loig broken body and as his vision
faded and the pain disappeared, Kassander congidienself lucky.

At least, she didn"t kill me.

The flames swept over the plain with no abandomllswing anybody who came
within their reach. The Persian soldiers trappethieyfire on one side and by enemy
soldiers on the other, died before they had a ahémtay down their weapons and
surrender and the rest soon turned and ran, otlg toercilessly hunted down by
Greek soldiers. Hours later, the only thing thas \edt of Kassander’s camp were
ashes, but that too was soon blown away by tHarstieasing wind, and as Xena



made her way back up the slope followed by theigars of the infantry and the
cavalry, the smell of burnt flesh had almost diggwpd as well or, as she thought to
herself, maybe they had just gotten used to itdwy.n
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"You'd think that the battle had taken place hew ot down there," Lykeas
commented quietly, absorbing the carnage around'Mry did they have to bring
all the dead here? They should be kept away framtbunded.”

Callias nodded and looked at her bandaged arm \atjlesting the sling at her neck.

"I know, but they were in a hurry and..." She pauseefly and looked away from the
bodies placed on blankets on the ground. "Somkeeshtwere hard to identify and
they didn’t want to make any mistakes and... | supgosne one them were alive
when they were first brought here."

They stepped aside as another stretcher was brmsihe the large tent reserved for
people hurt in the fire. On the stretcher was dyblawkrned soldier, his skin black and
charred.

The Captain swallowed, "I think that was Generalaxior."”
Lykeas wrinkled his nose, "I think so too. Let'$ get of here."

They walked out of the tent and found themselvesaded by chaos. Everywhere
people were running back and forth, carrying skrets or supporting those who were
capable of walking on their own. Almost everybodgre/sporting more or less
bloodied bandages, leaning on crutches or runmogna aimlessly searching for
friends. Lykeas squinted towards the rising sunlahdut a deep breath. Apart from a
few scratches, sore muscles and the fact that bdegting like he’d be roasted over a
slow fire, he was unharmed.

"How’s the arm?"
Callias raised her well arm in resignation, "Fieecept that it itches like Tartarus."

"You were lucky, if the arrow had hit your shoulgdtre joint might never have
functioned properly again.”

The Amazon nodded, barely managing to get outefmaly of another stretcher.
"Yes, | know." She cast a glance ahead of heretlieb go report to the Queen now, it
seems like most of the dead have been accountéd for

She started to walk away, but a hand on her shostdpped her.
"How many did you lose?"

"Seventeen and five are critical.”

"They did well."

"Of course, they did," Callias spoke quietly. "Thvegre Amazons."



Lykeas watched the blond woman leave and thendumevalk in the other direction.
"Sir?"

He stopped and waited for the soldier to reach him.

"Yes?"

A young man from his part of the infantry came toadt before him and saluted.
Lykeas awkwardly raised his hand.

"Don’t... What can | do for you, Lyssander?"

The soldier pointed to a nervously looking man diiag a few yards away, "He says
you asked for him, so | decided to bring him to.ydthe young man shifted from the
left foot to the right. "l wasn’t sure if he spake truth and | didn’t want to risk
anything."

The warrior glanced at the farmer who'd taken @ffttat and was gingerly looking
around with wide open eyes, all colour having leftcheeks as he noticed the bodies
lying close by.

"You did well, Lyssander. I'll take it from here."

The soldier saluted again and this time Lykeagmetlit, hiding a wry smile.
"Oh yes, sir, before | forget. Xena's looking fouy'

"She is?" The warrior licked his dry lips. "Oka¥l| o find her afterwards."

The young man nodded and hurried away and Lykeasdthis attention back to the
farmer, indicating with a finger for the man to a@closer.

"Yes?"

"We found him, sir."

"And?"

The farmer shook his head, "There was nothing wdodo."

"I see." The dark warrior rummaged through his mt€land handed a couple of
dinars to the man. "Go get yourself something td' ea

The farmer’s eyes lit up as he studied the coifssitnand. "Thank you, sir. If you
ever require my services again, I'll be-."

"Yeah, yeah," Lykeas dismissed the man. "Get olieoé."

He sighed and started to walk back to the camgehtsires hardening. There was
something he had to do.
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Xena washed the blood of her hands and looked drfmursomething to dry them in,
but all she found was a torn and bloodied piecdath.

That looks like an Amazon tunic.

She let her eyes run over the many bodies in tite et didn’t find what she was
looking for.

"Xena?"

She turned her head to look at an elderly man kmgeh the ground beside a soldier.
"Yes?"

“I've heard you're skilled in the art of using @ points, is that true?"

She stepped closer and looked down at the mutiladdg beside the old man, "Yes."

"Can you do something for him?" The healer gestheddlessly at the soldier. "I'd
like to give him some herbs for the pain, but I.. & ekhaled slowly, "But | need to
save them for those who have a chance of survivihg...

"He’s still alive?" The warrior asked increduloysbking a closer look. From the
look of it, the man couldn’t possibly be alive, butn she noticed a faint hissing
sound and realized it was air fussing out fromhblkes in the soldier’s lungs.

"Barely," the old man replied and wiped his forehesamearing blood all over. "Is
there something you can do?"

Xena kneeled down beside him, trying no to loothatsoldier’s frozen stare.
"Yes, but it’ll probably kill him."

The healer smiled bitterly, "Does it matter? Hetadlalready." He rose to his feet.
"Do what you think is right, I've other patientsattend to."

The warrior stared at the soldier on the ground.feice was contorted into an
inhuman mask of pain and horror and his right amas severely burned, tiny flakes of
charred flesh falling to the ground, creating alspike of black ashes.

Xena's gaze left the man’s arm and strayed totaosplois neck, then she leaned
forward to gain better access. A minute later sihidier had drawn his last laboured
breath. She remained in a kneeling position favarinutes, staring ahead of her
without really seeing anything, then she felt soatsbwatch her from behind and she
turned her head.

"You wanted to see me?"

She rose to her feet and stepped over the bodiggearound until she was right
beside the warrior.

"Yes, | need to talk to you about something."

"Then let’s go outside, | can’t breathe in here."



She followed Lykeas outside and was surpriseddatseas a few hours past noon,
she’d been tending to the wounded for more thahdens. The chaos that had
followed immediately after their return to the cahgal lessened considerably and a
more controlled and disciplined atmosphere filleel &ir.

"You look tired."
Xena rolled her head to loosen up her stiff musc¢leam."
"How are things?"

"Unpleasant,” she gave him pale smile. "The fieenokd many lives this morning and
will continue to do so for at least a couple of endays."

He nodded, "But it saved us too. It took care df bisthe Persian army...and
Kassander."

"Have they found his body?"
"What's left of it, they have."

The warrior studied the man before, first now natiche drawn lines around his eyes
and the constant moistening of his lips.

"You got pretty close to the flames too."
Lykeas smiled briefly, "I've no eyebrows left."

Xena returned his smile and raised her hand, leut léft it fall back down. She
looked into his eyes and was painfully aware offgtoe that he had to look away for a
second before he could return her gaze.

Not now... | have to see to other matters first,then...

"Otherwise you're okay?"

"Yes...and you?"

"A few scratches," Xena gestured absently to Heslde, "nothing serious."

"l went to see Gabrielle," Lykeas continued tongles'l know you ve been tied up
with the wounded and she with the Amazons, soughol’d tell her everything was
fine."

"Thank you." The warrior smiled warmly. She’d wahte go see Gabrielle the entire
day, but simply hadn’t had the time. "I really agpate that."

He shrugged, "No problem, | don’t have your headikijs and after I'd finished
bringing in the dead and wounded, there wasn’tamytelse to do."

Lykeas straightened up and their eyes met again.
"We have a traitor in our midst," he stated flatly.

"I know...that’s one of the things | wanted to talkybu about."



"Alexias” body was found earlier this morning, tiisoat had been slit."
"Damn," Xena cursed quietly. "That poor kid, herdiddeserve that."

"No, he didnt," Lykeas replied calmly, then lookeavards the tent. "You better go
back in there, they need you."

"What about Alexias and the traitor?"

After a moment’s hesitation, the dark warrior spdké take care of that."
Then he turned and started to walk away.

“"Lykeas, only bring them in. Don’t take the matt¢o your own hands."
He looked back at her and gave her a somewhatssiargan.

"Ah, Xena... Would | do that...?"
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CHAPTER XXXIV

"He what!?"

"He left about two hours ago, | thought you knew."
Xena shook her head in disbelief, "No, no I didn’t.
Damn! Damn you, Lykeas!

Erinya sceptically eyed the distraught warrior befoer, she didn’t quite understand
the dark woman'’s strong reaction.

"He probably won’t be gone for long, it should@ke too long to secure Kassander’s
castle.”

Xena looked away from the Amazon for a moment, miygsstudying the coarse
canvas of the tent before continuing, "How many mieihhe take with him?"

The weapons master scratched her chin, "About dredror something like that, |
told him he couldn’t bring more or the camp woutddft defenceless."

"He wanted to take more with him?"

"Yeah, but | said he had to settle for what wasdéhis part of the infantry, besides
that should be enough. The castle must be prdgteladndoned and even if there are
some Persians left, the soldiers are more tharbtapadeal with them, After all,
Lykeas did train them well."

Xena smiled bitterly, "Yes, he did, didn"t he?"

The Amazon’s eyes narrowed slightly, "Is thereablam?"



The warrior only shook her head, "Did he leave asage?"

"Well, he didn’t say anything to me," Erinya spakawly, her eyes searching the tall
woman’s face, "but he might have left somethingoiar tent, | saw him leave it
earlier today, just before they headed out."”

"Okay, thanks, I'll check it out.”

She cast a last glance around the tent, her gatiegériefly on all the bodies lying
on makeshift pallets or on the ground, then shé&eehobut closely followed by the
weapons master.

Outside dusk had started to drive away the alréaelyle autumn warmth and Xena
shivered involuntarily. The camp was eerily quigsually after a hard fought battle,
soldiers liked to unwind, throwing away all cautiand restraint, vigorously
celebrating the victory and the fact that they wstiiealive, but tonight was different
and the warrior didn’t like it. As much as she fdwome of the men’s behaviour after
a battle repulsive or straight out silly, she pnedd it to the heavy, despondent silence
that hung in the air, smothering all attempts atrimeent.

"It was a hard fight," the Amazon spoke quietlyfagading Xena's thoughts. "One
thing is to have your friends killed in battle, #mer is to watch them burn alive.”

"I know."

"Eventually, they will celebrate and drink themsedunto oblivion, but it’ll take a day
or two."

"Yeah," the warrior fell silent. "I guess so."

Erinya gave her a gentle pat on the back and dttoteralk towards the Amazon
camp.

"Are you coming? | know Her Majesty has been logkior you."
"Yes, in a minute. | just have to do somethingfirs

"Okay, I'll tel her you're on your way. GoodnigKena."
"Goodnight,” the warrior replied distantly, losttimught.

You promised me, Lykeas. You swore, you weremhiplg anything. You promised
me...

As she stopped in front of her tent, she closeclies briefly and an unbidden voice
filled her head.

You broke a promise too once, remember? And hy@igtdidn’t he? He never called
you on it... And now, after all these years, whidityou do if he does?

She opened her eyes and looked up at the darksigrised that she had to blink a
few times to see clearly.

Please Lykeas... Don’t put me in a situation whésave no choice. You deserve
better than that, we both do...



She swallowed and stepped inside her tent, stogjgad in her tracks. Tied to a chair
and fully gagged, one pale brown eye staring fuglypat her was Zelei.
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"Xena?"

Gabrielle looked inside the warrior’s tent onlyfitwl it empty and bathed in darkness.
She frowned and started to walk towards the stahlg#sugh she had searched the
place only ten minutes ago, but she couldn’t hetgdif. She hadn’t seen Xena the
entire day. At first they had both been fully ocedpwith the wounded and after the
worst had been taken care of, Gabrielle had spentemains of the day with the
surviving Amazons, holding a quiet and private maaiservive for those lost in
battle. That was an hour ago and ever since shéd®dout looking for the warrior
after she had failed showing up in spite of thesage she’d had delivered through
Erinya.

The bard quickly looked through the stables, alydambwing that Xena wouldn’t be
there, but she didnt know where else to look. fimenent she’d heard that Lykeas
had left, she’d raced to the stables and althobglwsuldn’t quite admit it to herself,
had been more than a little relieved to see thgbAvas still there. Then she’d
checked all the tents with wounded and even wefdrass to the followers” camp,
but the warrior hadn’t been anywhere to be to faamiinobody had been able to tell
her where she might be. Gabrielle paused beforAitezon camp and looked back
down the lines and lines of tents and the countiasspfires where small groups of
soldiers sat eating or sharpening their weapolasdeadly silence. No laughter, no
voices were heard and the bard sighed. More thgihiag she wanted to be away
from the sights and sounds of war. She wantedateeléhe all consuming violence
and what it did to people behind her and just kaepalking until the memories of
the dead and wounded had been erased from her Buhdhost of all... She shivered
and pulled her coat tighter around her, most oflaél wanted to forget the screams of
the terrified soldiers trapped in the flames arelgickening smell of burnt flesh. She
pulled herself together and walked the rest ofithg to her tent and stepped inside,
and was only a little surprised to find the warsteeping on the pallet, still dressed in
her bloodied and dirty leathers. A single oil lamgs lit and the small flickering

flame caused the dark shadows in the corners wheright couldn’t reach to seem
even darker. The bard quietly pulled a chair cl@ser watched the pale light
teasingly move over Xena's features, making it apjike the warrior was awake and
moving, the bronze skin almost glowing, and theth@ut warning, she started to cry.
Silently at first, but then the sobs became loaatel blue eyes snapped open. The
warrior blinked a few times, momentarily confuseddse her exhausted mind took in
the sight of the crying woman next to her, andgioggily sat up and pulled Gabrielle
onto her lap, wrapping her arms around her. Fong time they sat like that, the
silence only broken by occasional sobs from thengoyoman and Xena's softly
whispered words, more meant to comfort than to nsakese. Finally, she felt the
tension starting to leave Gabrielle’s body andpdheed a kiss on the tousled blonde
hair.

"Wanna tell me what that was all about?"



She heard the bard sigh and felt the arms aroundduo& tighten and then Gabrielle
looked up to gaze into concerned blue eyes.

"It's a bit embarrassing actually," she beganntra half-hearted smile, "l really don’t
know."

The warrior gently wiped the remains of the teavayawith her thumb, patiently
waiting for the bard to elaborate, but when notleame she stopped and searched the
face before her.

"You sure? Did anything happen to upset you?"

"You mean besides the fact that I've just witnegshednost bloody battle in my life,
lost nineteen of my warriors and watched men bbnogight in, who, if the Gods had
any mercy, should have died from their burns orbédlefield? No, Xena, aside from
that nothing has happened to upset me."

She gave the warrior another pale smile to takedye of her words, but still felt the
arms around her stiffen.

"You shouldn’t have been here, | should have-."

"Shhh," Gabrielle put a finger on the warrior'sslipdon’t say it. It was my choice,
remember?"

She snuggled a bit closer.

"And I'm going to be okay, really | am," she conia as she noticed Xena's doubtful
expression. "Tomorrow, I'll be as strong and agieffit as | need to be, but right
now..."

She leaned up to kiss the chapped, but still arghzsoft lips, "Right now, | just
want you to hold me, if that’s okay."

The warrior’s only response was to pull the younognan closer, burying her face in
the silky hair.
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The Counsellor scrambled nervously away from th& dean hovering over him.
Lykeas grinned, revealing white teeth before gittsack down in the chair. He
reached down and took the goblet standing on thengt beside the chair and took a
few gulps, black eyes studying the shivering magr ¢lve brim of the glass.

"So..." The warrior let the wine swirl in his moutbrfa moment. "Are you going to
tell me what | want to know or do you want anotteemd?"

Pindar looked down at his singed and drenched e&toéimd then shot a nervous glance
at the dark flowing river a few yards away. Hisreot hands nervously clenched and
unclenched the wet mud on the river bank and heedldis eyes, trying to shut out

the image of the reclining predator in front of hife more sensed than heard a
movement and instantly a hand closed around histhr



"Don’t close your eyes on me!"

The Counsellor tried to swallow, but the grip arddnis throat was too tight and
instead he opened his eyes to stare into the daekdbove him.

"Did I tell you to close you eyes?"

Pindar managed to shake his head and a smile stpsbad on Lykeas” face then he
let go and went back to sit in the chair, gestutmthe soldiers who had rushed
forward in case their leader needed any help vighinterrogation, to step back again.

"Look, Pindar... It's Pindar, isn't it?"
The Counsellor nodded affirmatively, afraid that oice might betray him.

"All I want to know is how many soldiers, Persiamtherwise, Kassander left to
guard his castle when he left. You see," he pointettilessly over his shoulder at the
tents placed further away from the river, "I habewat a hundred men with me and all
taken into consideration that should be enough, But

He took another sip from the goblet and stood up.
"But it’s best to be careful, isnit?"

He stepped over to the man still lying on the geband knelt down beside him,
ignoring the foul smelling mud smearing his kné&a you must understand how
pleased | was to hear that Counsellor Pindar, Kalesas most trusted servant, had
been handed over to my men by a group of farmers."

He smiled coldly.

"Really, Pindar. Did you expect you could just hidea barn like that? Did you really
think that any of your precious King’s subjects Wdduave anything to do would you,
much less protect you? They can’t avenge themselv&assander because he’s
dead, but you...you are the next best thing. "

The smile broadened.

"You must know that every man and every woman i kilngdom hate Kassander
from the bottom of their hearts, and that everywhee have passed so far, we've
been treated like saviours instead of conquerors.”

He leaned closer and whispered into the Counssléaf, "They cheer for us, they
offer us food and gifts even though they hardlyehamything themselves...due to
your King'’s taxes of course...but they don’t seercate... We are heroes to them."

Lykeas rose and looked past the river, staringrdatthe dark night, an almost
astonished expression on his face, then it disapdeand he gazed back down at the
quivering man below him.

"So tell me, Pindar. What do we have to expect whemeach Kassander’s castle?"

"Not much," the Counsellor said, unable to hidelitterness in his voice. "Those
who haven’t run off already are sure to do so thenent they hear you're coming."
He paused for a second, "The King has inspired aflthings in people over the



years, but loyalty has never been one of them."
The dark warrior nodded to himself, "And what abiingé Persians?"

Pindar shrugged, "Theyre most likely gone. ThehH{gng must have heard of the
defeat by now and has probably withdrawn the remairhis troops to avoid having
his part in the war exposed and thus spare hirttseliumiliation of becoming the
laughing-stock of every Greek city state... Pers@mst like to be laughed at," he
added silently, more to himself than to Lykeas.

"See," the warrior roughly patted the Counselloh@nbald head. "If only you'd told
me that right away, we wouldn’t have had to gougtothat nasty thing with the oil
and the fire."

He smeared a line of mud down Pindar’s cheek,t'ydte were happy the river was
so close by."

The man ignored the comment and feeling strangdiy @and peaceful looked up into
the black eyes.

"What are you going to do with me?"
Lykeas tilted his head slightly, pursing his lips.
"Hmm, that’s a good question..."

He was silent for a few minutes, then turned araorfdce the few soldiers standing
behind him.

"The farmers who brought him here, are they stduad?"
A young soldier eagerly stepped forward, "Yes,Idinink so."
"Ah good," the warrior looked down at the man &t figlet.

"Tell them, | have a present for them... Somethinghtow them how much | value
their services."

He poked Pindar in the ribs with his foot.

“I’'m sure they’ll know how to...to...appreciate thisahtoken of gratitude."
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CHAPTER XXXV

Gabirielle lifted her head from the warrior’s shauldnd looked into tired, but awake
blue eyes.

"Can’t you sleep?"”
“Nah, I guess I'm too exhausted to sleep."

"Maybe it would help if you actually closed youresy'



"You think so?" Xena chuckled quietly and pulled trard closer.

"Yes." Gabrielle slid her hand under the thin cotshift and gently caressed the
warrior’s stomach.

"Uh, I'm not so sure that’ll make it easier for todall asleep.”

The young woman smiled and stilled the movementeohand for a short moment,
then continued.

"Why don’t you tell me what’s bothering you? If ydoi that might help you sleep.”

She felt Xena take a deep breath as her eyeféeliard’s face to stare out into the
darkness of the tent. Gabrielle propped hersetiruper left elbow, continuing the
soothing motions on the warrior’s stomach withdtber hand.

"Is it about Zelei?"
Surprised blue eyes returned to her face, "I dikiméw you knew about that."

The bard smiled sadly, "It's hard to keep a seoratcamp, particularly when at least
a dozen of people saw her be carried all tied upbyour tent, kicking and
screaming.”

"Yeah, she did deliver some good kicks," Xena gityg@uched a dark bruise on her
thigh, "but the screaming part isn’t true, Lykead gagged her as well."

The warrior didn’t find it necessary to mentionttblae”d actually removed the cloth
from Zelei’s mouth for a few seconds, but the rggihscenities coming from the
Amazon, had quickly instigated her to gag her agaonly for the Captain’s own
safety, since most of the curses uttered by Zadildleen about Gabrielle and Xena
hadn’t been in a one of her most indulging moods.

"Do you believe she betrayed us?"

The bard’s quiet words pulled the warrior out af teerie and she sighed, "Lykeas
seems to think so. He left me a message in myw#hthis reasons for apprehending
Zelei." She reached out and started to play withri@de’s hair with her left hand.
"They seem pretty convincing to me, besides, Alexéxe was found in her tent and
she hasn’t been able to come up with a plausilgaeation for the period of time
she was gone from the camp the day of the bathieshahappens to be around the
same time Alexias disappeared so... Of course,dVkeho question her some more
and other factors may appear, but yes, | do thiekdsd it. After all, she had both
motive and opportunity.”

She felt the bard’s hand on her stomach stop.

"I feel so sorry for Alexias, he was such a swest Ible didn’t deserve to be
murdered like that he..." Her voice broke and sharel@ her throat. "It makes no
sense, Xena why would she... She saved my lifelH&adn’t been for her that Persian
might have succeeded in kill-."

"Hey!" The warrior interrupted firmly, rolling ontber side to face the young woman.



"Don’t say that, I'm sure that wouldn’t have haggkeryou would have found a
way." She removed a few blond strands from Galefigkyes. "I know you would,"
she finished more gently. "You always do."

"I just don’t understand why she hates me so mudie"pain in the bard’s voice was
clear. "I've never wanted to hurt her."

"Hate defies reason,"” Xena spoke softly. "As dogs.I'

For a moment the two women looked into each otherés, then they both smiled.
"l love you, Xena."

The warrior reached out and pulled the bard evesec!

"l love you too, Gabrielle."

They lay like that for a long time and Xena feltgwdf starting to relax as Gabrielle’s
hand resumed caressing her stomach and she clesegds.

"So if it isn’t Zelei that’s bothering you, whatit® Is it Lykeas? Are you worried
about him?"

The warrior slowly opened her eyes again and tuheedead to look at the woman
beside her. Gabrielle gave her a little smile.

"Why don’t you tell me, Xena? Why don’t you tell eeerything that happened back
then."

The warrior turned her head away. "There isn’t ntodiell."
Gabrielle reached out and gently turned Xena's lfack to her.

"Why don’t you tell me anyway."
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“I’'m not a bard, Gabrielle. | don’t know how td &lstory."

Gabrielle smiled inwardly at hearing Xena's stateneehoing words uttered by
another dark warrior in what seemed to be a verg lime ago.

"I don’t want you to tell me a story." She reacbatto trace a cheekbone with her
finger, "Just...just tell me about you and Lykeas. .|l e whatever you think is
important.”

The watrrior rolled onto her back and stared upatcbarse canvas above her, only
half acknowledging the faint sound of rain drostatg to fall.

"When | first met Lykeas he was just a kid, | melamas hardly more than a kid
myself, but Lykeas... Lykeas was just a...."

"A boy?"



"Yeah, something like that."

Xena pushed the covers down to her waist and dpstatted to rub the material
between her fingers.

"I still remember walking through the forest on evay from Amphipolis, we were
heading towards Athens to..." The warrior trailedfoff her moment, her eyes staring
right through the canvas. "Anyway, it was late laft®n and we’d just entering a

small clearing when...well, | felt something and éked to the other side and there he
was, standing partly hidden behind the trees, logpkiirectly at me."

The hand playing with the covers stopped, thenmeslits twitching motions.

"We just looked at each other, | don’t know for Howg, but it must have been for
quite a while though because at some time the pawiph me started to become
impatient, anxious...they wanted to move on."

"What happened then?"
A strange, almost curious look showed on Xena's.fac

"I don’t know what it was he saw in my eyes or winathought he saw, but then
he...he smiled."

"Smiled?"

"Yes, he smiled and then he walked out from thestiend stopped right in front of
me."

"Who are you?"

"My name’s Lykeas... And you are?"

"Not that’s it"s any of your business, but... I'maén

"And where are you going with all these...fierce was behind you?"
"Athens."

"l see...Athens... Mind if | join you?"

"I didn"t want him to come along, he was too yoand | didn’t have the time nor the
patience to become his babysitter."

"Why did you let him then?"
"l soon realized that Lykeas didn’t need a balsysttt
The warrior lifted her left arm and tucked it bethimer head using it as a pillow.

"The fact that he'd been raised in an Amazon \éllagd ensured that he was very
skilled in the use of arms and at that time...well.thatt time my so-called army
could need all the practice it could get so..."

"So you allowed him to join you?"



"Yes." A faint smiled played on the dark womanisli"After a brief
demonstration..."

Gabrielle tried to become more comfortable, butdieow was starting to hurt so she
sat up on the pallet instead, looking down at thermr lying beside her.

"Did you become friends right away?"
Lurid blue eyes found green and a look of puzzlgresssed Xena's face.

"I...I don’t know when we became friends... We...we gist He understood what it
was | was trying to do, what it was | wanted, eliefore | knew it myself. | think he
just waited for the day when I'd realize that | veahmore...more than... He never
said to me that something couldn’t be done or.. aritrshouldn’t be done. He
always..." The warrior stopped, apparently not gsitee of what she was trying to
say.

The rain outside became stronger and the soundasytdrops hitting the canvas
chased away the silence momentarily occupyingaht Gabrielle exhaled slowly.

"And when you the day arrived, when you realized ywanted more, what then?"

"He was there...by my side. He told me he was gladdnddn’t have to wait any
longer."

"What was it he wanted?"
Xena turned her head away and stared back outhatdarkness.
"Everything...just like me. He wanted everything."

"And..." The bard hesitated slightly, trying to fortate the right words. "And you
think he still does?"

A deep sadness filled the blue eyes.

"Yes. And I...lI can’t let him."
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She sensed his approach and moved around the carspfshe could see him. He
stopped a few steps away, an unreadable gaze segrcér face for a moment before
he closed the distance to the fire and sat down.

"Thanks for coming."

He shrugged, staring into the flames that only lyartanaged to illuminate the dark
face.

"You knew | would."

She gave him small smile, but as he raised his teebmbk her into the eyes, his
expression was contemplating, waiting and not filgn



"I'm sorry about the things | said... | shouldn’t Bait’s just...you really pissed me
off."

This time something resembling a smile showedlpoef his face.
"It’s okay. | said some pretty stupid things myself

He fell silent and she knew he was waiting fortbezontinue, to tell him why it was
she’d wanted to meet him in the middle of the nfghtaway from their camp, but the
well rehearsed speech she’d been saving for thitgpkar occasion, had abandoned
her mind the moment the warrior had sat down orofygosite side of the fire, and
she could only look into those emotionless blaels eyNo, they weren’t quite
emotionless, she could see that much, there wastsong there, but what...?

"I’'m getting cold, Xena. If I'd known this was gpto be an all night conversation,
I"d have brought a blanket."

She took the not so subtle hint and licked herdifmsw times.
"l can’t do this anymore, | wont. | don’t want.to-

"I know," he interrupted flatly. "It's been pretipvious that your heart hasn’t been
into it lately."

The warrior smiled, but the smile didn’t quite redxer eyes. "Some people would say
| don’t have a heart."

"Well, they d be wrong, wouldn’t they?"

He looked away to avoid her eyes before contindifhat are you gonna do? You
can’t just leave like that, they won’t let you."

"I’ll think of something."

She saw a brief flash of white as he grinned tessklm"Yeah, you usually do."
"Lykeas?"

He slowly turned his gaze back to her, a questiomis eyes.

“I'm...I'm sorry things didn"t work out the way weldnned. | know it meant a lot to
you."

"Not more than it did to you."

Xena looked down at her hands in her lap.
"True, at the time it was everything to me."
"But now?"

"I'm tired, Lykeas, I'm so terribly tired. | justant it all to end, | want to get it over
with."

"You're not going to do anything stupid, are yor®e alarm in the warrior’s voice



was painfully clear.

She shook her head sadly, "No, at least not thddnl't have the guts.”
For a long time the quiet crackle of the fire wdlstlaat was heard.

"l guess, I'll be leaving then."

"You don’t have to, Lykeas. They all respect yast mf them fear you. If you want
to, you can take over, have it all for yourself."

"I don’t want it all for myself, | want you theratlvme." For a moment his voice
sounded almost like a sulking child, then he cam@thin a slightly more collected,
but nonetheless bitter tone. "You said you wouwdd, said we'd have it all."

"You sound like | promised you the world."
He looked her square in the eye.
"Well, you did, didn’t you?"

Lykeas watched the dark water flow by and blinkdeva times to lose the rain drops
that clung to his eyelashes. The rain had soakeddh his clothes hours ago and his
body shivered every time the cold wind swept ofrerfilain. He pulled his knees up
and rested his chin on them, trying to controldhattering of his teeth. The night was
silent except from the heavy drops of rain andat@asional sound of waves brushing
against the bank. He raised his head and closesi/bss feeling how tiny streams of
water started to run down his face and down thiewobf his throat, only stopping
when they reached the smooth material of his tuhéclowered his head again and
moist, unblinking eyes stared out into the darknAsslight tremor ran through his
body and gooseflesh appeared on his arms, buatleavasn’t the rain or the cold, it
was the images that filled his mind.
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Part 9

CHAPTER XXXVI

"You wouldn’t dare!"

"Oh... Are you sure you wanna find out?"
"Gabrielle would never forgive you if you did!"
"Who says she’ll ever know."

The two women stared at each other in silencei’dedngle pale eye shone with a
fury that nonetheless didn’t quite manage to Hiéeuncertainty she was feeling.
Xena crossed her arms and casually let her eyesvemhe cramped area, before
returning to the Amazon who was tied to a chathemmiddle of the tent.



"So, what will it be? Are you gonna answer my gt or do | have to become
more...persuasive?"

The Captain blinked a few times. "I'm an Amazomrif/body is going to judge me
then it’s the Queen and not some brute who geitskaokit of hurting people!"

A smile sweet as honey appeared on the warriocesdad she leaned closer, her lips
practically touching Zelei’s ear.

"Have you stopped to consider why you're still @hV
She leaned back again and watched the conflictimgtiens on the Amazon’s face.

"After all, you're very much in demand, Zelei. Therisn’t a single soldier out there
who wouldn’t risk a disciplinary punishment to et hands on you, since there’s
isn’t one of them who wasn’t lost a friend or albeoin the fire. Also we have all the
soldiers loyal to Alexias, they want to avengedesath. Speaking of which, King
Polyidos is on his way here and I'm sure he dtiikeave a word with you as well,
and last but not least, let’s not forget the Amaz@mo you really think they’ll forgive
you your betrayal? Nineteen of your sisters diedhenbattlefield and it wasn’t
combat, but flames that killed them and one or &neostill critical, and although you
saved Gabrielle’s life a few days ago, your hatoedhe Queen isn’t exactly a secret."

Xena's eyes became cold and her expression hardened
"And then of course there’s me."
"You?"

"Yes... You see, one of the prisoners told me anésting tale today, but since I'm
not much of a storyteller, I'll just tell you theost fascinating bits. It was about a king
meeting a warrior, an Amazon warrior to be exac ey agreed that in exchange
for the warrior supplying the king with informatiotie king would make sure that a
certain blond queen was killed, so the before meetl warrior could seize the
throne. Does any of this ring a bell?"

Zelei just stared and blue eyes turned even colder.

"l want you to know one thing, Zelei. If this Igtkale turns out to be true, the soldiers
outside and your Amazon friends will be the ledstaur worries."

"Are you threatening me?"
“No, I'm predicting your future."

For a moment it looked like the Captain was abowpeak, but nothing came. The
warrior sighed and pulled out a dagger, a feralesshowing on her lips as she saw
the Amazon pale. She let the tip of the daggerlgemt down Zelei's throat and
further down her chest before she stopped anddgtiike blade away. The Captain let
out a deep breath, only to see Xena raise the dagge and step behind her.

"What are you gonna do!"

"This."



The Amazon closed her eye, preparing for the iabletand then she felt the warrior
cut through the ropes, freeing first her handstaed her entire body from the chair.

"W-what are you doing?"

Xena stepped back to stand in front of Zelei, pgthier dagger away in the process.
“I’'m letting you go."

"What!"

"l am..." The warrior said, pronouncing every syllablLet-ting you go. You are free
to go, Zelei. Free."

The Captain looked at her in disbelief, "Why? | mgau think I'm guilty, why are
you doing this?"

"Oh well," Xena replied disinterestedly, studyirgy fingernails, "I don’t see a reason
for you stay here till Polyidos arrives, you migistwell go outside and make yourself
useful.”

"But...but | can’t go outside!"
"Oh...and why not?"

"You said it yourself! They’ll kill me! The momehstep outside this tent, I'll be fair
game to them, I'll be hunted down."

"You don’t say." The warrior gave the Amazon arotent look and Zelei shook her
head.

“I’m not going outside."

"Oh yes, you are." Xena's entire demeanour chaagddhe Captain took a few steps
back. "Even if | have to carry you, you're comingside with me."

“I'll run."
The warrior licked her lips. "Try."

"Okay." Zelei sat back down on the chair, a defé&tek on her face. "What do |
have to do to stay inside the tent?"

"Well... You could always try to...confess. Then | miglonsider having some
guards posted here and you can stay inside ustKihg arrives."”

"This is blackmail!"
Xena's face remained emotionless. "It’s your chbice

"Is this your usual “talk or you’ll die” routinegKa?" The Amazon spat out. "Is this
some leftover from your glorious past? I'm pretiyesour little Queen doesn’t know
about this, does she? If she did, she would bedisgppointed, wouldn’t she? You
might fool her and you might fool the rest of therld, Warrior Princess, but you
don’t fool me..."



She focused one brown eye on Xena's face.

"And come to think of it, | don’t think you fool yoself either, do you? You haven’t
changed all that much, the wrapping might have gednbut the content is the same.
You know it and | know, the questions is, does Gllerknow it, too?"

The warrior’s expression didn’t change as she giakethe pieces of rope from the
ground, and tied Zelei to the chair again befortkiwg out of the tent.

"Don’t worry, Xena! Your little secret’s safe wite! For now!"

The Captain’s word didn’t seem to make an impact¢henvarrior as she strode away,
ignoring the questioning looks from the soldiersuand her.
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"Wanna come for a walk?"
"Oh, Xena, you startled me."

"Sorry, didnt mean to." The warrior raised thet kg as Gabrielle put her scrolls
away and stepped out of the tent, claiming Xenaf&ltwith her own.

"Where to?"

The warrior shrugged, "Just away from here. | doafe."
"The forest?"

Xena shrugged again, "Sure."

Hand in hand they walked through the camp stayiear ©f the most populated areas,
and soon the sounds and smells of people and heesesdbehind them and they
entered the quiet forest. Gabrielle shivered agliikair engulfed her body and Xena
put her arm around the bard’s shoulder and drewlbser.

"The sun will be gone soon, perhaps we should g&.ba

"No," Gabrielle shook her head. "Not yet, the cdtesn’t really bother me, and truth
be told, I think | need to get away from it allpiily for a while, just as much as you
do."

The warrior nodded and they continued to walk thhothe forest in silence, both
enjoying the feeling of closeness and peace thesyal experienced when travelling
together alone. Gabrielle could feel the body nexters begin to relax and smiled
inwardly as she heard Xena let out a deep sigh.

"Feeling better?"
"Oh yeah."

They walked for a few more moments in silence leetbey came to a huge oak tree,
where the warrior sat down with her back againstttbnk and beckoned the young



woman to join her. With a small satisfied sigh, Gelle settled herself between
Xena's legs and leaned back against the warribestcwho immediately wrapped
her arms around the bard’s waist.

"Ah, this is nice..."

"Hmm," Xena replied absently, leaning her headragahe trunk and looked up at the
many coloured leaves above her, swaying gentlgerstall breeze.

"So...did Zelei confess?"

Instantly, she felt the tension return to the wafs body, but when Xena spoke her
voice was calm and controlled.

"Yes, yes she did."
"What's going to happen to her?"

"It depends,” Xena began to relax again. "I knowrydmazons probably want to try
her for treason, but | think King Polyidos woulldito be the one, who decides her
fate. After all, she did kill his only child."

Gabrielle shuddered and covered the warrior’s haralsd her waist with her own.

"Yes, he should be the one to judge her, it’sigtg ' she paused for a moment
before continuing. "l only hope he’ll give her & taial and not let his sorrow and
anger overwhelm him."

The tall woman behind her was quiet for a long tithen she spoke quietly. "I hope
so too, Gabirielle. | really do, but sometimes wiienpain is too much, when it’s too
powerful then you do-."

"Shh," the bard turned her head and planted &&sfton the warrior’s collarbone. "
know."

"I know you do, Gabrielle," Xena continued seriquél just don’t want you to think
anything less of...Polyidos...if he...if he isn’t capabtelealing with the lost
rationally. | don’t want you to lose faith in hifoine day...if one day you find out
that he isn’t perfect, if he doesn’t turn out taheeperson you think he is.”

The blond woman shifted so she came face to fattetiwe warrior, the green eyes
shining with such love that Xena felt her throatstict.

"I could never, never lose faith in...Polyidos." Similed briefly and reached out to
caress a smooth bronze cheek with her thumb. "Ard perfection... | don’t want
that. | want flaws and shortcomings, | want insé@g and..." Her smiled broadened,
"A bad attitude, stubbornness, a foul temper afiereely overprotective nature

that’ll drive me crazy from time to time, but..."

She paused for a second as she watched an elgganbw arch dramatically.
"But most of all | want to be loved by someone Wives me as much as | love her."

Before Gabrielle had the chance to continue shedderself in a fierce embrace, her
body pressed tight against the warrior’s.



"You have all that, Gabrielle," a hoarse voice wki®d in the bard’s ear. "All that
and more."

The young woman managed to lean back a little sacshld she Xena's face, "So
much more, Xena."

Their eyes locked for a long moment before the magently lowered the woman in
her arms down to the ground, abandoning all furtib@versation and letting their
bodies communicate the love in their hearts instead
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Four days later, King Polyidos arrived in the compaf Queen Phillinna and ten
guards, the small escort showing only too cleaoky fiew soldiers there were left to
guard the two kingdoms. After a short meeting whlbkeeKing and the Queen were
brought up to date, Polyidos excused himself afiddethe tent where his son’s body
was on display. Queen Phillinna sighed quietly tnredl green eyes took in the sight
of the warrior and bard on the other side of tixeta

"I don’t think he spoke more than ten sentenceth@nvay here, I'm worried about
him."

"Perhaps it’ll get better once Alexias has beereduand he’s had the time to say
goodbye," Gabrielle spoke softly. "Right now, tlkeelings are still too raw, too fresh."

"Maybe," Phillinna answered. "I hope so, but | ddmow... When Polyidos and
Natolemos, his two eldest sons, were killed, tHg tmng that kept him from losing it
all was Alexias. For almost a year he didn’t goafuhe castle, he hardly ate and
hardly spoke to anybody."

The Queen shuddered by the memory of the hauntedafad blank stare, she had
witnessed on the day of the princes” funerals.

"It's my opinion that Alexias kept him sane, thatias the only person who managed
to bring Polyidos back to the world of the livirapnd now with Alexias gone as
well..."

Phillinna shook her head sadly, "l fear for thejsats of his kingdom..."

"Do you think he’ll do anything...inappropriate, sdhieg rash,” Xena asked
delicately, not wanting to offend the Queen, butlirha only shook her head again.

"No, he won’t hurt them or punish them in anywag.jtist won’t be there anymore.
l..." She faltered then continued. "l was with himestthey brought him the
message, | saw the light go out in his eyes amhltdknow if I'll ever see it return.”

The three women fell silent, two of them not knogvimhat to say and the other lost in
memories. Then suddenly it looked like the Queachied some kind of decision and
she straightened up in the chair.

"When will | be able to return home with my soldierd don’t want to leave the castle



and Simmias unguarded for any longer that | have to
Gabrielle looked at Xena who chewed on her lipafoninute before answering.

"Soon. Kassander’s dead and it doesn’t seem lilstaRe up for another try at
conquering Greece. At least not for the time bé&islge smiled bitterly. "As soon as |
know what’s going on in Kassander’s castle andetvextything’s under control, and
we have figured out what to do with his lands, thdon’t see why we shouldn’t
discharge the army and all head home."

The last remark was followed by a glance at the bdro smiled slightly in return.
"And when will you know that?"

The warrior returned her gaze to the slender Queen.

"As soon as | receive words from Lykeas."

"Oh, | see... He's away, securing the castle?"

"Yes," Xena replied tersely, not quite liking Pmia’s tone of voice.

"And how long has he been away?"

"Ten days or so."

"It takes that long to secure a practically abardorastie?"

The warrior crossed her arms and Gabrielle felt Hetemperature in the tent
dropped by several degrees.

"What exactly are you implying?"

The Queen raised her hands and gave Xena an apolsgde. "Nothing, nothing at
all. I was just curious." She stood up and gaveitbeth a small nod, "Will you
excuse me? | will go see Polyidos."

The bard watched Phillinna disappear out of theltefore she returned her gaze to
the warrior who was staring down at the table.

"What was all that about?"

"Nothing," Xena answered without raising her héeat, voice sounding both tired and
resigned.

"You're worried too, aren’t you?"

For a moment, Gabrielle thought she wouldn’t gedraswer, but then the warrior
finally raised her head to meet the bard’s eyes.

"He should’ve been back by now."
"Do you think something has happened to him?"

The blue eyes became distant and the bard saw X&wal expression change ever
so slightly as long gone memories washed overlfegrtight hand absently drawing



small circles on the hard wooden table.

"I think," she then spoke softly, almost too low abrielle to hear. "I think he’s
finally decided not to wait any more."

"Wait? Wait for what?"
"Me."

The warrior broke eye contact and stared downeatdhtless hand on the table
without really seeing it.

"I think he’s stopped waiting for the Warrior Press to return.”

Then without another word, she abruptly stood wuplaft the tent. The bard remained
in her chair for a few minutes, rubbing her achiemples before she slowly got up
and followed Xena out of the tent.
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CHAPTER XXXVII

A cold clear day gave way to a chilly clear nigatéena slowly dismounted Argo, her
stiff muscles crying out in protest after the lamde. She remained still for a moment,
listening intensely, but heard nothing that didr€long to the usual sounds of the
night and gradually her body started to relax. &hesidered for a moment whether to
remove Argo’s saddle or not, but decided againShié wasn’'t planning on staying
long. Quickly she gathered some wood and soon # 8reavas burning and the
warrior dragged a log close and sat down, readmémgpen palms out toward the
flames. As the warmth slowly spread in her bodg, Isloked around studying her
surroundings. A few trees and bushes were scatéeoeohd the land, but otherwise
the area was clear, leaving an open view of thie ciastle below her.

Suddenly, her keen ears picked up the sound sleem waiting for, the sound of
guiet footsteps coming her way. She wrapped hes anound herself, stared into the
fire and waited. The steps came closer and cltdsen, they stopped and for awhile
everything was quiet.

"I've been expecting you."
Xena didn’t look up, "I know."

She didn’t hear the footsteps again, but as sh#firmised her head, she looked up to
see Lykeas standing on the opposite side of tee$iomething resembling a smile
crossed his face and he sat down on the grounskiaghis legs

"It's cold."
"Yes."

For almost half an hour neither of them spoke ag both looked into the fire,
carefully avoiding each other’s eyes. Then Xenalexhslowly and looked up. A
calm black gaze met hers and for the first tima uery long time, she didn’t see the



usual guarded and distanced expression in his eyes.
"l want you to come back with me to the camp.”
"I can’t."

Lykeas” voice was quiet and serene and the darkanaswallowed hard before
looking away.

"Xena...?"
Almost reluctantly, she returned her gaze to theiasabefore her.
"Why don’t you stay here?"

"I can’t do that." Xena’s voice was devoid any eomtbut as she saw the expression
on his face change, she knew she wasn’t fooling him

"The men are loyal to me now, Xena."

The tone of Lykeas” voice had become more urgenite meductive and she closed
her eyes against it.

"They’ll follow me wherever | go...wherever we go.eltare all excellent soldiers
and they are disciplined and strong. There isthiregy we can’t do with them behind
us, nobody will be able to stand in our way. Itidooe like we always wanted it to be,
the way we always dreamt it would be."

Xena opened her eyes, "It's not my dream any nhgkeas, and it hasn’t been for a
very long time."

His eyes narrowed, but he didn’t speak and theiavaamiled sadly.
"You don’t believe me, do you? Just like you didElieve me back then."
She stood up, feeling a sudden chill invade heybod

"I meant every single thing | said and still doeeymore so. I've found another
purpose of life, another way and I'm not going baekont...l can’t."

For a moment the controlled mask that was Lykess® €racked and she saw a brief
glimpse of pain in his eyes, then it was gone.

"But, Xena..."
The words were almost pleading as he stood up atkkd over to stand before her.

"Don’t you see, it won’t be like it was back thifs different now, we don’t have to
raid or plunder any villages, we don’t have to ikifocent people or take away their
livelihood, that’s not what | want. I'm not intetexs in that. What | want is Thessaly
and Epiros, Attica and Thrace, that’s want | wXeta. We can get Phillinna and
Polyidos to join forces with us and then we’ll dteathose petty kingdoms where the
monarch is hardly more than a thief and a murd&ver|l offer the soldiers their lives
if they’ll pledge their loyalty to us."



His eyes were blazing with a fire, Xena recogniakdoo well.

"Nobody will be able to stop us once we’ve takemticx of Northern Greece and
once Corinth and Thebes have fallen, Athens wilvael. And then..."

He put his hands on the warrior’s shoulders.

"And then, Xena. Then we’ll unite the country, teea solidarity that this miserable
country has never seen before. We'll watch Gresm®& o strength and numbers until
nobody and nothing will be able to stand in our wdgt even Persia! Not even
Caesar!"

Xena knew he saw it coming by the way his jaw diexa; but whether he intended to
block it or not didnt matter as he simply didnéve the time. She backhanded him
hard across the right cheek and almost shoute@p'Suat of it, Lykeas! What in
Tartarus do you think you're doing! Have you lostiymind?!"

He stepped back, anger mingled with disbelief emithll over his face as he gingerly
touched his flushing cheek. They were both bregthard and small clouds of steam
appeared and disappeared rapidly before their f&escing blue eyes stared into
black without blinking and Xena took a deep breédrging herself to calm down.

“Listen very carefully to what I'm gonna say nowkeas. | will never take up arms
like that again! | will never ride out to conquerdakill again! | renounced that part of
my life almost five years ago, and I've have neritibn of ever, ever returning to the
person | once was! Do you understand, Lykeas!"&bsed the distance between
them till their bodies were almost touching. "Daiyanderstand!"

The look exchanged between the two warriors wasstlipainful, but then the fire in
the dark eyes disappeared and left nothing in dtisew
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Lykeas” right hand was absently playing with a $kgfe while his left tossed
another piece of wood on the fire. Xena slid dovam¥ the log to the ground to lean
her back against it, silently watching the dark rbhafore her. She let her gaze slowly
drift over the beautiful, but haunted face andHertdown to rest on the hand
clenching and unclenching the knife. She senseddoking at her and she raised her
head to meet eerily calm and resigned black eyestrged a smile and he returned it
wanly before staring back at the flames.

"Why don’t you come back with me, Lykeas? You ddwite..." She took a deep
breath and then continued. "There’s no reasondioty stay here, it's over. We can
all go home now."

He looked up and again she saw pain in his eysstbisl time it didn’t disappear.
"I can’t, Xena. I... | have to try."

"But Lykeas-."



He raised his hand to silence her and for a moma&nbdy spoke.
“It's all I've left, Xena," he then said softly.ti{&re’s nothing else for me."
"Lykeas-."

"No, Xena." His calm voice stopped her protestss‘ivhat I've always wanted, if |
don’t...if  don’t try then... What else is there foe?i

"Don’t say that!" She rose and stepped over tdaitn beside him. "I know, you
think that it's something you have to do, but...but..."

She bit her lip in frustration about not being aloldind the right words and suddenly
she felt a warm hand cover her own. She lookedhdpha smiled briefly and
although her heart was aching, she returned it.

“I’'m not like you, Xena. | can’t change the way yave. ...l wont be able to find a
purpose with my life like that and...and..." He loolkaagay. "I'm tired of just...just
going on. When | thought there was a chance youingigance your mind and come
back it was okay. | knew it was small, but | wadling to wait." Black eyes sought
out blue again. "l was willing to wait as long a&svould take, months, years, it didn’t
matter...but now..."

The knife slipped from motionless fingers, but dn& seem to notice.

"I know you’'re not coming back now. | guess | krieall along. | just hoped that
maybe..." He reached out and gently brushed heskchéh his thumb. "I'm happy
for you and I'm happy that you“ve found this newwéliving and with someone
who loves you, but... It's not for me... | don’t knoawhto live a life like that...I
never have."

"Lykeas..."

He smiled, but shook his head and moved awayl@, littoking back into the fire.
"Lykeas please... If | can so can you."

"No," he whispered quietly. "It's not for me, ituez was."

"It’s that all you have to say?"

They both heard the pain and resignation in hezevand Lykeas nodded slowly.
"Yes."

Xena stood up and took a few steps back.

"You know | can’t let you do it. If you raise amayrand..." She faltered and exhaled
slowly. "I will try to stop you...no matter what hkes."

"I know."

She looked down at the dark man on the ground watlaved. His head was turned
away, hidden in shadows and she couldn’t see tgs fa



"| take it the soldiers won’t come if | tell thewf?t'
"No," he spoke so softly she almost didn’t hear. Hibhey re loyal to me now."

For a while she didn"t move, but just looked at,Hier calm appearance hiding the
turmoil inside her. Then she slowly turned away aatked over to Argo. She
mounted and shifted slightly in the saddle beforking at him again. He turned his
head and their eyes met and for a long momentdhbylooked at each other in
silence. A pale, almost invisible smile showed @lips and Xena closed her eyes
briefly.

"l want you to know that whatever happens...you veu.ye alway been very
important to me, Lykeas."

A slightly more genuine smile appeared on his taea it disappeared.
"You don’t have to tell me that."
She searched his face, trying to determine if rede had been understood.

"You were there for me when | needed it...you... | coalways count on
you...you..." She bit her lip again. "I trusted you ity life... I still do."

"But not with your soul..."

He stood up and looked at her one last time beforeng to walk back to the castle.
She stared at his retreating back for a few montéets looked away only to see a
brief flash of light coming from the ground neae tilying fire. She dismounted and
slowly reached down to pick up the shiny objectvds Lykeas” knife. She looked in
the direction where the dark warrior had disapptare

"Lykeas...?"

There was no real force in her voice and nobodyhbtgelf her the word. She held the
knife away from her body as if afraid of touchingand stared at it for a few seconds,
then she walked back to Argo and slipped the knif@ her saddlebag.
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A sharp, piercing pain caused Zelei's eye to smam @and she stared directly into the
face of man whose features were contorted by gkethe last traces of sleep left her,
she realized that she was bleeding from a shatbotviong cut just below her chin.
She blinked a few times and tried to touch the wdoomly to be reminded that she
was still tied to a chair. Angrily she turned héeation back to the black-haired man.

"Who the fuck are you? And what in Tartarus do tliok you're doing!?"

The man didn’t answer, but just reached out anithéeblade of the knife he was
holding slide down the Amazon’s right arm, drawéntipin line of blood from
shoulder to wrist. The Captain tried to moved aviay,the ropes kept her firmly in
place.



"What are you doing!? Get away from me you bastard!

When her angry words didn’t seem to make an impathe silent man, a small, but
insistent feeling entered Zelei’s mind; fear.

"Guards! Guards! Come in here and get this psy@raydrom me! Guards!"
"They won’t come."

The man’s soft, strangely detached words statiedmazon and her gaze flew away
from the tent flap and back to the man’s face.

"Whoare you?"

Brown eyes filled with anguish stared back at her.
“I'm Alexias” father."

The Captain’s mouth opened then closed.

"They won’t come." The King continued as if he hadticed her reaction. "The
Guards. They loved my son just as much as | didpaked expression showed on
Polyidos™ face. "No, not as | did. | won’t spealpast tense about Alexias. | still love
him, I always will. He and his brothers were dildd and now...now | have nothing."

The eyes who had become distant with memoriesneduto the present and focused
on Zelei again.

"You took him away from me." The last sentence w@th a statement and an
accusation and the Amazon swallowed nervously.

"Guards!"

"I told you," the King leaned down, "they won’t cenm sent them away." He looked
down at the bloody knife in his hand as if seetrfgri the first time. "You're all mine
now."

He raised his arm and stared at the blade in #uegerglow of the oil lamp standing
on the ground a few feet away, then he returnedduse to the Captain.

"Did you make him suffer or did you take mercy omfand make it quick? Did he
beg for his life?" Polyidos carefully pressed tledle against the soft skin just below
the Amazon’s ear. "Did he fight?" He made a switjsal movement with his wrist
and Zelei felt a single drop of blood run down tiepat. "Was he afraid or did he
curse you, telling you to go to Tartarus?"

During the entire session, the King’'s voice hadbesistent, but calm and the
Captain craned her neck, trying to see the manhaldomoved to stand behind her.

"You can’t do this!"
She felt the pressure of the knife ease slightlyitdidn’t move away.

"Oh? And why not?"



"Because...because... It... It'd be murder! I'm deferssglged to a chair! If you Kill
me it’ll be murder."

"Well, you didn’t seem to have had a problem witlraer before." She felt the
pressure against her throat increase. "But theim aigguppose it’s different when
you’'re on the receiving end or am | wrong?"

She didn’t realize she was expected to answeraistiarp pain made her eye water.
"Or am | wrong!"

The knife moved again and a steady stream of bbegen to flow down her throat.
"Am | wrong, Amazon! Tell me if I'm wrong!"

"No!" Zelei cried out. "You're not wrong!"

"Polyidos! Get away from her!"

Two heads turned abruptly to see Gabrielle startdarentrance of the tent, her jaw
set and green eyes determined.

"Step away from her, Polyidos," she spoke in a lowt,commanding voice. "This is
not the way to do it."

"But she killed my son!"

"I know," the bard stepped closer, reaching outtierknife. "And she will get her
punishment, but not this way, not like this."

"She deserves to die," the King spoke slowly awéehed a small hand gently pry
the knife from his cold fingers. "She took him aweym me... | don’t have anything
left."

"I know, | know," Gabrielle spoke softly as if sbotg a frightened child. "But killing
Zelei won't bring Alexias back and it won't makauyfeel better either."

She gently, but firmly put her arm around the matismped shoulders and started to
lead him out of the tent. Just before they exist threw one look over her shoulder
at the Captain who looked at her with with obvigosfusion written all over her
face.

"Why did you do that? Why did you stop him?" A lookdisdain and contempt
appeared on Zelei's face. "Is this some kind ofcynact to show how good you are?
Am | supposed to be grateful and thank you?"

The bard shook her head and something resemblingmpefly showed in the green
eyes.

"No, Zelei."
"Well, then... Why did you do it?"

Gabrielle looked directly into a single brown e\/e’re even now, Zelei. You saved
my life, now I've saved yours...at least for the tibpgng. | don’t owe you any more."



"So you saved me only so you won't feel guilty whieey condemn me to dead?" The
Amazon said flatly, shooting the bard an ominoaseg|

"Something like that:"

Gabrielle turned and followed the King out of tkatt
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CHAPTER XXXVIII

A few miles away from the camp, Xena dismounted staded to walk, leading Argo
behind her. She wasn’t in the mood to return tactbevded camp just yet. After a
couple of minutes walking through the dark gloondo$k, she just dropped Argo’s
reins and sat down on a rock close to a smallmstréago looked questionably at her
mistress for a moment or two before moving awattla bnd started to graze. Xena
stared at the stream without blinking and let heughts flow with the water.

It finally happened...like | knew it would, one dayalways hoped that maybe, just
maybe he would find something for himself, somgttiiat would make him happy,
but | guess... It probably wasn’t meant to be.

She raised her head a threw a quick glance at Befmre looking back at the stream.
Damn you, Lykeas... Why does it have to be this Wéy?can’t you just...just...
Xena sighed and closed her eyes, feeling the isitrgly cold air wash over her body.
| don’t want to hurt you...

She abruptly stood up and whistled for Argo to meto her.

But you leave me no choice, do you?

She mounted and rode the last miles to the camgnVhe arrived at the outskirts of
the camp, the last red traces of the sun had desapg and night had taken over. She
nodded briefly to the guards posted nearby and itheeate her way to the stables,
taking her time to care for her horse and saddieréetarting to walk in the direction
of her tent. She considered for a moment whethgotsee Gabrielle, but decided
against it. She didn’t really feel like having canp tonight and with the mood she
was in, she was sure to drive the bard crazy withimutes of her arrival, so she might
as well save them both the trouble and go straghed. As she approached her tent,
she noticed to her annoyance a faint light shintiilngugh the canvass and she
exhaled slowly, stealing herself while trying to loize what was left of her social
skills. Apparently, it looked like she was goinghtave company tonight whether she
wanted to or not.

"Your Majesty?" Xena exclaimed in surprised asahtered the tent. "What are you
doing here?"

Queen Phillinna rose from the chair and turneaotdk lat the warrior, a small smile
playing on her lips.



"l was waiting for you. | was told you had returded
"Yeah, about an hour ago."

Xena took off the heavy coat she’d been wearing!lamalv it carelessly on the pallet
before sitting down herself.

"What can | do for you, Your Majesty?" She spoka itired voice, clearly indicating
that all she really wanted was to be left alone gmtb sleep.

The Queen smiled and was obviously aware of theievas unspoken wish, but
nonetheless turned the chair around to face hesaindown again.

"l just wanted to know if your journey went welldagiou accomplished what you set
out to do? Considering the hurry in which you keftouple of days ago it must have
been something very urgent.”

Xena just shrugged and started to pull off her §awiuttering something under her
breath that wasn’t really supposed to mean anytl&hg continued with her
ministrations until a direct question from Phillamnaused her to stop and look up.

"What?"
"l asked, if we should expect more trouble?"

The warrior looked around before throwing the bali#/n beside the pallet, "The
Persians have left and Kassander's dead." Sheeether gaze to the woman in front
of her. "Everything’s been taken care of as fdrcan see."

Phillinna raised an eyebrow in a way Xena foundtnrogating and she crossed her
arms.

"Do you have anything specific on your mind?"

"l was just wondering," the Queen spoke in a sanmpgiy gentle voice, "if Lykeas had
returned with you?"

For a few minutes, the warrior just looked at i, then she sighed quietly, "You
know he hasn’t."

The Queen nodded to herself, green eyes searcleing X face.

"I haven't failed to notice that almost a hundréchg most trusted soldiers together
with a few of Polyidos™ haven't returned as wethKe it there is a connection there?"

"Do you really need me to answer that?"
The hostility in the warrior’s voice wasn’t lost Bhillinna who smiled sadly.
"No, I guess not."

She stood up and returned the chair to its origgnaltion then moved to the exit of
the tent where she paused and turned around.

"Xena?"



Their eyes met.
"Yes?"
"What are you going to do?"

For a moment the warrior’s expression became gddhgs the walls fell away and
pain mixed with frustration showed in the blue eyes

"I don’t know, but I'll think of something...l alwayo."

Silence lingered between them for a few minutesigethe Queen spoke again, "I'm
sorry, Xena."

"Soam I."
She looked away, unable to hold Phillinna’s gaze.
"Is there anything | can do?"

"Undo a life of hurt and indifference, violence grain?" When the Queen didn’t
speak, Xena continued bitterly, "I didn’t think'so.

"Who exactly are we talking about here?" Phillimsked softly.
The warrior looked up again and stared directlg iwarm green eyes.

"Does it matter?"
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Zelei looked up as the two Amazons stepped intdehe

"It's time," Callias spoke tonelessly and steppelirid the chair to untie the ropes.
"We're going to escort you to the council."

"What's going to happen there?" Zelei asked, trygngnake eye contact with Erinya
whose eyes were darting around the tent, obviaustpmfortable.

"You will get the chance to speak for yourself éimein your future fate will be
decided," Callias continued from behind the Amagdréck. "The Queen and King
Polyidos will listen to what you have to say andrtimake their decision."

"What!?" The Captain craned her neck trying tofserecolleague. "What does King
Polyidos have to do with this? I'm an Amazon, | dechto be judged by Amazons
and nobody else. No fucking man is going to dewtether | should live or die!"

"You're no Amazon," Erinya spoke for the first timiace they had entered the tent.
She tightened the grip around her bow. "An Amazoesad 't betray her sisters or try
to assassinate her Queen. She doesn’t endandi@ether her allies and friends or
murder innocent children."

"But..." The colour had started to drain from Zeldése. "Don’t you understand? |



did it all for you! For us! Gabrielle is no good @sieen, she’s been holding us back,
she doesn’t belong in the Nation. If she wasn’teQuee could return to our all-time
greatness, we could take back all the land we’stedind again be a force people

would have to reckon with. Nobody would ever daréatigh at the Amazons again."

"With Amazons like you people are more likely telfpity than amusement,” Callias
commented flatly and walked over to stand besidenbapons master.

"Let’s go, theyre waiting."

Erinya nodded and looked at Zelei, "l trust you toatry to do anything foolish on the
way, or we’ll have no scruples blindfolding you ayidg your hands."

The Captain rose slowly from the chair and gazdweaftormer friends.
"l just have one question..."
"Yes?" Callias asked impatiently, disgust and conieevident on her face.

"Will there..." The Amazon cleared her throat anddrto sound casually. "Will
there... Is anybody going to...speak on my behalf?"

The two women exchanged a quick glance beforemetyitheir attention to their
captive.

"Nobody has expressed a wish to speak on your bekatept...."
"Except whom?" Zelei asked with growing trepidation

"The Queen," the weapons master answered drylg, $sbffered to speak on your
behalf."

"You're lying!"

The two Amazons didn’t bother to answer and Cadliapped over and grabbed the
Captain’s elbow.

"Let’s go."

Zelei hesitated for a moment, "What's going to lespip me?"

"Why?" Erinya asked mockingly. "Are you afraid?"

"No," the Captain spoke seriously. "l just wanktmw what’s going to happen.”

Callias shrugged and started to pull Zelei ouheftent, "Who knows? The King
most likely want you dead and so does everybody eldoubt banishment will be an
issue at all.”

"Everybody?"
The Amazon stopped, ignoring the impatient glaresifher captors.
"Even you...?"

She let her eyes search the faces in front of her.



"My sisters... They want me dead too..."
They didn’t answer and the Captain looked awayingtat the camp around her.

Callias and Erinya looked at each other for a femoads, then the blond Amazon
reached out to take Zelei's elbow again, but jebie her hand made contact, the
Captain turned her head and looked directly ineoltlue eyes. Callias frowned, not
sure how she should read the expression in thebjpaven eye staring intensely at her.

"Zelei is there somethi-."

Before she could finish the sentence, Zelie tumeder heels and started to sprint
away.

"Oh, Gods be dammed!" Erinya cursed and immedigii@lge an arrow on her bow.

"Stop!" Callias cried out as she rushed after thutive. "Zelei, don’t be silly! There's
nowhere for you to run!"

All over the camp heads turned, alarmed by the sndtiouting, but nobody stepped
in or tried to block the Amazon’s way, most simipéyng too stunned or caught up in
the chase to respond.

"Zelei!" The weapons master called out, "I'm wagyou! If you don’t stop
immediately, I'll shoot."

The Captain didn’t even slow down.
"Zelei!" Erinya shouted again. "I'm serious! Domake me do this!"

Xena stepped out of the tent just in time to seeGaptain fall to the ground, an arrow
sticking out of her back. She vaguely heard Gdleriahale sharply behind her as she
started to run to the bleeding Amazon. She reaZleésl just a second before Callias
caught up with her and together they kneeled dosaide the Captain. With more
gentleness than the soldier had thought possildeaXolled the Amazon onto her
side, careful not to touch the arrow still stickimgt of Zelei’s back. One look into the
brown eye told the warrior all she needed to knad she looked up at Gabrielle
who’d come to stand beside them.

"Do you want me to call for the healer?"
"No," Xena shook her head, "that won’t be necessary

A few bloody bubbles clung to the Captain’s lipd ahe opened her mouth as if
trying to speak. The warrior leaned down and brobgh ear close to Zelei's mouth
who seemed to whisper a few words, instantly foldvay a hollow wheezing, her
eye rolled back and the body on the ground wern.lidena sighed quietly and stood
up again, emotionless blue eyes studying the deaalzan. She felt a warm hand on
her arm and turned to see the bard’s pale facéowtie word she put her arm around
Gabrielle’s shoulder and started to lead her away.

"Xena, wait!"

They turned and Erinya who'd arrived at the scastip time to witness the



Captain’s death stepped a few steps forward.
"What did she say?"

The warrior looked at the weapons master for a tong, then spoke slowly, "She
said that nobody executes an Amazon, Amazons ddhgio own fate...even in
death.”

She threw one last glance at the body on the grtherdturned around and walked
away, her arm still protectively placed aroundlihed’s shoulder.
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The soldier rode through the camp as fast as des&iérely giving the people who
were in his way time enough to throw themselvesobliis path. Outside the council
tent, he forcefully pulled on the reins and theslearame to an abrupt halt, almost
throwing the man of in the attempt to stop. Thelsoljumped out of the saddle and
made his way into the tent, shoving the tent flside

"Your Majesty?" His eyes searched out Queen Phaliwho was sitting at the table
together with King Polyidos. "An army is approaahih

He stopped to take a few deep breaths, confusiawisl on his face.
“Its...it"s our army, | mean... At least | thought iagy but..."
"It didn’t behave like it was ours, did it?"

The soldier jumped at the sudden voice coming fsomewhere behind him. He
turned and came face to face with Xena. The mati@amed at the sight of the
imposing figure and involuntarily took a step backput some distance between.

"No, they acted like...like..."
"Like you were the enemy?"
It was hardly a question, but the soldier felt ceftgzl to answer nonetheless.

"Yes, | mean...they didn’t attack us or anythingytjust seemed really..." He
paused, searching for the word. "Hostile...determifiéey told me to bring you this
message."

He reached into the back hanging from his shoufuldled out a scroll and after a
quick glance at the warrior decided to give it & imstead of his Queen. As Xena
unrolled the scroll and started to read, the mase ¢ps sovereign a bewildered look.

"I don’t understand it, Your Majesty. Some of themare my friends, I've served
with them as long as | can remember. Why would tenge like this? What's
happened?"

Phillinna rose from her chair and gave the soldiszassuring smile before walking
over to stand beside the warrior.



"What does it say?" She paused, then continuedat\Wbes...he say?"

Without a word, Xena handed the scroll to the Quaahturned to look at the
messenger again.

"How far away are they?"

"About..." The soldier spoke thoughtfully. "About tvdays away from here. We
should be able to see them tomorrow night."

"Who was leading them?" The warrior asked quietlgarly already knowing the
answer.

"It was..." The man’s eyes narrowed. "It was youwsrfd, Lykeas. Lykeas was leading
them."

He turned to his Queen who’d just finished readgscroll.
"Your Majesty, what's going on? Do | need to alke men?"

Phillinna’s eyes searched Xena's face and aftawaéconds the warrior nodded
almost imperceptibly.

"Yes," the Queen looked back at the soldier, "dlettroops and tell them to prepare
for battle.”

The messenger’s mouth opened then it closed dgaity @s disbelief spread all over
his face. Then he gave her a deep bow and disaggpeat of the tent.

"What's going on?" King Polyidos rose from the chiis brown eyes tired and his
face haggard. "Are the Persians returning?"

"No, the Persian’s haven’t returned,” Phillinnakgpgently. “It’s a bit
more...complicated than that."

As she finished her sentence her eyes went baxkna who hadn’t spoken since the
soldier left the tent.

"Xena..." The Queen put her hand carefully on theriweis arm, not continuing until
blue eyes focused on her. "What are you going t&\Mdmat areve going to do?"

"He has to be stopped,” the warrior spoke emotgsiye "Even though the message
says he won't attack us, we can’t allow him to gadse can attack some other
kingdom somewhere else..."

She stared directly into Phillinna’s eyes.
"I can’t let him pass."

She turned on her heals and walked out of thel@amntng Polyidos and Phillinna
alone. The King looked at the blond woman beside hi

"Is this Lykeas, we’re talking about? The man wésrued my son?"

The Queen nodded slowly, "Yes, the very same."



"But...but why would he turn against us? Has he lhistmind or something? It makes
no sense!"

Phillinna smiled sadly at Polyidos and gave his gemtle squeeze before leaving the
tent as well.
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CHAPTER XXXIX

Restless blue eyes searched the scorched plaw belo Even in the dark she could
still see the huge burnt area and the grumbled txed bushes looking like torn and
twisted figures reaching toward the sky. She hashlmitside for almost an
hour...waiting. Almost before she saw it, she felind stared through the night,
trying to make out the other side of the plainv8jomen and horses appeared, all
moving quietly and controlled. She saw them begiarect some makeshift tents and
soon afterwards a few campfires were lit. Xenazegaent from one end of the camp
to the other, categorizing and labelling every mgwhadow. They seemed to be
slightly more than a hundred and fifty men, apptlyesome of Kassander’s men had
decided to join them or maybe it was farmers otufoe hunters. The warrior frowned
slightly, it wasn’t like Lykeas to use unprofessilsnin an army.

What are you up to? What are your plans, what"sgain inside that dark head of
yours?

"Xena?"
She turned around to look at one of Polyidos™ men.
"Inform the men and the Amazons that they've adive

The soldier saluted and hurried away once againrigahe warrior alone in the
darkness. She turned her head and looked back ataim. A cold wind swept from
behind her down the slope, making her hair fly acbber face and she knew the men
down there had to be freezing.

Are you cold too, Lykeas?

Suddenly her eyes were drawn to a single ridentlaatslowly moving away from the
camp up towards her. Even though the distance madpossible to determine for
sure, Xena knew without a doubt it was Lykeas. &hdd feel it. Her hand
instinctively reached for chakram then just as radlyit fell back down, her cold
fingers twitching lightly. As if sensing her emat®the rider paused for a second
before urging his horse on again. Slowly the distdpetween them became smaller
and smaller, but just before Lykeas reached theediading to the camp above him
he stopped and brought Rarjan to a halt. He rdisedead and in spite of the
distance, in spite of the dark night and the damsimadows racing over the ground,
black eyes stared directly into blue. Not onceadiier Xena’s nor Lykeas” gaze
waver as they looked into each other’s eyes, ahig/to everything around them. She
could see his slow, steady breathing leave smalidd of steam in front of his face
before they dissolved and disappeared. He tiltedvdad just a little and the warrior,



who recognized the familiar questioning gesturiseicha questioning eyebrow in
return, fully aware that he wouldn’t be able to isgleut knowing Lykeas knew she

did it just the same. He looked away, back to #mag behind him and for a moment
it was as if the silent communication between tlveased, and Xena had to stop
herself from taking a step forward. Then the blagks returned to her face and she
shook her head slowly, knowing that this time heldsee the movement. The
warrior saw him straighten up in the saddle anddcalmost believe that she heard
him let out a quiet sigh, before he slowly raiseslfand. Xena’s eyes darted from the
raised hand to Lykeas” face and back again. SHd émel his gaze upon her, could
feel how he was willing her to look at him agaireditantly, but unable not to, she
made eye contact with the dark man. A small snhitkdred across his face and the
warrior felt her lips curl up ever so slightly deeseturned the smile. Then she raised
her hand in a quiet, unspoken greeting and shelsmd Lykeas nod slowly, lowering
his own hand before he abruptly turned Rarjan at@md galloped away. Xena stared
after him and continued to do so even long aftdndebdisappeared out of her sight.
The nagging, sickening feeling she’d been havirtgeimstomach for the last couple of
days eased, and instead she felt a lump in heatthrausing the warrior to swallow
hard, but it didn’t disappear.

You’'ve given me the answer, Lykeas. | know wiai ttow.
"Do you want me to post more guards here?"
The soldier who had run to deliver her messageaéiatned.

"No," Xena spoke quietly still facing away from theard, "nothing will happen
tonight.”

"Are you sure?"
"Yes... Nothing’s gonna happen tonight... He told me."

"Who?" The soldier asked in bewilderment as he sddhe dark woman leave, but
the warrior didn’t answer.
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It was midday when the two armies approached etiedr.dNithout any discussion,
Xena had taken control over the soldiers and timam@ng Amazons, and had briskly
told them to be ready when she needed them. Glebhidl tried to talk to her about
what was going on, but the warrior had just shdlamhead and left without saying
anything except from goodbye. It was with more thdittle trepidation and anxiety,
the bard watched the two armies below her closéidtance between them. She’d
been surprised when she’d realized that Xena diakerid to use the advantage of
attacking downhill, but in stead insisted on magtigkeas on the flat plain. When
she’d questioned her, the warrior had only reghed, "it was better that way."

"It doesn’t seem real, does it?"

Gabrielle turned her head and looked at Phillinhase white dress was fluttering
violently in the wind.



"No," the bard replied as she for the hundredtletirad to remove her hair from her
eyes. "No, it doesn’t."

They were standing alone, apart from the rest@bthlookers, at the edge of the slope
leading down to the plain. In spite of it beingie middle of the day, the sky above
them was dark-grey and a chilling wind caused éxaaty from soldiers to craftsmen

to shiver and pull their clothes tighter aroundnthe

"I don’t understand why they’re doing this," Galbeispoke quietly, just loud enough
for the woman beside her to hear. "I mean, | undedsthat Xena can’t allow Lykeas
to pass and all...but..." She let out a frustrated.sigthought they were friends."

Phillinna smiled equivocally, her eyes never leguime scene below her.

"They are friends, Gabrielle." She looked like glas going to continue, but in stead
raised her arm and pointed, "Look."

The bard’s brow furrowed as she took in the sifth@two armies. They were less
than two miles apart now, but in stead of gettiloger, they seemed to slow down
before completely coming to a halt before eachrotBabrielle’s eyes searched for
the warrior and finally spotted her at the frorgrséngly arguing about something
with Callias and the commanding officer from Pobsd army. She could tell from
Xena's squared shoulders and crossed arms thagwehdt was she’d set her heart
on, the Amazon and the soldier wouldn’t have anok Io talking her out of it, and for
the first time in a very long time, a small smifgaared on the blond woman’s lips,
then it faded.

"What is she doing!"

Phillinna leaned forward, narrowing her eyes.dtiks like she’s going out to meet
them."

"Alone!?" The bard asked exasperated, not quitewie what she saw. "Is she
crazy? She can’t take them on all at once. Shé we&t them alone!"

She started to move forward, but a surprisinglgrgirhand held her back.
"Not them...just him. Look."

Too stunned to offer an reply, Gabrielle watched asgle figure detached itself
from the enemy army and made its way across the.pla

"What are they doing...?" The bard whispered to hiiser gaze riveted to the two
warriors slowly approaching each other. With |¢smta yard separating them Lykeas
and Xena stopped and although Gabrielle knew itwsatess, she couldn’t help
herself from straining to hear what was being saifdcourse she couldn’t make out
the words or even hear their voices, and had ttedet waiting in silence together
with the two impatiently waiting armies and the eweore impatient onlookers.

"So you agree to my terms?"
Lykeas nodded slowly.

"Yes."



Xena looked into the black eyes, knowing the anaiready.
"Why?"

"It’s better that way," he spoke finally after adopause.
"Will your men agree to it?"

"They won’t be given a choice."

Trying one last time, Xena searched the calm faterb her.
"Lykeas... | think-."

He shook his head.

"No, Xena."

He gave her a weak smile, "See you tonight?"

“I'll be here."

They remained like this, standing in front of eather in silence for a long time,
neither wanting to be the first to turn away. Thgkeas shifted slightly, his gaze
darting to the ground.

"Goodbye, Xena."

She waited till he looked up again, "For now."

Another pale smile. "Yeah, for now."

She turned and walked away, conscious of all tes epon her, but not caring.
"Xena..."

She stopped, but didn’t turn around.

"Yes."

"Say...say hello to Gabrielle for me."

For the briefest of seconds, the warrior’s facadeked and a deep sadness showed in
the blue eyes, then she nodded.

"l will."
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"A what?"

"A duel," the warrior repeated painstakingly, athehaving repeated that particular
phrase one too may times. "Lykeas and | are gaimgdet at sunset to fight. If he
loses he’ll dissolve the army without any condiicend if | lose then he’ll be granted



passage through Polyidos” and Simmias” kingdontsowitinterference. It's a simple
as that."

She started to rise, but the bard stepped closkfiramly pushed Xena back down in
the chair.

"There’s nothing simple about that. It's absolutefzy!"

"Isn’t it better than fighting a battle, killing ex more soldiers? This way, we’ll save
us all a lot of bloodshed."

"If you win, yes! But have you considered the féet you might lose? That we’ll
have to stand by passively and watch Lykeas attaole helpless kingdom or
village."

"He won’t do that!" The warrior interjected with nedforce than she’d intended and
smiled apologetically as Gabrielle shrank away ftwn "I'm sorry.” She rose and
took the bard’s hands into her own. "I didn’t masound so harsh, it’s just... He
won’t do that... | know he won’t."

Concerned and worried green eyes looked into bidex@na felt a tired smile appear
on her face.

"He won't attack a village, Gabrielle. He won’t."lHenly go for the kingdoms, the
major city states. He won’t have any interest ilages...he never really had."

"You don’t know that for sure," the bard whispesedtly.

The warrior sighed quietly and walked over to th#qt drawing Gabrielle down to sit
beside her.

"I have to do it this way, Gabrielle. It's the omigy to do this. | don’t want another
battle like the one we just had, we don’t need thretbody does."

She smiled and kissed the bard’s forehead befstiageher own against the blond
hair.

"Don’t you think we’ve experienced enough battiesé last couple of months to last
us a lifetime?"

The young woman didn’t answer right away and wimendsd the question threw
Xena slightly off balance.

"Why can’t he just let it go? Why does he havedadlds?" She leaned back so she
could see the warrior’s face. "You changed, whytdaef?"

Xena cringed at the betrayal and hurt she detaxt€&abrielle’s voice and raised her
hands helplessly.

“I...I don’t know what to say. I've tried, believe migave, but...but it’s like..." She
faltered, exhaling slowly.

"Yes?"

"It’s like he doesn’t want to...like he doesn’t cabat happens or... | can’t reach



him any more, he’s not listening to me... He just..."

She clenched her fists in frustration and the lbeaghed out to carefully pry the
fingers apart before leaning back again.

"He doesn’t care any more." The warrior finishegatently.
"He cares about you..."
Xena shrugged, "Maybe."

"He does, otherwise | don’t understand why he shagtee to do this, the duel and
all.”

Pale blue eyes looked up, "Don’t you see it's somaasier this way...for both of
us?"

"What do you mean?" Gabrielle inquired gently, Wihat way?"
"We...we get to decide things ourselves this wag.ttie way we’ve always done it."

The bard was silent for awhile, not certain sheidaustood everything, but knowing
she’d pushed the warrior to her limits already @ecded to back down a little.

"So... You'll meet at sunset?"
The dark head nodded.

"Do you think you'll win?" She tried to make lightit of the question and as Xena’'s
eyes found hers continued cheerfully, "I meanniééd to know the odds if I'm going
to bet. It'll be a great way to earn some dinams wit?"

"I didn"t know you were a betting woman, GabriéllEhe warrior spoke, arching an
eyebrow.

“I'm with you, aren’t I? So | have to be..." She ghw light in the blue eyes fade and
hurried to say, "l didn’t mean it like that, Xehgust-."

"I know." The warrior’s voice was weary, but warlidon’t worry, | know how you
meant it."

She could still she the doubt in the blond womayes and leaned closer, bringing
their lips together. She gently tasted the bardiatimfor a few moments before
pulling back and they exchanged a quiet smile.

“I'll say the odds are in my favour, but don’t twet much, there’s no need to
challenge fate...or the Gods for that matter.”

Gabrielle was still smiling, but her eyes had tarserious.
"Xena... What if you don’t win... What if-."

Again, the warrior leaned forward and cut off therds with her mouth. She kissed
the bard more thoroughly this time before workimg Wway over to the young
woman'’s ear.



“I’'m not gonna lose, Gabrielle," she whispered Hysind felt the bard shiver. "I'm
better than he is."

She started to suck the earlobe into her mouthsighted dejectedly when she felt
small hands on her chest, pushing her gently,ibuatyf away.

"What makes you so sure you’ll defeat him?"
Xena sighed again, "l always do, that’s why."

"He kicked your arse during staff practice backhia village, what makes you think
he won’t do that again."”

"Gabirielle..." The warrior spoke more seriously, "Theasstaff practice We were
sparring and that’s a whole lot different from figh for real, besides we won’t be
using staffs, but swords and I'm better with a sitban he is. | know it and he
knows it."

"If he knows he’s going to lose...why did he agrethts duel?"

Xena opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Thekroge from the pallet and
placed a kiss on the dark hair.

"Get some rest, you’'ll need all your strength later

Then she left the warrior alone to struggle with dwen thoughts.
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Part 10
CHAPTER XXXX
"Uh, Gabrielle, I'm not sure that would be sucloadjidea.”

"Please, Callias. | have to see him. Maybe if | sp@ak to him face to face, I'll finally
be able to make some sense out of this mess." TikerJooked earnestly at her
Captain. "l won’t be able to stop you if you atée guards or Xena, all | can do is to
ask you to respect my wish and that’s what thishss is not an order, Callias. This is
a wish, a request between friends."

They were standing alone at the edge of the slopking toward the enemy army
which had retreated back to their tents at theratitke of the plain.

The Amazon sighed and looked back at her Queerbri€ie, | understand why you
want to do this, I really do, but you can’t justikviaato their camp and ask to speak to
Lykeas. It might be dangerous, they might choosestoyou as a hostage."

Gabrielle shook her head slowly, "He won’t do that.

"How do you know that?"



The blond woman stared towards the horizon aghjast do."

The Captain glanced hesitantly back at their owngal heir immediate surroundings
were deserted and Gabrielle would be able to @dsg part of the plain, before the
other guards would notice her and alert the troS8psg. sighed again and turned to the
Queen who was looking at her expectantly.

“I’m gonna get into so much trouble with Xenaliétlyou do this."

They were both silent for a moment then Gabriedlched out and put her hand on
the Amazon’s shoulder. "Please, Callias. | knowrl"tihave any right to ask you this,
but-."

"Yes, yes you do," the Captain interrupted. "ltistj | mean...you don’t even know if
he wants to see you. Maybe it’ll all be in vain."

The Queen smiled, "I know, but | have to try anywayhe smile faded, "It’ll help me
sleep at nights."

Callias nodded slowly, "Do you want me to accompyoy?"

"Thanks, but | need you to stall anybody who migyto stop me." She gave the
warrior’s shoulder a squeeze. "But don’t go overtdip, | don’t want you to get hurt."

The Captain gave her a pale smile, "l won't."

Gabirielle looked at her for a second then she tbamal started to walk down the
slope.

"Gabrielle?"

"Yes?"

"Be careful, okay?"

The Queen smiled at her soldier, "l promise."

It was late afternoon when Gabrielle reached tleegncamp. The two guards posted
there quickly exchanged a few words and then dih¢olards the centre of the camp,
while the other walked out to meet the young woman.

"Your Majesty," the soldier looked at her in puzmknt before giving her a small
bow, and Gabrielle recognized him as one of theagauen Lykeas had been working
with. "What are you doing here?"

"l need to speak with your leader," the bard spokeer most regal tone. "l have a
few things, | need to discuss with him."

"Have you changed your mind about the terms?" Blidies”s eyes narrowed slightly,
"I mean, the duel. Is Xena backing out?"

Gabirielle shook her head, "No, the terms are thesa

"But what is it then?"



The bard gave him a look. "I'll discuss that witfkkas and nobody else."
The young man stared at her then nodded slowlyybdswish, Your Majesty."”

They heard running footsteps and turned to seettiex guard come running back
towards them. The soldier stopped in front of Galleiand bowed.

"l am to escort you to Lykeas” tent. Please corizevihy."

He gestured towards a small group of tents andediddr the bard to walk past him
before following. On their way to the tent, thedbatudied the area around her closely
and was both worried and impressed. The soldiers alebehaving in a disciplined
and controlled manner. Nobody was sitting idle atband nobody were drinking or
fighting. A few curious looks followed her, but nae spoke or tried to intimidate her
in any way. Finally they arrived in front of a tevd different from the rest she had
seen, and the soldier bowed again.

"You can go straight in, Your Majesty. He's expegtyou."

The bard nodded briefly and stepped inside.

kkkkkkkkkkkkhkkk

The tent was dark and it took awhile before Galarigleyes adapted to the darkness
and began to distinguish the various shapes anmisfaround her. She could see an
unused pallet just to the right of her and the anther objects in the tent were a table
with two chairs on either side. The dark man wésgiin the chair furthest away,
watching her silently. The bard looked into calradid eyes.

"Hello, Gabrielle." Lykeas” voice was quiet anchsedd. "l should have known you
would come by." He gestured towards the other chalease sit down."

The bard walked over to the chair and sat down.gdee fell on the various scrolls
and papers lying on the table between them, andatheed several maps and
drawings.

"Planning to take on the world, are you?" She sile/ing to sound more cheerful
than she felt.

He gave her a tired smile in return, "Something likat."

They sat in silence for a few minutes than the wanleared his throat.
"What can | do for you, Gabrielle?"

She looked at him and suddenly she didn’t know wdhaay.

"l... 'want you to call off the duel and dissolveuyarmy without terms."
She studied him carefully, half fearing his reactibut he only smiled a little.

"It's too late for that."



“No, no it isn’t. The duel isn’t until sunset. Ycan end it all now and nobody will get
hurt. All it takes is for you to say the word, itiet too late."

"That’s not what | meant, Gabrielle," Lykeas spskavly. "It’s too late for me."
The bard looked at the resigned face before her.
"What do you mean?"

The warrior sighed deeply and for a second he sgéatneost irritated then his
expression became neutral again.

"Gabrielle, if | do as you say. What then? What Wilcome of me afterwards?"

"You...you can become like Xena," the bard beganad®ou can help her fight
evil and protect the innocent. The Gods know simeusg all the help she can get.
You could do a lot of good, Lykeas, | know you abuf only you'd understand
that-."

"Have you considered the fact that | might notriderested in doing good, that | don’t
care about anybody but myself?" The warrior’s quuet serious words abruptly
halted Gabrielle’s speech, and she stared at hifislrelief.

"I don’t believe you."

He looked at her, almost sadly, "That's becausedgoit want to believe me,
Gabirielle. I've told you before, I'm not Xena antkelver will be." He paused briefly,
"I don’t want to be."

He suddenly straightened up. "Speaking of Xenas3be know you're here?"
The bard smiled wryly in spite of herself, "Woulduwexpect her to know?"
Lykeas shook his head a little, then grinned, "Nyyess not."

Silence hung in the air for a long time then Gdlarisighed quietly.

"There’s nothing | can say that will change yound"

"No," he looked into the green eyes, but found matlbut concern and a little
resignation. "But | appreciate you trying anyway."

"Well, we're friends, aren’t we?" Her tone was tljdiut her face was serious.
"Are we?" The warrior’s eyes showed no emotion.

"Yes," the bard spoke softly. "We’ll be friends tile moment you unsheathe your
sword and begin to fight Xena. After that..." Shadedd and looked away, "After
that | don’t know..."

The dark man only nodded and Gabrielle slowly regdrher gaze to him.
"I don’t understand it," she said simply. "I domfiderstand why you're doing this."

"I have to," he almost whispered.



"Why?" There was no anger or accusation in the bawhe, just sadness.

"It's who | am, Gabrielle." Lykeas looked into lestes, searching. "It's who I've
always been."

The bard stared at him for a moment then she rose the chair, "I have to get back."
The warrior nodded, "l know."
"Will it be safe for me to walk through the campra?"

"Yes," Lykeas rose as well. "But I'll escort yotlé paused, "That is, if you want me
to?"

She smiled briefly, "I'd like that."

They walked through the camp in silence, Gabriztletely aware of all the
respectful, practically adoring gazes that follovtleel dark warrior. They reached the
outskirts and stopped. They looked at each othea few seconds then the bard
stepped over and put her arms around Lykeas. Faer lo@ didn’t flinch and as she
released him, she gave him a small kiss on thekchee

"Goodbye, Lykeas."

"Goodbye, Gabrielle."

She started to walk away, but then heard a voibedeher.
“I'm...I'm sorry that..."

She turned around and looked at him.

"You know what, Lykeas? When you said earlier ffmat didn’t care about anybody
but yourself, you weren’t telling the truth, weau@"

"What do you mean?" His face was unreadable.

"I think it"s directly opposite,” the bard contirtusoftly. "I think you do care about
other people, it’s yourself you don’t care about."

Lykeas looked at her for a moment, the black egesting even darker.
"If it makes you happy to think that, Gabrielle..."

Then he left and Gabrielle started to walk backs&the plain.
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Sunset arrived and together with it, a strangensoland supernatural glow which
slowly started to affect everybody in the camp, &y became quiet and calm.
People spoke in hushed voices without really kngwuhy, but they all felt it would
be wrong to do anything else, and no laughter otdvavere heard as the soldiers
little by little gathered on the plain. A small areas left clear, flanked by men from



both sides. The duel was to take place there. Metleed among the soldiers towards
the circle followed by Gabrielle, and the men moaeay without hesitation,

granting them access. Just as she reached tharéa@eshe turned to look at the bard
who gave her a pale smile.

"I don’t know what to say," she whispered quietig &ena wrapped her arms tightly
around the young woman.

"You don’t have to say anything."

She let go and gently caressed Gabrielle’s cheek$econd then she turned around
and went into the circle. Lykeas was already theeating. Erinya stepped forward
and even the faint sound of whispering voices faded

"The duel which is about to take place has beeeesljupon by both of the
participants without pressure or influence fronhiact part. They do so freely and the
loser has agreed to either grant passage throegiréta without interference or
dissolve their army without conditions. Their Mdjes, King Polyidos and Queen
Phillina have agreed to this arrangement, as hgkeds, commander of the hostile
force and Xena, currently in charge of our own okl The duel will continue until
one of the combatants have either surrendered¢capable of fighting or dead.”

The weapons master stepped away, "You may begin."

All eyes went to the two warriors in the circle Keps™ gaze rested on Xena's face for
a moment before his eyes darted to meet Gabrigtleéa he slowly unsheathed his
sword and the bard closed her eyes. Xena studeedatk man before her, then
without a word she drew her sword and walked ouéet him. By the first sound of
metal meeting metal, Gabrielle opened her eyesiagaly doubts she might have had
whether they were really serious, evaporated asalehe grim expression on their
faces and the cold look in their eyes. Whatevehtriigwve been between Xena and
Lykeas, and whatever kind of friendship they haarsti, it was gone from their minds
now and both showed nothing but deadly determina®they circled and charged,
countered and blocked. Their breathing became faldoand sweat started to glisten
on their bodies. They were both sporting small dhileg cuts, but either had yet to gain
the full advantage over the other. A collectivepyagnt through the crowd as Lykeas’
sword slid down Xena’s blade and cut deeply intchiaed. Only small a grunt
escaped the warrior’s lips as she quickly changed$iand started to fight with her
left in stead. Lykeas took the chance and moveddad, but suddenly Xena
somersaulted over him and as she was in the awlisbcted a powerful kick at his
right shoulder. The sword flew from Lykeas” hand &nded on the ground a few
yards away, but in stead of pressing her advan¥eyea lingered, closely studying the
dark man’s face. Without a word, Lykeas picked ispstvord and they immediately
started to fight again. Soon it became clear teavhs having a problem with his
shoulder, pain showed on his face every time hekield a blow from Xena, but he
didn’t retreat and continued his relentless assabiltddenly their swords locked and
their faces came within inches of each other agwbewarriors tried to retrieve their
weapons. Before Xena had time to react, Lykeas siaadegs away from underneath
her and she landed flat on her back. For a momeetimed like the dark man
hesitated then he moved forward, raising his swieadter then Gabrielle thought
possible, Xena's sword swung through the air, hepei shallow, but long cut across
Lykeas” abdomen. The warrior stepped back in sse@nd watched for a second as



blood started to soak his tunic, then he lookedk lasacXena who had used that single
moment of distraction to get back on her feet. Bb#ir movements were slower now
and exhaustion was beginning to show on their feaosd for awhile it seemed like
nobody was able to get the upper hand, then Xedgeatba blow from Lykeas and her
sword headed straight for his chest, but in thedasond, the dark man raised his
sword and deflected Xena’'s blade only to haveriefrate his exposed thigh. Lykeas
groaned and fell down on one knee and again Xeamgpstl back. Blood was pulsing
from the gash in the warrior’s thigh with an alargirate, and his face suddenly
turned very pale, but still he managed to rise.&nroment, Gabrielle thought she
saw anger replace the cold look in Xena's eyesitheas gone and she easily
blocked a blow from the dark man. Soon after shekathhim again and blood started
to flow from a deep cut across his chest, butlsélcharged.

Damn it, Lykeas! Why don’t you just give up?

Suddenly, Lykeas swayed a little as the blood $taged to affect him and Xena
immediately saw her opening. Her blade was aimirgcty for his throat when she
realized that he wouldn’t have the strength toedeit, that he wouldn’t be able to
raise his sword in time and in that instant thgesemet. As she looked into his eyes
she saw that he knew it too. To her surprise sthie’dsee fear or anger and without
really realizing it, she managed to change thectioe of the sword and it barely
grazed his shoulder instead. Disbelief and somethise showed in the black eyes
and then Lykeas ran headlong into her, using hily b@ bring the warrior down. The
impact knocked all air from Xena’'s lungs, but shiek}y recovered and rolled them
over, pinning the dark man beneath her.

"Give up, Lykeas." She hissed out between breaths.
Please give up.

"I can’t," he struggled against her, but was toakme break her hold. "Don’t you
understand.”

She backhanded him hard and his head was knoctetheground from the force.
"Give up, Lykeas!"
Please...

“No..." He squeezed out between clenched teeth. i ingive up, Xena. I'll keep
trying until you stop me."

"Damn you!" She shouted into his face. "Why can just let it go!"

The eerily white face made his eyes appear likedarsx holes, and blood was slowly
running down his cheek from a cut in his lip.

"Because it’s too late already," he exhaled slowly.

The warrior stared at him then her entire bodyadnbut before she could move a
hand grabbed her wrist.

"I'll keep coming, Xena. No matter how may times ymock me down, I'll keep
getting up." He grimaced in pain, "l wont stopiuypbu make me." He stared into her



eyes, "Do you understand, Xena? Do you understand?"
"I don’t want to," she whispered. "Please don’t enale do it."

He only reached up and touched her cheek, bothiiggnthe blood he smeared on her
face.

"You owe me, Xena, remember?"

His voice was so quiet that nobody but the twdheht heard the words. Suddenly he
started to cough up blood and his arm fell badkéoground.

"Please..."

"No."

"Please, Xena..."
No...

The grass beneath them took on a shade of degs tl@dldod continued to seep from
Lykeas” wounds. His eyes were glassy and his faseocevered by a thin sheen of
sweat.

"You can still be saved," the warrior pleaded, ltgtablivious to the circle of people
that had started to tighten around them as thedstepped closer.

"No..."

She had to lean down to hear his words.

“It's too late... It's always been too late."

Lykeas’s eyes became unfocused as life togethkrildgbd drained from his body.
"Even from the beginning..."

No...

He smiled at her, "Yes."

Without knowing why, she leaned down to place & kis his damp forehead and
tasted salt and blood on her lips. Lykeas reacipeabain as if trying to make contact
with her one last time, but just before his fingeensched her face, his body convulsed
and the arm fell motionless to the ground.

NO!

"NO!"

Xena stared into the lifeless eyes.
No!

She put her hands under his shoulders and lifeedirtip body up into her arms.



No...

She cradled the cold face, disbelief and shockervriall over her face.

Please no...

She felt a hand on her shoulder and looked upGatorielle’s tearstained face.
Please...

The crowd around them slowly dissolved, leavingtthe warriors alone.
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CHAPTER XXXXI

Nobody spoke as Xena walked through the camp,iogrtiie dead man in her arms.
Nobody questioned her as she continued beyondettmagters of the area, and
nobody tried to stop her as she walked toward$aifesst. As in a trance, the warrior
walked through the darkness and when she reackddrést, she ducked under a few
branches and was embraced by an even darker shaldek She tripped over roots,
and branches scratched her arms and drew bloodpbonce did she loosen her hold
on the man in her arms. For how long and how farvgalked she didn’t know, but
suddenly she entered a clearing and the moon ¢hessact same moment to break
through the clouds, bathing the trees in a siliggt] Silently, the warrior sank to her
knees, still holding Lykeas close to her body. fherlast time she looked into unusual
black eyes, then cold, shaking fingers gently dabe lids, and Xena felt how the
ache in her chest seemed to become stronger, miakiagd for her to breathe.

Almost reluctantly she placed the warrior on theumd and started to built a fire. It
took almost an hour before she was satisfied vagrésult, and carefully she lifted
Lykeas from the ground and slowly placed him onrtfakeshift pyre.

“I've brought his weapons."

For the first time, the warrior hadn’t heard thedbapproach, but as she turned to see
the pale young woman behind her, she only smiled.

"Thank you."

Gabrielle hesitated for a moment, then steppececikasd handed the sword and the
bow to Xena who took the objects and held thenemnhands briefly, before carefully
arranging them on Lykeas” chest. Then she stepgpad dark blue eyes taking in the
sight of the man on the pyre before her. She semgedsence by her side and felt
how the bard briefly touched her arm before comtig@and coming to a halt beside
the pyre. Gabrielle gently brushed a few dark stsaaway then leaned down and
kissed Lykeas” forehead, trying to ignore the fegbf the cold skin against her lips.
As she straightened up silent tears were runnimngndeer cheeks, and she smiled in
spite of herself.

"See, Lykeas," she whispered quietly. "I told yowpuld cry for you."

She walked back to stand beside the warrior’s whos#ionless face didn’t give



anything away.

"You should say goodbye," the bard spoke softly.

Xena didn’t answer, but just kept staring at the py

The bard put her hand on the warrior’s arm, "Xena?"

"He made me do it," Xena croaked. "l never wankesl t. He made me do it."

"I know," Gabrielle leaned up and kissed away aiteaning down a bronze cheek.

Blue eyes blinked a few times and the warrior’sgadawly focused on the woman
beside her, then she walked the few steps ovéetpyre. For a long moment she
studied the white, but beautiful face below heentshe reached down to pull
something out of her boot. She stared at Lykea$é kseeing how it reflected the
bright light of the moon and then she carefullycpld it on his chest above his heart.

"You look so peaceful now," she whispered. "I htipe is what you wanted."

She stepped back a little then she began the sioeegs of lighting the wood and
branches around the pyre. It took almost five neautefore she knew the fire had
become too strong to die and she stepped backhéwatched the flames rise higher
and higher, she felt an arm go round her waistséyedsighed quietly. She pulled the
young woman closer and Gabrielle rested her heaimhstgghe warrior’s chest, green
eyes reflecting the flames before her.

"How old was he?" The bard asked hours later wherite had started to turn into
embers.

Xena's eyes were watering, but whether it was tingke or something else, she
didn’t know.

"He would have been twenty-seven next month."

Then she turned around and started to lead Gabaelay. As they reached the trees,
she stopped and hesitated for a moment, beforéngdiack at the dying fire.

"Slep now, Lykeas," she whispered so softly thataven the bard heard the words.
"May you find the peace in death you never fountifen”

And then they walked in between the trees, leathedire to die in solitude.
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As the morning sun rose to shine on the camp, pdugd already been up for hours
preparing to leave and head home. The fortune haiatel the craftsmen had left the
day before, gone out to search for new conflicts rm@w opportunities, and now it
was the soldiers turn to take down the tents, guish the fires and pack their gear.
The last tent to be packed away was the one usedémcil meetings as it had been
occupied the entire morning with warriors and royaAll trying to come to an
agreement about what to do with the men who hddvweld Lykeas and what to do



with Kassander’s kingdom.

"I don’t want them punished,” Phillina spoke detieedly. "Look at them, they look
like they haven’t yet understood what happenedtydsy. They walk around like
headless chickens."

"But they betrayed us," Polyidos interjected withany real conviction or
enthusiasm.

"They never raised a sword against us, did they2'Queen continued and looked at
her friend. "The moment they understood Lykeas aessl, they put down their arms.
| respect that." She looked at the people in thg tiaring them to contradict her.
"Besides most of them are my men and | will nabwalbnybody else to punish them.
During the last couple of weeks they have beencstiicharmed and had a taste of
greatness only to see it all fall to pieces in froithem. That, in my opinion, is
punishment enough."

Polyidos shrugged uncertainly and looked helpleastire warrior sitting next to him.
"Xena?"

The dark woman looked at the King briefly befor@nsling up, "Do what you think is
best. | don’t have an opinion about this matter."

She walked to the tent flap and disappeared outside
Phillina turned to look at Gabrielle whose eyes baen following the warrior.
"Is she all right?"

The young woman didn’t answer, but only rose frbmtaible and started to follow
Xena.

"Gabrielle?"
The bard stopped and looked back at the Queen?"Yes
"We need to decide what to do about the army arss#&tzder’s lands."

Gabrielle studied the woman before for a secondats your decision, Your
Majesty, not mine. You don’t need me to find a 8oiu" She gave the King and the
Queen a tired smile. "If you'll excuse me, I'm regtelsewhere."”

Phillinna watched the bard disappear out of thettesn she turned to look at
Polyidos.

"l guess it’s up to us then, my friend."

The King stared at the table for a second, theseleened to straighten up and his
voice lost some of it’s uncertainty," It seems likkéhil."

The Queen studied the tired face for a long timentshe smiled, "Let’s make it fast
SO we can get out of here. | want to go home."

Pain showed on Polyidos” face, but still he smité@s, it’s time to go home."



Gabrielle found Xena in the stable, quietly talkindRarjan while stroking the grey
mane.

"He won’t eat," the warrior spoke without looking. Ul ve tried anything, but | can’t
get him to eat.”

The bard stepped closer and looked at the losteegfmn in the horse’s eyes, "He
misses Lykeas."

"I know," Xena tried to tempt Rarjan with a turnipyt the horse only moved its head
away. "l don’t know what to do. He'll die if he doét eat."

"The same goes for humans," Gabrielle said gentlyout reproach. "You haven’t
eaten anything either."

"I haven’t been hungry," the warrior mumbled ameftto feed the horse again
without success. "If only | knew what to do."

"Perhaps you should let him go," the bard offeledly. "You know nobody else will
be able to control him, and you can’t take him wigh. Perhaps it would be better to
let him run free."

Xena turned around and looked at the blond womath®first time, "He might still
die. Just because he’s free doesn’t mean hetlestiamg again.”

"I know." Gabrielle entered the stall and gingedgched for Rarjan’s harness. "But at
least it’ll be his choice."

She started to lead the horse out of the stablécaher surprise, Rarjan followed
without trouble. The warrior stared after the yowwmman and the horse as they
disappeared out of the stable, then she sighedyarel slowly followed them
outside.

His choice...Always...
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A late evening, less than two weeks later, the Aonazlecided to call it a day and
make camp for the night. They were only a shotadise away from their village and
everybody had hoped against hope they would betalvkach it before darkness, but
with late autumn the night arrived quickly and atieshort debate, they had decided
to delay their arrival to the next day. They quyckuilt a fire and sat down huddled
close together for warmth. Shortly afterwards &rtQueen and the warrior joined
them, the Amazons quickly moved even closer togdthallow them a spot near the
fire. For a long time nobody spoke as twenty-twinpaf eyes stared into the flames,
relishing the warmth and the closeness.

"Your Majesty?"

Xena had to nudge Gabrielle gently before the yomognan noticed she’d been
addressed.
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"l..." The Amazon who had spoken looked at little erain. "I was wondering if
perhaps you would tell us a story?"

A smile slowly illuminated the bard’s face, "It'edmn a very long time since | last told
a story, Areia."

"Well, don’t you think it’s about time then?"

The warrior’s voice reached Gabrielle’s ear onty sire turned to look into the bluest
eyes she had ever seen. For a moment she wath®asshe smiled again and without
taking her eyes of the beautiful face so closeets hshe started to tell a story. Words
of love and words of sacrifice carried through dgfoget night, creating images of far
away places and exotic people in the minds ohalllisteners. They listened to the
deeds of ancient heroes and common folks, laughinia follies and shared their
sorrows, and not until Gabrielle’s voice had sthttebecome hoarse did they relent
and returned to their tents, continuing the tatetheir dreams. As the bard snuggled
in close to the warrior, she whispered quietlyélmissed that."

Xena smiled in the darkness, "Me too."
And for the first time in many weeks she didnt éany trouble falling asleep.

When Gabrielle awoke the next morning she was alotige tent, but she had barely
managed to sit up before the tent flap moved aedvidarior stepped inside carrying a
bowl of porridge. She smiled at the groggy bard.

"You better hurry to get dressed. Your Amazonsnaoee than eager to continue and |
had to practically threaten them not to run in reerd wake you up so they could get

going."

Gabrielle smiled, but made no attempt to get dokssstead she reached for the bowl
and Xena grinned as she watched the young womish fine porridge in a matter of
minutes.

"Hungry?"

"Always," the bard answered between mouthfuls. [@es | know they are eager to
get home and | don’t want to be the one to delaypth

The warrior looked away to hide a smirk, knowingttthe Amazons had been up for
hours, patiently waiting for their Queen to wake Tpen a thought struck her and she
became serious.

"Gabrielle..."
The blond woman noticed Xena's change of mooddaaed up, "Yes?"

"l...I was wondering..." The warrior kneeled down befdhe bard so they came eye
to eye. "When we get there..."
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Xena took a deep breath, "What then?"
Gabrielle’s brow furrowed, "What do you mean?"

"I mean," the warrior continued, trying to soundwa. "What are you gonna do? |
mean, are you...are you gonna stay there?" She laokethe beautiful green eyes
and was glad she was already on her knees. "Davgotito stay there?"

"l want to be with you," the bard answered quietly.
"No matter what?" Xena cursed herself for asking,vias unable not to.
"No matter what."

She could see that the warrior was about to sprdlshe put a finger on Xena's lips
to halt the words.

"We will find a way when we get there. The impotttnng is that we're together.”
She felt the warrior smile against her finger aacely heard the whispered words.
"No matter what?"

She returned the smile, "No matter what."

Their lips met, sealing an unspoken promise, thenaxose from the ground again.
"I'll go tell your Amazons that their Queen is jastout ready."

"Don’t make any promises you can you can’t keepfr@lle grinned mischievously
and draped the covers over her body. "I'm very cotable as | am, thank you very
much."

The warrior arched an eyebrow, "Unless, you watdzen Amazons to come in here
and drag you out of bed, | would suggest you dadeget dressed now."

"Oh well..." The bard sighed melodramatically, "Ihias to be..."

"Yes, it has," Xena grinned and started to leaeetdimt, but Gabrielle’s voice stopped
her and she turned around.

"Yes?"
"l have something for you."

With a surprising speed the bard got out of bedstaded to rummage through the
bags until she found a small scroll. She hesithied second then she stepped over to
the warrior and handed it to her, her eyes newsting Xena’s face.

"I believe this is yours."

The warrior didn’t have to read the scroll to knehat it said. She had written it
herself.

"l want you to go out and burn it," Gabrielle spaiddtly. "You re my Champion and
nothing will ever change that."



Xena stared at the scroll in her hands then skeddier head and looked into the
blond woman’s eyes. Slowly she leaned down andchbdiker lips against the bard’s
before walking outside to throw the scroll onto tine.
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The moment they entered the forest, the Amazonsosisisiously picked a faster pace
eager to get home. Soon they head several birdoatisthe trees around them, some
welcoming them home, others informing the villagéheir return. As they stepped
out of the forest and took in the sight of theagk and the crowd waiting for them,
the Amazon warriors forgot all about their toughl @ool images and ran forward
only to be met halfway by loved ones. Xena and @Hbremained where they were,
smiling as they watched Kelife trying to get a lailkCallias” arm and Erinya’s leg,
before she gave up and simply joined in with tist of the cheering Amazons. The
bard smiled broadly and began to walk towards tt&ge and the warrior started to
follow, but suddenly she felt something behind d&ed she turned around to look back
at the forest. Xena’s eyes studied the dark shalletwseen the trees, unable to shake
the feeling that she was being watched. And thersalwv him. Between two trees,
partly hidden in the shadows stood a young boywHe dressed in Amazon clothing
and black hair carelessly framed the bronze faegk Byes studied her intensely for a
long moment, then slowly a smile spread on his &awkthe warrior felt herself smile
in return.

"Xena?"

Gabrielle’s voice caused the warrior to turn aroloefly before looking back to the
forest, but now there was nothing but darkness éetvthe two trees and the boy was
gone.

"Are you coming?"

Xena looked at the golden leaves and heard thespehguietly in the wind then she
smiled and turned around to face the bard. Shéeglgut to take the young woman’s
hand and together they walked toward the villagktae awaiting Amazons.

The End



